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    Chapter 1

    The First Bell

    The first bell rang before dawn, when Oakhaven still belonged to bakers, thieves, and God. It came low through the mist, a single iron note from the eastern quarter, so deep it seemed to rise out of the stones rather than fall from a tower. For a moment the city held its breath around it. Then the sound spread through the sleeping streets, touched shutters and chimney pots and the black river under the quay, and was gone.

    Lucen woke with his hand already on the knife beneath his pillow.

    He lay still on the narrow cot, eyes open to darkness, listening for the second strike.

    It came.

    This one was farther west.

    He swung his legs to the floor. The room was cold enough that his breath smoked. A sliver of moonlight found the washbasin near the door and the chair where he had thrown yesterday’s coat. The boardinghouse around him groaned softly in its sleep. Somewhere below, a man coughed twice and turned over. Then the city went quiet again, as if ashamed of what it had let itself say.

    Lucen crossed to the window and lifted the corner of the curtain.

    Mist lay in the lane like old linen. The lamps had burned down to dull orange beads. The opposite wall, patched with soot and salt, was barely there at all. No one moved.

    Then the third bell rang.

    This time it was near enough to enter his bones.

    Not the great harbor bell. Not a parish bell. Not the clean peal that marked feast days or the frantic alarm that meant fire. This one came in three measured strokes from the registry tower near Saint Vale Street, where clerks lived among ledgers and civic decrees. Three strikes, evenly spaced. Deliberate. A signal, not a summons.

    Lucen felt something tighten in his chest.

    He had heard that pattern once before, years ago, standing outside a records hall while a woman was dragged from the steps for speaking the wrong dead man’s name.

    He had not understood it then.

    He understood it now.

    Someone had spoken.

    Someone had been heard.

    He let the curtain fall and reached for his coat.

    By the time he took the lane down toward Saint Vale, the mist had begun to thin into wet threads that clung to hair and lashes. Oakhaven looked half-built in that hour, its whitewashed facades and dark beams rising out of vapor like memory deciding whether to keep its shape. Doorways stayed shut. Windows remained blind. But there were signs of watching: the twitch of a curtain edge, the glow of a single candle withdrawn too quickly, footsteps above him pausing behind old floorboards.

    The city was awake.

    It was simply pretending not to be.

    At the mouth of Candle Row he found the first cluster of people.

    They had arranged themselves in the careful shape of a crowd that wished to deny being one: three fishwives with baskets at their feet, a cobbler’s apprentice carrying nothing, two old men in prayer coats standing as if by chance beneath a rain chain. All of them were staring toward Saint Vale Street. None of them looked at one another.

    Lucen moved past them without speaking.

    The square opened ahead.

    Registry House stood on the far side, a narrow-faced building of old civic stone with a tower too severe to be beautiful. Its windows were dark save one on the third floor. A line of lamp-flames shivered near the entrance where six wardens in plain coats formed a barrier across the steps. And between them and the silent crowd, a woman knelt in the street.

    She was perhaps fifty, wrapped in a market shawl dark with damp, one hand pressed to her chest as though she were the one trying to hold herself upright. Beside her lay a burst sack of flour, the pale dust soaked into the wet stones. Two loaves had rolled free and sat there like abandoned offerings.

    A boy of ten or eleven strained against a warden’s grip, his face white with tears and fury.

    “Mam!”

    The word cracked the square open.

    A few people flinched. One of the fishwives in the back crossed herself. The warden holding the boy jerked him hard enough to stagger him silent.

    The woman on the stones lifted her head.

    Lucen could not hear her first words, only see the shape of them. Then the wind shifted. “I said his name,” she was telling the officer before her. Not pleading. Not even protesting. Merely stating a fact, as if facts still possessed weight in Oakhaven. “I said Jonan Vale fed the poor from his own stores before the famine counts were altered.”

    A murmur ran through the square like a rat along a wall.

    The officer did not respond immediately. He was young, broad-shouldered, his coat collar turned up high enough to shadow his face. He held a folded paper in one gloved hand. When he spoke, his voice carried cleanly.

    “You are under civic inquiry for incitement through unsanctioned historical assertion.”

    No one moved.

    The woman looked up at him, then at the tower above them, then at the crowd. Something passed over her face that Lucen had seen before in condemned men and grieving fathers and once in his own mirror: a sudden terrible understanding that fear, if obeyed long enough, begins to feel like law.

    “Unsanctioned,” she repeated.

    The boy lunged again. “She only said—” The officer backhanded him.

    Not hard enough to knock him down. Hard enough to teach every witness what would happen if they forgot themselves.

    The sound of it entered the square and stayed there.

    Lucen felt his hands curl.

    Not now, he told himself. Not here.

    He took one step back, into the shelter of a butcher’s awning, and kept his face lowered. The woman had gone still. Blood shone at the corner of the boy’s mouth. A long beat passed. Then she drew a breath that seemed to pull the whole city with it.

    “He did feed them,” she said. “He did. You can ring all the bells in Oakhaven and it will still be true.”

    The third bell struck again above them.

    Not from the tower itself, Lucen realized. From within it. Answering her.

    The officer nodded once.

    The wardens moved.

    It happened with the efficient ugliness of men who had practiced it already. Two took her by the arms. One gathered the spilled loaves with absurd care and dropped them back into the flour-drenched sack. Another shoved the boy toward the steps where an older clerk waited with a tablet, ready to record what grief looked like when it had to be filed.

    Then someone in the crowd spoke.

    Softly. Barely more than a whisper. But the square was so tense the words leapt clear.

    “She was right.”

    A silence followed that felt larger than the city.

    The officer’s head turned.

    No one claimed it.

    The fishwives looked at their hands. The old men stared at the stones. Somewhere behind Lucen, a woman’s breath quickened and would not settle.

    The officer scanned the faces before him, then smiled without humor.

    “Very good,” he said. “Let the record show that contagion is present.”

    Contagion.

    Not dissent. Not a rumor. A sickness.

    Lucen left before the wagon came. He knew too well what the sight of it would do to him. Not because he was gentle. Because he was not. Because the part of him that still knew how to act without thought had nearly gotten him killed more than once already, and dead men were of no use to anyone now.

    He cut through the cloth market and out along Narrow Bell Lane where the houses leaned so close overhead that dawn had trouble entering. The bells did not ring again, but the city had changed while he stood in Saint Vale Square. He could feel it in the way doors stayed latched after first light, in the hurried gait of the woman passing with turnips bundled in her apron, in the chalk mark already scrawled across one wall and half-scrubbed away: ASK WHAT WAS BURNED The last word had been smeared into a gray wound.

    He stopped, touched the damp brick beside it, then kept moving.

    Maraen’s rooms sat above an abandoned cooperage near the bend of the south canal, hidden behind warped shutters and a locked yard gate no one bothered to repair because the whole place looked as if collapse had claimed it years ago. Lucen gave the side door three knocks, waited, then two more.

    Nothing.

    He was reaching for the latch when the bolt snapped back and Maraen opened the door with a knife in her hand.

    She did not lower it at once.

    “You’re early.”

    “There were bells.”

    That changed her face.

    She stepped aside.

    The room inside smelled of coals, wet paper, and fennel tea gone cold. Maps lay weighted beneath cups and stones across the central table. Along the far wall, shelves bowed under copied ledgers, parish notices, shipping counts, burial registers, fragments from the hill, and all the other scraps of truth Oakhaven had failed to kill completely. A narrow stair climbed to the loft. On the hearth, a kettle hissed like a warning too tired to matter. Elara stood by the back window fastening the cuff of her coat.

    “You saw it?”

    He nodded.

    “Saint Vale. A woman taken for speaking Jonan’s name.”

    Maraen shut the door. “So it begins.”

    “No,” said Elara without turning. “It began before dawn. This is simply the first time they wanted us to hear it.”

    She faced them then, hair still unbound from sleep, eyes already sharpened by anger. Of the three of them, she was the one least likely to hide what she felt and most dangerous when she did. There was soot along one sleeve and a bruise fading yellow at her jaw from the hill three nights earlier, when stone had split and old lies with it.

    Lucen had not stopped seeing that night when he closed his eyes.

    The chamber under the hill. The stale buried air. The names. Jonan’s blood. Selyn standing in the dark with her face transformed by the thing that had chosen her and ruined her and perhaps saved them all. The city above them, sleeping on its own grave.

    He pushed the memory away.

    “The officer called it contagion,” he said.

    Maraen made a quiet sound of disgust. “Then they have chosen their story quickly.” “They had it ready,” Elara said. “They didn’t need to choose it. They were waiting.” Lucen pulled off his gloves. His fingers were stiff with cold. “How many towers can answer like that?”

    Maraen looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

    “The bell rang when she spoke. Not before. Not after. As if someone was listening for a word and had been told what to do once it arrived.”

    Elara crossed to the table. “You think there were clerks in the tower?”

    “I think,” Lucen said slowly, remembering the spacing of the strikes, “that the timing was too precise to cause panic. And too practiced to belong to one clerk with a rope.” Maraen’s knife tapped once against her thigh. “Then it’s a system.”

    “Yes.”

    The word sat among them.

    Oakhaven loved systems. It baptized cruelty into procedure faster than any city Lucen had ever known.

    He moved to the table and spread out the rough map of the central districts. Twelve bell towers marked in ink. Fifteen if one counted parishes beyond the inner wards. Old lines from older surveys ghosted beneath the newer streets like the memory of veins.

    “The first strike came east,” he said, pointing. “Second west. Third Saint Vale. Not random.

    Sequential.”

    Maraen leaned in. “A relay?”

    “Or confirmation.”

    Elara’s gaze dropped to the old underdrawing on the map. “What lies beneath the towers?”

    Lucen looked at her.

    She was already seeing it. That was the trouble with Elara. When an idea took her, she moved toward it before sense had time to chain itself to her ankles.

    “Foundations,” Maraen said. “Crypts. Storage. Old chambers. The usual rot.”

    “No,” Elara said. “Older.”

    She reached for another sheet, one of the fragments lifted from the hill archives before the Crown sealed the district. It was damaged along one edge, singed on the corners, but enough remained to show an ancient processional plan of Oakhaven before three of the royal expansions. The towers were there, though not all in their present form. Around them ran faint curved marks, half notation, half geometry.

    Lucen felt a chill unrelated to the weather.

    “Bell routes,” he murmured.

    Maraen frowned. “There were ceremonial routes once. Feast circles. Mourning lines.” “Not these.” Elara put her finger on the marks. “Look how they connect. Not street to street.

    Tower to tower.”

    Lucen bent closer. The old ink had faded into brown ghosts, but now that he looked, he could see it: a hidden pattern threaded under the city plan, linking the towers in arcs and crossings no modern survey bothered to note.

    A map beneath the map.

    He thought of the chamber. Of doors no one admitted existed. Of the witness tradition the Crown had buried so thoroughly that even rumor had become blasphemy.

    “What if the towers were never only towers?” he said.

    Maraen looked from one to the other and swore softly. “Absolutely not.”

    “That is not an argument.”

    “It doesn’t need to be. I know that face on both of you. It’s the face people make before climbing into sealed places and getting themselves killed.”

    Elara ignored her. “If the bells are part of an older network, then the Crown may be using something they don’t fully understand.”

    “Or understand well enough to weaponize,” Lucen said.

    “Which is worse.”

    “Agreed.”

    Maraen set down the knife with more force than necessary. “No.”

    Neither of them answered.

    She planted both palms on the table. “Listen to me. The city is on edge. Wardens are taking people in open squares. The Crown is writing proclamations before breakfast. And you two are standing here, three days after a man bled out under a hill, talking about chasing ancient bell routes like children hunting stories under floorboards.”

    Lucen met her gaze. “Children do not usually find hidden chambers full of erased names.”

    “That does not make this wiser.”

    “No,” Elara said. “Just necessary.”

    Maraen’s eyes went to her, softened for one heartbeat, then hardened again. “You always say that right before I lose sleep.”

    “You lose sleep when there’s rain.”

    “I lose less.”

    Lucien almost smiled, but the morning had no room for it.

    He reached into his coat and drew out the folded scrap he had taken from the lane: a torn strip of notice paper trampled near Saint Vale after the arrest. He spread it flat.

    Maraen leaned over.

    It was only half a proclamation, the bottom edge jagged where a boot or hurried hand had ripped it loose. But the seal was clear enough: Crown Registry. And beneath it, in neat official script: ...all unauthorized recitals of unverified historical claims shall be considered a disturbance against civic order. By decree, registry towers are instructed to sound response measures upon detection... ...persons found to repeat or circulate phrases associated with recent false witness unrest shall be subject to inquiry...

    Elara read it twice.

    “Detection,” she said quietly.

    “Yes.”

    Maraen straightened slowly. “So they are listening.”

    Lucen looked again at the old underdrawing beneath the towers.

    “Or the city is.”

    That silenced even Maraen.

    For a long moment the only sound in the room was the kettle muttering on the hearth. Then footsteps thudded above the loft.

    All three of them froze.

    A pause. Another step. Too light for a man. Too hesitant for an intruder. Maraen exhaled through her teeth. “Stay here.”

    She took the knife and climbed halfway up before a voice drifted down.

    “It’s me.”

    Selyn.

    Relief hit the room and left unease in its place.

    She descended a moment later, one hand trailing the rail as if the act of coming downstairs required more attention than it should. She had not fully recovered from the hill. No one had. But Selyn carried damage differently now, as if some part of her had been forced open and could not decide whether to close. Her face was pale, her dark hair hastily braided, her expression unreadable until she saw the proclamation on the table.

    “Who did they take?”

    Lucen had always disliked how quickly she arrived at the center of things. “A woman at Saint Vale,” he said. “For speaking Jonan’s name.”

    Selyn’s eyes lowered.

    No one said the obvious thing: that Jonan’s death had not made him safer. It had made him usable. The dead could be turned into warnings or saints depending on who reached them first. She came to the table. “And the bells?”

    “You heard them?” Elara asked.

    Selyn nodded once.

    “Did they mean anything to you?” Lucen asked, then hated the question as soon as it left him. Too direct. Too eager. Too close to treating her as an instrument instead of a person. But Selyn only studied the old map in silence.

    “At the hill,” she said at last, “when the chamber opened... There were moments I thought I understood something and then lost it before I could name it. Not words exactly. Patterns. Instructions. As if the place remembered how it had once been used, and if I stood very still I could almost stand inside that memory with it.”

    Maraen folded her arms. “That sounds reassuring.”

    Selyn ignored her. Her finger hovered above one of the tower marks, not quite touching. “The bells are wrong.”

    Lucen frowned. “Wrong how?”

    “They are being rung from above.”

    Elara and Lucen exchanged a look.

    Maraen let out a slow breath. “And where should they be rung from?”

    Selyn’s gaze stayed on the map. “Below.”

    The room went still.

    It was absurd. Impossible. Yet the word landed with the force of recognition, as if each of them had been approaching it from different roads.

    Below.

    Lucen thought of the underdrawing. Of chambers. Of routes cut beneath streets older than the city’s current face. Of a network perhaps built for witnesses to move unseen, to carry testimony or records or names beyond the reach of kings. And if so, what else might have traveled there? Pages? People? Messages encoded into ritual and sound?

    The Book of Ash.

    He hated how quickly the thought flared.

    Not because it felt false. Because it felt like the kind of truth that ruins lives simply by being followed.

    Selyn pressed two fingers to her temple and closed her eyes.

    Elara stepped toward her. “What is it?”

    “There’s a place,” Selyn whispered. “I don’t know where. I only know... a descent. Narrow. Wet stone. And bells hung low enough to touch by hand. Not for calling the city. For answering it.” Lucen felt the air change around the idea.

    Maraen was already shaking her head. “No.”

    Selyn opened her eyes. “I know.”

    “Good.”

    “But it exists.”

    Maraen cursed under her breath.

    Elara looked to Lucen. There was no need for speech. He knew that look too. The one that said the next step had already been chosen and now all that remained was whether they admitted it with dignity.

    He turned back to the map.

    “If the response tower this morning was Saint Vale,” he said, “then we begin there.”

    Maraen stared at him. “Begin what?”

    “Finding the way below.”

    Her laugh was sharp and joyless. “Yes, naturally. We’ll stroll into a registry tower hours after an arrest and ask the wardens whether they might direct us to the forbidden undercity.”

    Elara said, “We won’t ask.”

    “Excellent. Murder and trespass. I’m relieved.”

    Lucen traced the route in his mind. Saint Vale backed onto the abandoned cloister lane. Old drainage from there once fed south toward the canal before the royal paving. He had seen a sealed culvert mouth years ago in a cellar beneath the cooper’s guild, half bricked and ignored. If the old routes survived anywhere, they would survive where the city preferred not to look. “There may be another entrance,” he said. “A maintenance run. A forgotten service descent.” Maraen pinched the bridge of her nose. “You say that as if forgotten service descents are a comfort.”

    Selyn had gone quiet again, listening inward.

    Then she said, “There is ash on the bells.”

    Lucen looked up. “What?”

    She frowned, as if translating from a language spoken only in dreams. “Not soot. Ash. Fine and pale. It gathers in the grooves of the letters.”

    “Letters?” Elara said.

    Selyn nodded slowly. “Each bell is marked.”

    Maraen’s patience broke. “Of course they are marked. Everything in Oakhaven is marked. Walls, graves, children, loaves—” “No,” Selyn said, and for the first time that morning her voice cut cleanly through the room.

    “Older marks. Not Crown marks.”

    Silence met that.

    Lucen reached for the processional fragment again.

    Marks. Routes. Bells below the bells. A system the Crown had repurposed, perhaps without full comprehension, to hunt the very thing it had once been built to protect. If that was true, then every response bell rang that morning was not only an act of suppression. It was also a clue.

    A breadcrumb made of iron.

    And someone, somewhere, had built it to be followed.

    He felt the danger of that thought and chose it anyway.

    “We're going tonight,” he said.

    Maraen closed her eyes briefly, the expression of a woman asking heaven why it kept surrounding her with idiots. When she opened them, she was already moving toward the shelves.

    “Then if we are to be suicidal, we will at least be prepared.”

    Elara’s mouth tipped at one corner. “I knew you’d come.”

    “I didn’t say I was coming. I said I refuse to let you die with poor maps.” She pulled down a ring of old ward keys, a coil of thin rope, two waxed packets of lampblack, and a narrow crowbar wrapped in cloth against the sound. Then she paused, reached higher, and took from the top shelf a slim leather case Lucen had not seen in years.

    He recognized it immediately.

    “Lock picks?” he said.

    Maraen gave him a flat look. “I contain multitudes.”

    Even Selyn almost smiled.

    The moment passed quickly, but it mattered. In cities like Oakhaven, laughter was often the first rebel thing to survive.

    Outside, the day had finally broken in full, though the sun did not show itself. Light entered the room the way bad news did here: reluctantly, without warmth, and too late to prevent what had already happened.

    A knock sounded at the outer yard gate.

    All movement stopped.

    Not the coded knock. Not one of theirs. Three heavy blows, official in their confidence.

    Again.

    Lucen’s hand went to his knife. Elara had already taken a step toward the back passage. Maraen extinguished the nearest lamp with her fingers and hissed to Selyn, “Upstairs.” The gate shook under a fourth strike.

    A voice called from the yard.

    “Registry inquiry.”

    No one breathed.

    Lucen moved to the wall beside the door, listening hard.

    “Open in the name of the Crown Registry and Ward Office.”

    Another blow.

    Maraen looked once around the room, measuring papers, exits, faces. There were too many things here that could condemn them. Too many names. Too much ash.

    Elara whispered, “Back away.”

    Lucen nodded.

    But before any of them could move, Selyn spoke from the stairs.

    “Wait.”

    They turned.

    She stood two steps up, one hand white on the rail, head tilted slightly as if hearing something beneath the shouts outside.

    Then she said, very quietly, “There will be another bell.”

    As if in answer, far off across the city, iron began to ring.

  

  
    Chapter 2

    Response Measures

    The second bell did not ring like the first.

    The first had come as warning, low and singular, the iron throat of the city clearing itself before speech. This one rang sharp and urgent from somewhere south of the canal, followed by two quick strikes that seemed to catch against the buildings and scatter down the lanes like frightened birds. Oakhaven did not answer it with noise. It answered with withdrawal. Shutters closed. Footsteps vanished. Even the yard beyond Maraen’s door seemed to draw in upon itself, as if fear had learned how to hold its breath.

    “Back,” Maraen whispered.

    No one argued now.

    Lucen gathered the torn proclamation and the old processional fragment in one sweep and shoved them beneath the loose floorboard beside the hearth. Elara snatched up the ring of keys, the rope, and the wrapped crowbar. Selyn remained on the stairs, still listening with that distant strained focus that unsettled him more than open panic would have done. Another pounding blow hit the yard gate.

    “Registry inquiry!”

    The voice was closer this time. There was a second voice now too, lower, likely a warden posted at the lane entrance. Containment. They had come expecting to collect, not merely to ask.

    Maraen crossed the room in three swift steps and seized Selyn by the wrist.

    “Move.”

    Selyn blinked, came back to herself, and let herself be pulled down the back passage. Lucen took one last look around the room. Shelves of copied ledgers. Bundles of notes. The ash-fragments from the hill wrapped in linen on the far shelf. A whole hidden anatomy of truth laid out inside a copper's ruined room. If the wardens got in, all of it was finished.

    He turned to follow.

    The front bolt shuddered under a hard impact.

    Wood splintered.

    “Now,” Elara hissed.

    They spilled into the narrow rear passage, single file, bent beneath warped beams blackened by old smoke. Maraen led them through a storeroom that smelled of damp rope and mouse droppings, then out into a walled strip of yard choked with nettles. Beyond it stood the remains of the cooperage shed, its roof half fallen, its doors hanging from one hinge. The canal lay somewhere past that, hidden by mist and brick.

    Behind them came the crack of the outer door giving way.

    Lucen felt the sound in his spine.

    “Left,” Maraen said.

    They ran.

    The ground in the yard had become slick mud over broken cobbles. Elara nearly lost her footing, caught herself on the shed wall, and kept moving without a word. Selyn, still weaker than she should have been, stumbled once. Lucen caught her elbow, steadied her, then pushed ahead to force open the warped side gate that led into a refuse alley running behind three warehouses.

    It jammed halfway.

    He swore, shoved harder, and felt old wood scrape stone. Just wide enough. Maraen slipped through first. Elara followed, then Selyn. Lucen turned sideways to force himself after them just as voices rose inside the cooperage rooms.

    “Back here!”

    They were seen.

    The alley beyond was narrow, hemmed by brick sweating damp and crossed overhead with laundry lines that slapped weakly in the morning wind. Rotting crates and broken barrels cluttered the way. Maraen did not hesitate. She vaulted a split cask, cut through an opening where a wall had partially collapsed, and emerged into a tangle of service lanes behind the dye works.

    Oakhaven revealed itself differently when one ran through its back ways. Not the whitefront city of decrees and parish windows, but the underface: wash lines strung with patched shirts, ash heaps still warm, children’s chalk circles stamped into slime, the rank sweetness of spilled dye and fish guts and coal tar. Lucen knew these ways well enough to move quickly, but not blindly. Too many ended in locked yards or canal drops.

    Another bell rang, farther north now.

    Elara glanced back. “They’re signaling positions.”

    “Or corners,” Maraen said. “Faster.”

    They burst out beside the south canal where the morning trade should have been gathering. Instead the towpath stood half deserted. A barge hand near the lock gate saw them and immediately looked away, as if whatever trouble followed them might pass over him if he denied it the courtesy of a witness.

    Across the water, wardens were already moving along Bellmaker Street.

    Lucen caught only pieces through the shifting mist: plain dark coats, steel caps, the flash of a registry sash.

    “They’ve spread,” he said.

    “They were ready,” Elara replied.

    Maraen swore again, a prayer in reverse. “Towpath is dead. This way.”

    She turned not toward the bridge but down the broken embankment beneath it, where an old waste channel opened between stone retaining walls and ran beneath the street in a culvert large enough for a desperate adult to pass if he did not mind slime, rats, or drowning when the tide turned. Lucen had used it once, years ago, when a debt collector had proven more patient than expected. He had never wanted to see it again.

    “This is your plan?” he said.

    “This is my immediate dislike of prison,” Maraen snapped.

    They climbed down.

    The channel stank of old rain and city filth. Water ran ankle-deep over slick brick, black enough to hide whatever moved in it. The culvert roof pressed low overhead, forcing them into a crouch. Light disappeared after ten paces. Elara struck a shuttered lamp from her coat and opened it to the smallest possible flame.

    “Keep it low,” Lucen said.

    “I know how darkness works.”

    Their footsteps echoed strangely, the sound doubling and coming back from ahead as if another set of fugitives hurried toward them from deeper in the earth. Lucen ducked beneath a rusted pipe and tried not to imagine what would happen if the wardens knew this route too.

    Selyn’s breathing had grown uneven.

    “Can you keep going?” he murmured.

    “Yes.”

    It was not convincing, but it was enough.

    The culvert bent twice, narrowed, then spilled them into a brick chamber where three drainage runs crossed beneath a grate of daylight. The faint square of the street above showed wheels passing, boots, the dragging hem of a cart sheet. Life continued overhead, thin and ordinary, while four hunted people stood knee-deep in runoff beneath it.

    Maraen extinguished the lamp.

    They waited.

    Voices passed above, indistinct.

    Then the sound of boots stopped directly over the grate.

    Lucen felt every muscle in his body go still.

    One voice, muffled by stone: “Nothing on the towpath.”

    Another: “Check the dye lanes again. Orders are to search the canal approaches. If she was here, she may have been trying for the river districts.”

    She.

    Not them. Not suspects in general.

    Lucen looked at Selyn.

    So did Elara.

    The boots moved on.

    They waited three full breaths more before Maraen relit the lamp.

    “Well,” she said quietly. “That is helpful in the worst possible way.”

    “They came for Selyn,” Elara said.

    “Yes.”

    Selyn’s face had gone pale as washed linen, though whether from exhaustion or knowledge Lucen could not tell.

    “The bells warned them,” she said.

    “Or you warned the bells,” Maraen muttered, then immediately looked as if she regretted it.

    Selyn did not respond.

    Lucen spoke before the silence could harden. “If Registry wants her specifically, then whatever happened in the chamber under the hill has reached them faster than we hoped.” “We didn’t hope,” Elara said. “We delayed dread.”

    He almost answered, but Selyn had turned away from them, eyes on the third drainage tunnel where darkness pooled thick as cloth.

    “There’s another way from here,” she said.

    Maraen stared. “You know these drains now too?”

    “No.” Selyn touched the wall lightly, fingers brushing old brick, worn mortar, mineral bloom. “Not these. The feeling of the turn.”

    Lucen had no patience for feeling, but he had less for staying still.

    “Can it take us south?”

    She closed her eyes briefly. “Down. Then east. Then up again.”

    Maraen looked heavenward as though appealing to saints she did not believe in. “Marvelous. We are taking directions from ghosts.”

    “From memory,” Elara said.

    “Same household.”

    Yet when Selyn stepped toward the dark tunnel, Maraen did not stop her.

    They followed.

    The passage narrowed fast, forcing them into single file again. The brick here was older than the culvert, rougher-laid, salt-whitened, with occasional stones of a different kind inserted at shoulder height: smooth black blocks veined faintly with silver. Lucen noticed them by lamplight and frowned.

    “That isn’t city stone.”

    Elara, behind him, reached out and touched one. “No.”

    Maraen’s voice came low from the rear. “Don’t start.”

    But Lucen was already studying the wall. Oakhaven had been built and rebuilt enough times that odd material appeared in its foundations, especially in the older wards. Reclaimed monastery stone, harbor break slabs, grave lintels robbed from plague fields. Yet these black inserts seemed too deliberate, too evenly spaced.

    Markers.

    The passage turned sharply. The air changed. Less sewer, more mineral cold. Less runoff, more depth.

    Up ahead Selyn stopped so suddenly Lucen nearly walked into her.

    “What is it?”

    She raised the lamp.

    The tunnel had ended in a stone arch half collapsed by age. Beyond it, a stair dropped away into darkness.

    Not a drain stair. Not civic. Too narrow, too steep, too carefully cut. Its side walls were worked in ancient pale stone, each block worn smooth at the edges by generations of hands or damp or both. Along the left side hung a line of iron hooks, empty now. On the right wall, nearly lost beneath grime, ran a band of carved symbols.

    Elara inhaled softly.

    Maraen said nothing at all.

    Lucen stepped closer to the carving and wiped it with his sleeve.

    Letters emerged.

    Not the formal registry hand. Not a parish script. Something older, leaner, cut for endurance rather than beauty.

    He could only make out pieces.

    ...bear the herd name... ...let no bell answer alone... ...ash keeps what flame denies...

    “The Book of Ash,” Elara whispered.

    “Or one of its crumbs,” Maraen said.

    Selyn was staring downward. “This is the place.”

    Lucen looked at her sharply. “You know it?”

    “I know that I knew it before I knew it.” She pressed a hand to her ribs as if steadying something inside her. “At the hill there was a moment—a corridor, a sound, hands lowering bells by rope into the dark. I thought it was only a splinter of whatever passed through me. But this…” She looked at the empty hooks. “The bells were kept below.”

    Maraen turned toward Lucen with a face that said: I hate that she is right, but I hate more that we must now proceed because she is.

    He nodded once.

    They descended.

    The stair went farther than it should have. Lucen counted forty-one steps before giving up. Damp clung to the stones. Somewhere far below, water tapped at intervals like a patient finger. Their lamp threw warped shadows along the walls, making the carvings seem to shift in the corners of vision. On two landings they passed niches cut into the stone where rusted iron brackets suggested lamps had once burned. On the third they found a bell wheel, broken and half removed from its housing.

    Lucen crouched beside it.

    Its rim was engraved.

    Not decoration. Names.

    Or what had once been names, long since rubbed by touch into near-illegibility. Elara crouched opposite him. “Look at the wear.”

    He nodded. “Handled often.”

    “Lowered and raised?”

    “Likely.”

    Maraen stayed two steps above them, guarding the stairs. “If you fall in love with every old object, we will be caught underground instead of above it.”

    They moved on.

    At the bottom the stair opened into a chamber wider than Lucen had expected, roofed in a low barrel vault supported by squat pillars. Dust lay everywhere, pale over black stone like dead snowfall. Three bells stood mounted in wooden frames along the far wall. They were smaller than tower bells, each no higher than a man’s chest, their iron gone dull with age and ash gathered thick in the grooves of their inscriptions.

    Selyn made a sound like she had been struck.

    Lucen understood why.

    Even abandoned, the room felt occupied by purpose.

    This had never been stored. It had been work.

    He approached the nearest bell. Fine ash indeed filled the carved lines around its lip. He wiped one section clear. The script matched the stair carving.

    Elara read over his shoulder. “When the city is forbidden to remember, ring downward.” Maraen let out a single unbelieving laugh. “The city is a lunatic.”

    “No,” Lucen said, gazing at the bells. “It was defended by lunatics who happened to be right.” Selyn had gone to the central bell. Not touching, only standing before it with her head slightly bowed, as if listening to an old enemy breathe.

    “What did they do here?” Elara asked.

    Lucen looked around the chamber.

    On the side wall hung empty shelves sized not for ledgers but for narrow cases. Beneath them sat a long stone table scarred by years of use. At its center lay a shallow channel blackened around the edges. Burn marks, perhaps. Or wax. On the far pillar was carved a map-sigil resembling the faded underdrawing from Maraen’s processional fragment, lines arcing tower to tower.

    “They received reports,” he said slowly. “Names. Witness accounts. Bell responses from above. Perhaps signals sent from other points in the network.”

    “And the ash?” Elara asked.

    He touched it between finger and thumb. Fine, pale, strangely dry despite the damp around it. “Records burned elsewhere, maybe. Brought here as residue. Or ritual.”

    “Ritual,” Maraen muttered. “Everything with you becomes a ritual the older it gets.” Selyn finally spoke. “No. Mourning.”

    They turned.

    Her hand hovered over the bell inscription. “Ash for what was taken. So the bell would carry what the fire could not.”

    No one answered that. The chamber itself seemed to.

    Then above them, faint through layers of stone, a bell rang.

    All four of them froze.

    Once. Twice. Then three measured strikes.

    Saint Vale again, Lucen thought at once.

    But no—different. Higher. Faster on the third note.

    Elara moved to the stairs. “Can they hear us down here?”

    Maraen replied, “I have no desire to test it.”

    Lucen was already at the pillar map, tracing the routes by lamplight. Twelve towers. Inner arcs. Outer returns. Small symbols beside some crossings. One symbol repeated at Saint Vale and twice more: a little flame-mark cut beside a bell line.

    “Look here,” he said.

    Elara came back. “What is it?”

    “I don’t know yet. But Saint Vale is marked differently.”

    Maraen crouched closer despite herself. “And the others?”

    “One by the quay. One beyond the old procession road near Northgate.”

    Selyn’s gaze sharpened. “The bells that answer bells.”

    Lucen looked at her. “Meaning?”

    “I don’t know. Only that Saint Vale is not where the sound begins. It’s where it is confirmed.” That matched what he had sensed in the square. Relay or confirmation.

    He examined the pillar again. At its base, nearly hidden under ash, lay a small iron drawer set into the stone. He hooked his fingers beneath the edge and pulled.

    It did not move.

    Maraen handed him the thin crowbar without comment.

    He worked it gently into the seam and levered.

    With a dry crack the drawer slid open.

    Inside lay not pages but three narrow metal strips, each stamped with tiny punched holes and wrapped in rotted cloth.

    Elara stared. “What are those?”

    Lucen lifted one carefully. “Signal templates, perhaps. Bell measures.”

    Maraen leaned in. “You know that because—” “Because it has rows for sequence and spacing, and because I still possess eyes.” She waved a hand. “Wonderful. Our fugitive scholar is offended.”

    Selyn pointed to the cloth wrapping. “There’s writing.”

    Lucen turned it toward the light.

    Only a part survived.

    ...for the ash keepers at confirmation towers... ...when the upper bells are taken by hostile hands... ...the lower answer must remain true...

    Hostile hand.

    Elara met his gaze.

    “The Crown took over the upper bells,” she said.

    “And kept the lower network hidden,” he said. “Or lost track of it.”

    Maraen’s mouth thinned. “If they lost track of it, let us do the civil thing and avoid reminding them.”

    But Lucen was no longer listening fully. His attention had gone to the punched strip in his hand. The whole pattern meant little on sight, yet its existence changed everything. The bell system was not improvised. It was an old witness mechanism turned against itself. The Crown had not invented response bells. It had inherited and corrupted them.

    And if Saint Vale was a confirmation tower, then the morning arrest had not been merely public intimidation.

    They were testing the system.

    Or recalibrating it.

    He suddenly went out of the chamber and into motion.

    “Elara,” he said, “if Registry is using only the upper network, they may not know these lower stations still exist.”

    “Then we keep them secret.”

    “For now. But Saint Vale matters more than we thought. If there is a path between the tower and this network, it may lead us to records or routes no one on the surface remembers.”

    Maraen stood. “No.”

    He looked up.

    She folded her arms. “Not today. Today we survive the morning, move Selyn somewhere safer, and consider whether divine punishment always arrives as your ideas or only most of the time.”

    Elara almost smiled. “She’s right.”

    He disliked it immediately.

    “We’ve already found the entrance.”

    “And if we go straight from finding to dying, it will save time but not the series of days afterward,” Maraen said.

    Selyn had gone very still again.

    Lucen saw it this time before she spoke: the slight tilt of her head, the narrowing of her eyes as if some current beneath the room had changed direction.

    “What?” Elara asked.

    Selyn looked toward the far wall behind the bells.

    “There is another chamber.”

    Lucen lifted the lamp higher. The wall seemed solid stone.

    “No,” Maraen said preemptively. “I am already against it.”

    But Selyn crossed to the central bell and, with a hesitation that felt almost ceremonial, placed both hands against the wooden frame instead of the iron itself.

    “Help me,” she said.

    Lucen went at once.

    The frame was heavier than it looked, anchored by age and dust, but not fixed. He braced, pushed, and felt it shift half an inch over hidden grooves in the floor. Elara joined him. Together they dragged it aside.

    Behind it, concealed by shadow, a narrow door appeared in the wall.

    Not locked.

    Simply waiting.

    Maraen stared at it as if offense had become physical.

    “You see?” she said to no one visible. “This is how people vanish into legends and never return.” Lucen took the lamp and opened the door.

    Beyond lay a small vault, barely larger than a closet, lined with shallow shelves. Most stood empty. But on the center shelf rested a single object wrapped in blackened linen and tied with a bell cord gone brittle with age.

    He lifted it carefully.

    Ash dust fell over his hands.

    Elara untied the cord.

    Inside was a book.

    Not large. Not ornate. Its cover was dark leather cracked white at the edges, with no title on the front. Only an impressed mark near the spine: a bell above a flame.

    Lucen felt his pulse climb.

    “The Book of Ash,” Elara whispered.

    “No,” said Selyn softly. “A book of ash.”

    He opened it.

    The pages were thick, rough, and edged with gray as if touched by fire but not consumed. Each leaf bore names, dates, brief accounts written in several hands across decades. Some entries had been crossed through, others amended, others left half finished. At the back, several pages remained blank except for faint ruling lines and a heading repeated again and again: For those not yet restored.

    Maraen let out a slow breath. “Oh, this is bad.”

    Lucen turned another page.

    One entry near the middle had been written more recently than the rest. The ink was less faded, the hand surer, hurried but controlled.

    Confirmation Tower: Saint Vale Upper bells unreliable Registry intrusion probable Move the remaining names east before the next taking If the line is broken, trust the girl marked by witness Elara read it aloud once, then again in a whisper.

    Trust the girl marked by witnesses.

    No one looked anywhere but Selyn.

    Her face had gone utterly still.

    The bell far above them rang again.

  

  
    Chapter 3

    The Book of Ash

    The bell above them rang once, then stopped so abruptly it felt less like an ending than a hand clapped over a mouth.

    No one in the lower chamber moved.

    Lucen still held the book open in both hands, but his eyes had left the page. The lamplight found the angles of his face and sharpened them. Elara stood beside him, one hand half lifted as if she meant to reach for the book and had forgotten how. Maraen had gone white beneath the practical irritation she wore like armor. And Selyn— Selyn looked as though the room had tilted around her.

    Not faint. Not frightened in the ordinary way. Stricken by recognition.

    Trust the girl marked by witnesses.

    The line sat in the stale underground air with the weight of prophecy and the ugliness of proof. Someone had written it before the chamber under the hill broke open. Before Jonan died. Before Selyn herself understood what had happened to her. Which meant one of two things: either the writer had known the witness line was not dead, or the line had never been as broken as the Crown believed.

    Lucen shut the book.

    The sound of the cover meeting itself was soft. It still made all four of them flinch. Maraen found her voice first. “We are leaving.”

    Elara did not look away from the wrapped volume. “Yes.”

    “That is not agreement in the thoughtful sense,” Maraen snapped. “That is agreement in the survival sense. Both are acceptable. Move.”

    Lucen slid the book back into the blackened linen, retied the bell cord as quickly as his fingers allowed, and handed the lamp to Elara so he could free his knife.

    The bell did not ring again.

    That silence was somehow worse.

    He stepped back into the main chamber and listened hard. Nothing below. Nothing on the stairs. But the sound behaved strangely underground. It could hide until it chose not to. Selyn had not moved from the vault threshold.

    He went to her. “Selyn.”

    Her gaze lifted slowly to his, but it seemed to come from far away.

    “You heard that before,” he said.

    Not a question.

    She drew a breath. “Not the words.”

    “What, then?”

    She looked past him at the ash-dusted bells. “The expectation of them.”

    Maraen made a noise of pure exasperation. “I would prefer nouns.”

    Selyn blinked, gathered herself, and tried again. “At the hill, when everything broke—there were fragments. Not sentences. More like… pieces of a room left standing after fire. I kept feeling that I had arrived late to something older than me. That I had been expected by people already dead.”

    Elara stepped closer. “Because of a witness?”

    Selyn’s mouth tightened. “Because of whatever witness was meant to pass through.” Lucen glanced at the wrapped book in his hand. “If that entry is genuine, someone in this network believed the witness line would continue. More than continue. They planned for it.”

    “Planned for her,” Maraen said.

    The word here settled badly over them.

    Selyn did not protest it. She only looked at the central bell again, as if all her refusals had grown too tired to stand upright.

    Elara took the lamp back from Lucen and lowered the shutter until the flame narrowed. “We can debate the theology later. Right now Registry is looking for Selyn aboveground, and we’ve just found a book nobody on the surface is supposed to know exists. We leave. Then we decide whether Saint Vale is still the right target.”

    “It is,” Lucen said at once.

    Maraen rounded on him. “You are not an affliction sent to test me. You simply behave like one.” He ignored that. “The book confirms Saint Vale matters. Confirmation tower. Upper bells unreliable. Registry intrusion probable. Whatever remains of the old network intersected there. If we want to know how the Crown is using the bells now, Saint Vale is still the place.” “Not this morning it isn’t,” Maraen said. “This morning Saint Vale is where wardens have already dragged away a woman, and possibly where they are waiting for anyone foolish enough to come after.”

    Lucen looked at the pillar map again, then at the stair. “Not from above.” Elara’s eyes narrowed. “From below.”

    Maraen closed her eyes briefly, perhaps to pray for murder rights. “I despise how often your worst thoughts sound efficient.”

    But she did not say no.

    That was as close to consent as the morning was likely to give them.

    Another faint vibration passed through the stone—not a full strike, but the after-hum of a bell somewhere in the network above. Selyn winced.

    Lucen noticed. “What did you feel?”

    She looked irritated by the question and by herself for being able to answer it. “Not words.

    Direction.”

    He waited.

    “Saint Vale,” she said.

    Maraen muttered something profane and heartfelt.

    Elara lowered the lamp another fraction. “Then we don’t have long.”

    They put the chamber back as best they could. The small ash-book returned to the hidden vault? No. That became the question immediately.

    “We cannot leave it here,” Elara said.

    “We absolutely can,” Maraen replied. “In fact the room is demonstrating that very skill.” “If Registry reaches this level—” “If Registry reaches this level, we have larger problems than one book,” Maraen said. “And if they search us on the surface, that book becomes our hanging rope.”

    Lucen weighed the wrapped volume in his hands. It was not heavy in any ordinary sense. But it felt dangerous to carry, dangerous to leave, dangerous even to know.

    Selyn answered before he could. “Take only the copied page.”

    Lucen looked up. “There is no copied page.”

    “There will be.”

    Maraen stared at her. “With what? Wishful discipline?”

    But Elara had already moved toward the stone worktable where the old shelves stood. She began opening drawers. Most were empty or rotted through. In the third she found a packet of thin gray sheets sealed in waxed cloth, a charcoal stick, and a metal rubbing frame. Lucen let out a breath. “Bell copy paper.”

    “Then the dead were more competent than the living,” Maraen said.

    Working quickly, Elara reopened the book to the Saint Vale entry and laid the sheet over the page. The paper was nearly translucent in the lamplight. She used the flat side of the charcoal, not enough to damage the original, just enough to catch the pressure of the old writing and transfer its lines to the thin sheet beneath. The result was ghost-pale but readable. When she lifted it, the room seemed to exhale.

    One page of proof. One page less likely to condemn them than the whole volume. Lucen rewrapped the ash-book and returned it to the hidden vault. He hated doing it, but hated more the idea of losing it in the daylight scramble above. He pulled the narrow door shut. Together he and Elara dragged the bell frame back into place until the concealed seam vanished in shadow.

    The chamber resumed its abandoned face.

    Almost.

    Nothing truly returned to innocence once it had been found.

    “Go,” Maraen said.

    They climbed.

    The stair felt steeper going up. Lucen kept one hand on the wall and the other near his knife. Halfway he paused to listen, then continued. At the top, the tunnel seemed darker than before, though that might only have been the knowledge now traveling with them.

    Elara carried the lamp. Maraen took the rear. Selyn walked between Lucen and Elara, silent, one hand occasionally brushing the wall where the old black marker stones were set at intervals.

    At the second turn she stopped.

    All three behind her nearly collided.

    “What now?” Maraen whispered.

    Selyn touched one of the black stones. Her fingers came away dusted faintly silver.

    “It’s not a marker,” she said.

    Lucen leaned closer. In the uncertain light he saw that the stone was not smooth after all. Tiny grooves ran across its face in a pattern too regular to be natural.

    “Elara.”

    She brought the lamp nearer.

    The grooves resolved into lines. Not letters exactly. More like a reduced diagram, incised so shallowly it vanished unless struck from the side by light.

    A bell. A route. And beneath it, three short cuts like tally marks.

    “Another signal notation,” Lucen said.

    Maraen bent in despite herself. “And that means?”

    “Maybe a route count. Maybe the station number.”

    Selyn had moved two steps farther and laid her hand on the next black stone. Then the next.

    “There are twelve,” she murmured.

    Lucen looked ahead down the tunnel where the stones continued in measured intervals.

    “Twelve towers,” Elara said softly.

    He nodded. “This tunnel isn’t only a passage. It’s a memory line.”

    Maraen’s patience frayed audibly. “Wonderful. The walls are scholarly. Move.”

    They did.

    At the grate-chamber beneath the street they stopped again to listen. No voices above now. Only the grind of cart wheels and the far call of a fish seller brave or poor enough to continue his trade. Morning had advanced. Oakhaven would be trying to become normal again by force of repetition.

    Lucen did not trust normal.

    They crossed into the runoff culvert and followed it back toward the canal. By the time they reached the embankment opening, the mist had begun to burn off in gray shreds. Light touched the south canal with a pewter sheen. Two barges had moved in. A woman on the far bank beat rugs against a railing as if no arrests had ever happened in this city and bells meant only bells. Maraen peered out first, then motioned them up one by one.

    They emerged filthy, cold, and damp to the knees.

    Lucen’s shoulder twinged from shoving the gate earlier. Elara’s coat hem was dark with runoff. Selyn looked almost translucent with fatigue. Maraen looked like the governing spirit of bad temper itself.

    The lanes around the canal remained uneasy but passable. A pair of wardens stood at the bridgehead half a street away, speaking to a cooper’s widow. Lucen could not hear the questions, only see the widow’s face arranged into that careful blankness Oakhaven rewarded in survivors.

    “This quarter is compromised,” Elara said under her breath.

    Maraen nodded. “Agreed.”

    “We can’t go back to your rooms.”

    “I did not invite the Crown in; nevertheless yes.”

    Lucen scanned the lane. “We need somewhere close enough to Saint Vale to observe, far enough not to connect to the morning search, and ordinary enough to disappear in.” Maraen gave him a withering look. “Ordinary enough to disappear in,” she repeated. “Do you hear yourself when you become useful?”

    “Elara knows a place,” Selyn said.

    All three turned to her.

    She frowned slightly. “I think.”

    “That is becoming your most alarming phrase,” Maraen said.

    But Elara had gone still. “No,” she said slowly. “Perhaps I do.”

    Lucen watched her. “Where?”

    “There’s an old binding shop near Candle Row. Shut for years after the owner died. His niece kept one room in the back for mending parish books and account ledgers off the record. She owes me nothing, which is why she may still be willing.”

    Maraen snorted. “An excellent recommendation.”

    “She owes me nothing,” Elara repeated, “and hates Registry. Better.”

    Lucen nodded. “Take us.”

    They moved in pairs through the lanes, splitting naturally around corners, then reforming where the streets narrowed. It was an old habit among people who had spent too much time avoiding official notice. Lucen and Selyn first, then Elara and Maraen a half turn behind. If one pair was stopped, the others could vanish or intervene according to need.

    Candle Row lay east of Saint Vale and north of the cloth market, a district of wax merchants, small shrines, stationers, and the sort of craftsmen who survived on other people’s habits. By late morning it should have smelled of tallow, wet paper, and sugared buns. Today it smelled mostly of caution.

    Two proclamations had already been posted at the row entrance.

    One still intact, one half torn.

    Lucen slowed only enough to read.

    By decree of the Crown Registry and Ward Office: Citizens are advised that malicious distortions concerning former civic proceedings are currently in circulation. Any recital of unverified names, claims, or phrases associated with false witness disturbances shall be reported. Response bells are now authorized for the preservation of peace. Below, someone had written in charcoal: Peace is a pretty word for fear.

    The line had been partly scratched out, but not before being read.

    Maraen saw it too and exhaled through her nose. “The city has wit left. That may save us all.” Or doom us, Lucen thought, but did not say.

    The binding shop stood exactly as one would expect neglected truth to stand: narrow, soot-blind windows, faded lettering above the lintel, a bell-pull beside the door that had long ago lost its bell. Elara knocked in an odd rhythm. No answer. She knocked again, slower.

    At last the bolts shifted.

    A woman of perhaps thirty opened the door just wide enough to inspect them one eye at a time. Her hair was tied back with string, her sleeves rolled, and ink marked three fingers on her right hand. She saw Elara first, then the state of the others, then Selyn.

    Her expression changed.

    “Absolutely not,” she said.

    Elara put one hand on the door before it could close. “Tavin.”

    “No.”

    “Just until dark.”

    “No.”

    “Then only until the lane cools.”

    Tavin looked ready to refuse again. Then a bell sounded somewhere westward—high, official, too near—and whatever private argument she was having with prudence ended badly for prudence.

    “Get in,” she hissed.

    They slipped inside.

    The front room smelled of paste, leather, old glue, paper dust, and the faint medicinal tang of vinegar used for cleaning mold from books. Shelves lined both walls, mostly empty now, though bundles of ledgers and loose queries occupied the table under the window. A cutting press stood near the hearth. In the back, beyond a hanging curtain, lay a second room hardly larger than a pantry.

    Tavin barred the door and turned.

    “I dislike all of you on principle already,” she said. Her gaze landed on Selyn last and remained there. “Especially you, because the city is currently talking about you with the appetite it usually reserves for saints and traitors.”

    Selyn looked too tired to answer.

    Lucen stepped forward instead. “Then the city can wait outside.”

    Tavin took his measure, decided he was not the one to deal with, and returned her attention to Elara. “Tell me why wardens are sniffing around Candle Row before noon.” Elara did not waste time. “The registry searched Maraen’s rooms. They are using response bells openly now. Saint Vale is a confirmation point. And we found proof of an older bell network below the city.”

    Tavin stared.

    “That is too many sentences,” she said. “Start smaller.”

    Maraen brushed past Lucen and set the copied sheet on the worktable. “We don’t have anything smaller.”

    Tavin glanced down.

    Lucen watched skepticism drain from her face as she read.

    “If the line is broken,” she murmured, “trust the girl marked by witness.”

    Silence thickened the room.

    Tavin looked slowly up at Selyn.

    “Oh,” she said.

    No one corrected her.

    After a moment she folded the sheet once, very carefully, and tucked it beneath a ledger weight. “Then you are all staying until I say the lane is clear.”

    Maraen raised an eyebrow. “That was almost generous.”

    “It was self-defense. If the Registry finds I turned away people carrying this, I’ll be hanged by history no matter what the Crown does first.”

    Lucen finally allowed himself to breathe more fully. Shelter, however temporary. A worktable. A barred door. And a woman who understood the danger of paper.

    It would do.

    Tavin brought them water first, then rough bread and a heel of hard cheese without comment. Hunger had been too busy to declare itself until food appeared. Elara ate standing up, reading the copied page again between bites. Maraen sat on a stool and cleaned mud from her boots with the absorbed resentment of the practical. Lucen remained near the window slit, watching the lane through a gap in the shutter.

    Selyn stood by the cutting press, holding the cup in both hands without drinking. Tavin noticed. “You’ll fall over if you don’t.”

    Selyn managed a tired half-smile and obeyed.

    For a time, the room settled into the strange intimacy of people hiding together. Outside, footsteps passed. Once there came the creak of a cart stopping nearby and everyone in the room froze until it moved on. Bells sounded twice more in different quarters, never long enough to tell whether they marked discovery or theater.

    Then Tavin spread a blank sheet on the table and looked at Lucien.

    “All right,” she said. “Explain Saint Vale to me as if I were intelligent but unfortunate.”

    He almost smiled.

    So he did.

    He laid out the morning arrest. The response bell. The proclamation. The under-map beneath the towers. The hidden stair, the lower chamber, the ash bells, the signal templates, the concealed vault, and the copied line naming Saint Vale a confirmation tower. He left little out. Tavin listened with the stillness of a binder hearing how water had entered a library. When he finished, Elara added the one thing he had not said aloud.

    “If Registry is using only the upper bell system, they may not know the lower routes survive.” Tavin frowned. “Then why does Saint Vale matter more now than before?”

    “Because if the upper bell there confirms what the lower network once carried,” Lucen said, “then someone in Registry may have found a way to make the old structure answer new commands. Or they’re searching for the missing lower access and haven’t located it yet.” Maraen wiped her hands on a rag. “Either way, Saint Vale is where the old bones and the new knife meet.”

    Tavin nodded reluctantly. “Poetic. Annoying. Likely true.”

    Selyn set down her cup.

    “There’s something else.”

    They all turned.

    Her eyes had steadied somewhat since the chamber, though the tiredness remained. “When the bell rang over the lower room, I felt… not only direction. Interference.”

    Lucen crossed his arms. “Meaning?”

    She struggled for precision. “At the hill, what came through the chamber felt old but whole. Fractured, yes, but belonging to itself. This morning the bells feel divided. Like two hands pulling the same rope in opposite directions.”

    Tavin stared at her. “Do you always sound like a ruined chapel when speaking about these things?”

    “Yes,” Maraen said before Selyn could answer. “Persist.”

    A shadow of annoyance crossed Selyn’s face, and Lucen liked her slightly more for it. “I think the upper network and whatever remains below are no longer in agreement,” she said. “If Saint Vale confirms signals from above, then it may also be where the disagreement becomes strongest.”

    Elara looked at the copied page. “Upper bells unreliable.”

    Lucen nodded slowly. “Because the lower line still resists.”

    “Or because someone below is still answering true,” Tavin said.

    The room went quiet again.

    Someone below.

    Not just old mechanisms. Not just abandoned stone. A keeper? A hidden line? Another witness-bearer? The thought might have been hope if it had not also been frightening. Maraen broke the silence. “So now the question becomes whether we are chasing a tower, a route, or a person.”

    Lucen looked toward the shuttered lane where

    
    
  
