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​The Bell Tower Without a Bell
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THEY SAY THE VILLAGE never had a name.

Not a real one, not one that lasted. It changed each time the census came, and by the time the officials returned, it had already vanished from their books. The road there was said to shift in the rain, sometimes turning to stone, sometimes to ash, sometimes simply ceasing altogether.

I do not remember arriving. I remember only that I was running.

My boots were torn from weeks of wandering; my coat soaked in a storm that refused to pass. I had not spoken aloud in three days. And then, at dusk, I saw the steeple rising above the mist — thin, crooked, sharp against the belly of the clouds like a rusted needle stitching the sky shut.

There was no welcome. No firelight in the windows. No dogs barking. But the bell tower chimed.

Three deep tolls, measured, hollow, and final. I remember freezing, my breath caught halfway between my chest and the night. And I remember thinking, absurdly:

There is no bell.

I know this now, because I climbed that tower. I climbed it on my second night, with lantern in hand and dread rotting in my stomach. The rope had long since decayed. The wheel was cracked. There was nothing above me but dust, cobwebs, and a ring of rust where the bell once hung, if it ever did.

And yet, I heard it. As did the others.

There are records, hidden, scorched, buried in walls and behind false drawers of men and women who heard the bell before something in them changed. A tremor of the soul. A loosening of memory. Some wrote. Some painted. One skinned herself and covered the chapel floor with symbols no one dared translate.

The villagers speak in half-sentences and close their shutters at noon. They say the ground is older than scripture. That a society once met beneath the oak crypt, wearing masks carved from the bones of stillborn calves. They say the seals are failing, the ones that bind them.

But most of all, they say the bell chimes when the next soul is chosen.

I fear I was chosen.

I fear... I was not the first.

The night Elias arrived; the village breathed like something sleeping. The kind of place with moss between its cobbles, wooden signs too faded to read, and windows that stayed dark even when lit.

He slept the first night in a room that smelled of mothballs and damp wood. The walls leaned slightly inward, as if to listen. The innkeeper, a narrow woman with lace cuffs and no laughter lines, left a candle burning by his bed and warned him: “If you hear the bell, don’t go outside. It isn’t for you.”

Elias had nodded. He was used to village folklore. But that night, the bell tolled low and hollow, like a sound made in the throat of the earth.

And still, no one moved.

He dreamt of antlers on fire. Of masks hanging from trees, weeping wax. He woke to find a note scrawled on the back of a page from his own notebook.

It read: “Welcome back, Elias.”

He had no memory of writing it. The ink was dry. His pen still capped.

Downstairs, he asked the innkeeper if she had seen anyone enter his room.

“No one would,” she replied, as she poured tea into a chipped cup. “You’re in the Widdershins Room. That door’s never stayed open for long.”

Outside, a child watched him from across the square — then slowly held up a piece of paper.

On it was a drawing of a man. Elias, clearly. Down to the mole beneath his right eye.

He hadn’t introduced himself to anyone.

The child ran off before he could ask anything.

That night, the bell rang again but softer, like it was inside the walls. He held his breath. He listened.

Somewhere beyond the candlelight, a door clicked shut on its own.

And from the floorboards beneath his bed, a whisper:

“The circle was never broken. Just sleeping.”
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​Chapter 1: The Man Who Walked Through Rain
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THE STORM HAD ENDED, but the rain had not.

It was that grey, endless sort of drizzle that seeps into seams and skulls — not violent, not wild, but patient. The kind of rain that wears people down instead of washing them clean.

Elias Thorn walked through it without a coat.

The villagers later said they’d never seen anyone arrive like that. Most who came here did so by accident — wrong turns, broken wheels, broken hearts. But Elias had walked with purpose, as if following a map no one else could see.

He stood at the village edge for some time, staring at a wooden signpost whose words had long since rotted away. The paint was gone, the wood blackened by time and damp. Still, he tilted his head as though reading something carved deep beneath the grain. And then, silently, he crossed the invisible line between the world they knew and the one they didn’t speak of.

The village did not welcome him.

Doors stayed shut. Windows reflected only the clouds. A single child watched him from behind a lace curtain, her mouth moving as if reciting something or praying.

He walked past them all, wet boots thudding against cobblestones so old they had turned to bone. He passed the crumbling bakery, the chapel with no sermons, the well that smelled faintly of iron and lilies.

He stopped only when he reached the inn.

Its sign hung at an angle, depicting something once meant to be a stag, now closer to a serpent with antlers. The paint was red, not brown. The windows were dark. But the door opened before he touched it.

She stood in the frame.

A woman in her sixties, face carved with years, eyes still sharper than a blade. Her grey hair was bound in black cloth, and her hands were stained with something darker than soil.

“You’ll be wanting the attic room,” she said. Not a question. A statement.

Elias gave the slightest nod.

“Coin?” she asked.

He produced none.

“Name?”

“Elias Thorn.”

A pause. The name drifted through her like smoke. She did not like it. Not because it was strange, but because it wasn’t.

“Go up,” she muttered. “Don’t open the third drawer. And if you hear scratching... pray it stops.”
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​The Boy Who Followed the Bell
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THEY SAY HE WASN’T born here. That he was found — walking barefoot on the old road, clutching a dead sparrow, smiling. The innkeeper took him in for a time, naming him Tobias after her grandfather who had gone missing during the first sealing.

Tobias didn’t speak, but he hummed. Always the same tune. No one recognised the melody, but a few villagers whispered it under their breath when stirring soup or folding clothes, then shivered as if they’d woken from a trance.

He followed Elias once. It was just after the bell had rung a second time, Elias had gone to the chapel ruins. The door had opened, though the hinges were rusted shut just the day before.

No one saw the boy go in, but they saw him watching from the tree line, then stepping forward, barefoot still, humming.

Elias came back pale. Muddied. The knees of his trousers were damp. He didn’t speak for hours.

When asked if Tobias had followed him, Elias blinked twice, then asked:
“Who?”
The village buried an empty box. The sparrow’s bones were placed inside.

Now, whenever the bell rings, the humming returns. From nowhere in particular. From under the floor, or behind the well.

The innkeeper once tried to hum it back; her mouth filled with dust.

No one hums anymore.
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​Chapter 2: The Coin in the Well
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IT STARTED WITH THE sound.

Not the well’s usual groan or the wind dragging across its broken lip. This was sharper. Lighter. Metal against stone. Like a coin dropped again and again with deliberate cruelty.

Elias heard it before dawn, his sleep shallow and haunted. It had rained again in the night, not a storm, just the same maddening drizzle that never ceased. When he rose and stepped into the mist-choked courtyard, the world felt... wrong. Like a stage after the actors had fled.

The well stood in the centre, its stones slick with moss and memory. The villagers never used it, a pump house had long since replaced it, but no one dared seal it either. As if the well itself had claimed certain rights.

Elias approached without meaning to.

His boots left no sound. Even the crows had gone silent.

The sound came again.

Clink.

Then silence. Then—

Clink.

He leaned over the edge.

There, in the murk, barely visible beneath the film of decay and stagnant rot, something glinted. Round. Pale silver. Spinning slowly in the dark water, though no breeze touched the air.

He should have walked away.

But the hand moved of its own accord.

His fingers touched the cold iron pulley. The old rope, frayed but intact, lowered the bucket into the well. The glint grew clearer. Sharper.

When he brought it up, the water was black. And inside the bucket sat a single coin.

It was heavy. Older than any mint he recognised. A goat’s head crowned one side; its horns etched in unnatural precision. The other bore a script that refused to hold still, every glance at it seemed to twist the letters into new meanings.

He wiped it dry. And as he did, he felt it pulse.

A single word bloomed behind his eyes.

Mine.

That night, Elias found the coin on the windowsill.

He hadn’t placed it there.

The next morning, it was in his pocket.

By the third day, it whispered in his sleep.

One coin buys a meal. Two buys silence. But what could ten buy, Elias? What could a hundred bring back?

At the inn, the villagers whispered about Johnna’s boy, the one who came back last week. He had money now, they said. Gold teeth, new boots. He’d paid off debts no one remembered him owing. He didn’t sleep. He didn’t blink. But he smiled all the time.

Too much.

Elias watched him pass the window, whistling as he flipped a silver coin, one that never stopped spinning.
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