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Saltglass Bells
Bastian Kreel
In river-bound Harrowsend, mortuary assistant Edda tends bells that keep an ancient tide-hunger at bay. When children return voiceless and the city’s magistrate bargains in silence, Edda seeks a bone-ink vow and a coal-salamander ally in the ossuary below to bind the fogborn predator and bring stolen names home.
ProseHub


    
The Smothered Bells
In Harrowsend, the river answered to iron and salt. On chill mornings the mortuary’s eaves sweated with brine, and the bell-wires that ran above the bier rails sang a faint and steady hum like trapped bees.
Edda worked barefoot for surer footing on the slate, a strip of linen tied about her hair. She lifted a bell from its hook and set it in the basin, where water went milky with old polish. The bell was small, a child’s bell, its clapper wrapped in wool so the departed would not be startled awake by their own passing. She ran her thumb along the seam and listened. The bells had always given back their secrets: a tremor if the spirit was stubborn, a flutter if it wanted to leave. Today they gave nothing, only a dense silence pressed like a thumb on her ear.
Jorren, the undertaker, shuffled in with a ledger under his arm, its corners darkened by years of grease. He had eyes like wet coal and a spine that curled politely toward the floor.
‘You’re early,’ he said, voice rough with years of pipe smoke.
‘I couldn’t sleep. The air kept pricking my skin,’ Edda answered. She set the bell back. The hook squealed.
Jorren looked toward the shutters where light seeped through like watered cider. ‘The wires were quiet at dusk. They haven’t changed. Hear it? Nothing. Like silt in the throat.’
She heard it, or rather felt its absence the way a missing front tooth nagged a tongue. The hum had vanished. The river’s bargain hinged on hum: so long as bells answered, the tide kept its claws retracted. Everyone in Harrowsend knew this, or pretended to.
‘Maybe the wind shifted,’ she said, and even in her own mouth the excuse tasted thin.
Jorren made a face. ‘Wind, river, curses. Words. Wash the tray. Lysa was in. She’s missing her boy.’
‘Tav?’ Edda dried her hands on her apron, leaving bright ovals of damp.
‘Since yesterday’s blue hour. She wanted you. Said you have a listening ear for strange things.’
Edda’s jaw tightened. She had a listening ear for complaints and gossip; what else could she offer? Bell-rope knowledge counted for little beyond these walls. Still, the thought of Lysa’s wiry hands kneading the empty space where a child should be pressed sharp beneath her ribs.
Beyond the shutters, a gull skated past with a piece of tendon in its beak. The river groaned low against its stone corset. Edda wiped the basin and took the bell again. Silence clung to it like wet cloth. She was still holding it when the door creaked open and Lysa herself stood there, slack-eyed, wind-battered, clutching a soot-smudged scarf.
Lysa’s hair was a nest laced with pins. She half-stumbled in with a smell of stale yeast and beet stew clinging to her clothes, the smells of her tenement kitchen and a hundred half-mended garments. Her eyes had the glassy shine of someone who had not blinked properly for hours.
‘He won’t come home,’ she said, voice paper-thin. ‘He always wanders, you know him, but he comes when the salt bell rings. It rang and he didn’t come.’
Edda glanced at the bell wires like slender veins running under the ceiling. ‘What time was it?’
‘After sunfall. He went with the big boys toward the Siltcauseway. Fool boys. They chase stories.’ Lysa’s lips trembled. ‘They say the old river-lords are hungry. They say a magistrate feeds them to keep our doors shut and our eyes down.’
Jorren made a tsk. ‘People say too much.’
Edda’s fingers prickled. The Siltcauseway swelled from the riverbed when the tide exhaled, a bony bridge of old timbers and ribs of ships washed in from elsewhere. No one was to set foot there after the bells marked sundown. It was law and older than law.
‘Have you told the watch?’ Edda asked.
‘They said he’ll be sleeping it off in a warehouse. They told me to try a sweet bun and see if he comes for the smell.’ Lysa’s mouth twisted into something that wanted to be a laugh and wasn’t. ‘They said they’ll look after breakfast. Edda, please.’
Edda touched Lysa’s wrist. The skin there was cool and papery. ‘I’ll look. I can’t promise, but I’ll listen.’
Jorren rolled the ledger against his thigh. ‘You step off the mortuary stoop and the watch will call you fool with the rest. Keep your work under your own roof, girl.’
Edda wanted to argue, but the image of Tav’s knees, always scabbed, always in motion, wouldn’t let her. She remembered him once falling asleep in the mortuary’s dry store under a sheet and popping up to shout boo when she lifted it, both of them shrieking and laughing until Jorren came to cuff their ears. Her chest ached in the same shape as that memory.
‘I’ll be back before lunch,’ she told Jorren, and he made a harrumph that meant he’d keep her place warm.
She stepped into Harrowsend’s teeth. Cobblestones licked at her ankles with damp. The sky sat low and the river wore a sheen like apprentices’ lead. Along the quay, oil lamps tilted in their brackets and wept smoky halos. Edda wound her scarf higher over her nose and went toward the causeway, where whispers collected like burrs on hem and hair.
The Siltcauseway rose and dipped, a spine of salvaged decks and old hulls mortared with barnacle and bone. Every few paces, someone had driven iron into the planks and knotted bundles of dried reeds to it, all in an effort to ward off what lived in the water’s gray milk.
Edda found children’s footprints in the silt at the foot of the first posts, a stagger of heel and toe that painted a picture of hurry and bravado. Nestled among them was a grown man’s stamp, wider, heavier, as if someone had paced there waiting, grinding impatience into the mud. She kneeled and touched one print. The cold went up her fingers like a swift. She jerked her hand back and licked the taste of penny iron from her palm.
A municipal crier clanged his paddle along the quay, the sound thin and unconvincing. ‘No crossing after sundown. No shouting at the water. No gifts of blood or teeth. Fine for offenses goes to the river wards.’ He recited the words as if they were a recipe he disliked.
‘Did you see boys here yesterday?’ Edda called, standing.
He squinted from under a brim slick with old rain. ‘See all sorts. Didn’t see their mothers and that’s the rub. Send your quarrels home to bed.’
Bed. Edda thought of her own rooms over the shutter-maker’s shop, the crooked stairs, the way her brother Oren left his boots where they would trip a saint. He would be at his desk just now, sketching ideas for a kiln he claimed would burn cleaner than any in Harrowsend. He had a knack for naming grimes and weights. He had a knack for trouble.
A gull dove and came up with a scrap of eel tied with a ribbon. Along the causeway, a rope of weeds shifted, exposing a pale knuckle of driftwood, and Edda’s skin pebbled: something had been here, something more deliberate than tide or wind.
‘You can’t go out there,’ the crier said. ‘Not unless you want your feet to grow fins where there’s no water to swim in.’
‘I won’t step on it,’ Edda answered, and she meant it. Instead she leaned on the first post, rested her ear against the old wood, and listened. It held a groan like the river’s own throat. Buried inside, a thinner sound quivered, as if someone were humming through their teeth to keep fear pressed flat.
Her breath went shallow. On the far side of the causeway, past the ragged pilings, the fog thinned. Edda thought she saw a boy-shaped shade, hair stuck to forehead, clothes soaked, standing and watching her. She stepped forward, heart banging. The shade opened its mouth and no sound came out at all.
A hand closed around her elbow hard enough to bruise. Oren’s familiar smell — charcoal, boiled sugar, singed wool — landed on her before his voice did.
‘Are you trying to get yourself pulled in?’ he demanded, dragging her back from the posts. He had grown inches since winter, knobby and urgent, and his eyes matched her own: gray, restless, lined with tiny triangles of worry.
‘Lysa’s Tav hasn’t come home,’ Edda said. ‘I heard someone on the far timbers. He didn’t make a sound.’
Oren glanced past her, his jaw tightening. ‘The watch will do nothing. Corvane owns them like boots. Don’t go out there. Let me go.’
‘No,’ she said, soft but iron. ‘You’ll run. You always run. You’ll make a joke. They like the ones who joke.’
Oren’s throat worked. ‘You think this place is an appetite. You’re not wrong. But we have to eat too.’ He blew out a rough breath. ‘Come home. We’ll plan. I’ve been making a thing. For the kiln, but it might do for fog also. It scrubs.’
She almost laughed. ‘You and your scrubbing.’
‘Mock me when it’s useless,’ he snapped, but there was a grin threaded in his anger. He tugged her again. She let him. Home meant warmth and the kettle and a place to set worry down long enough to sharpen it.
They crossed the square where pigeons strutted like old men and the butcher hung ropes of pale sausages in his shaded window. They climbed their stairs, listening to the stutter of their own feet. Inside, the rooms were salted with dust. Oren had left sketches across the table, fanciful ribs and pipes and bulging sacks marked with arrows. He threw a cloth over them like a conjurer.
‘Sit,’ he ordered. ‘I’ll put tea on.’
Edda sat because her legs felt hollow. Through the window, the river lay like an unmade bed. Across the way, Lysa’s shutters were ajar. A handprint darkened one of them at the height of a child’s head.
When the kettle sang, Oren didn’t pour. He was looking at the door, head tilted. Edda frowned, listening. The city had fallen into one of those held-breath pauses that sometimes came before the fires flared on the towers. She waited for the bell-wires to tremble, the mortuary to whisper its constant tale.
Silence saddled the room. Then, across the street, Lysa screamed once, a single tear in cloth.
Edda was on her feet before the cup stopped spinning. The hall smelled of soap and mouse droppings. She took the steps two at a time. By the time she reached the street, the fog at the corner had begun to curl inward, as if something vast had inhaled. Oren’s hand caught hers. Together they ran toward the inhale.

    
The Graven Scribe
Lysa’s door banged against the wall. The seamstress stood in the middle of her room as if she had been spun there and cut loose. Her hair had shed its pins. On the floor, one of Tav’s shoes lay on its side like a small capsized boat.
‘He came back,’ she said, voice raw. ‘He was at the threshold. I saw him. He looked and looked as if I were a window and there was something better beyond me. I called his name and he opened his mouth and—’ She pressed her hands against her lips and made a muffled sound like a swallowed sob. ‘I couldn’t hear him.’
Edda’s ears strained at the corners for any echo, any ripple the way they had in the mortuary. Nothing. Tav’s presence had been a smudge pulled clean with a thumb.
‘The bells,’ Lysa whispered. ‘They didn’t ring.’
Oren prowled to the window. ‘Corvane’s doing,’ he said, hatred wire-bright in his voice. ‘He wants quiet streets. He feeds the river until it’s too full to complain. People are easier when everything is muffled.’
‘You don’t know that,’ Edda said, though part of her knew too well. She had heard the magistrate’s speeches, smooth as river stones in the mouth, all about order and safety and keeping to tradition while he built his own.
Lysa caught Edda’s sleeve. ‘Find him. I’ll never stitch again if you don’t. My hands won’t find the way through cloth.’
Edda promised nothing but inclined her head. Lysa took that fragment and held it close like a coal. Oren followed Edda into the stairwell.
‘Where are you going?’ he demanded.
‘Where do you think?’ Edda’s feet had already chosen the route: down to the basilica undercroft where the city kept its bones and its bargains inked on ribs and jawplates. The Graven Scribe would be there, with his pens of fishspine and his stamps cut from teeth.
Oren’s mouth tightened. ‘If you’re going to humbly ask, I’m coming.’
She shook her head. ‘Take your papers and lock the door. If I don’t come back by dawn, give Lysa your kettle and your sugar and go to Aunt Hara across the foundry lanes. Wait.’
He made a muffled noise like a bark and the floors creaked under his displaced weight as he went for his pipes and sacks, angry and afraid.
Edda stepped back into the day’s dim and crossed town to the basilica, its fat columns bandaged in the names of drowned men. The stone sweated and made a sweet mineral scent that hung over the steps. Lines of petitioners coiled before the great doors, but Edda took the side path, into the undercroft.
There the air cooled until it was almost kind. The walls had been stitched together from vertebrae and femurs mortared in lime, and between them lay little windows where river-glass had been set in circles that made green moons on the floor.
The Graven Scribe sat at a table made of two lashed coffins. He had a face like a cliff: layers of old stories trailed over it in ink, lines that formed runnels down his cheeks and across his brow. He did not look up when Edda approached. He was pressing a seal into a bowl of black wax that smelled of smoke and salt.
‘Miss Edda,’ he said mildly. His voice came from somewhere older than his throat. ‘Wash your hands. Salt and polish cling to everything.’
Edda stirred the water in the basin until it caught the color of her workday. When she faced him, he was watching her with eyes the gray of riverstone.
‘You knew I would come,’ she said.
‘I knew someone would come when the bells forgot how to answer,’ he replied. He slid a piece of polished bone toward her, a rib carved with nested spirals. ‘A mother came to me before dawn with her hair in her fist and asked me to write questions on the air. Questions sink here. We have to write other things.’
‘Help me find a boy named Tav. Help me find all the ones who didn’t come when the salt bell called,’ Edda said. The request tore her mouth on its way out.
‘Will you pay the price?’ the Scribe asked.
‘You haven’t told me what it is.’
He smiled a salt-white smile. ‘That is the test. Tell me what you will give and I’ll tell you if it weighs enough.’
Edda thought of coin and silver from mortuary fees. She thought of skins and old lengths of ribbon and the hair kept in the box her mother left, coarse and honey-colored. None of it felt right.
‘Memory,’ she said. The word felt like a tooth loosening. ‘Take something I love that made me. Something I can’t simply reach for later.’
The Scribe nodded once. ‘You know how to bargain. Sit. Put your elbows in the grooves. We’ll measure.’
His table had two hollows worn by arms that had pressed there. Edda set herself into them. The Scribe took a needle whose eye was a circle of glass, and through it he drew an ink that smelled of fish skin and rain. He asked her to name the things she loved. She did. The sound of reeds rubbing a window in wind. The way her mother tied aprons in the back with a knot that never gave. Her brother’s laugh when he made a mistake and enjoyed it. The river’s suck against stone when the tide changed.
‘There,’ the Scribe said. ‘I’ll take the aprons. It is a small thing that holds many. Hold still.’
He pricked the inside of her forearm where the skin thinned. The sting was brief. Warmth followed, then an odd sensation like a foot that has been asleep returning. He leaned close, and Edda saw a phrase rise from her skin in tiny black letters, curving with her veins. She read it in her head but knew she would not again. A small sound left her throat.
‘Breathe,’ the Scribe murmured, and he spoke with her breath until it steadied. He wiped the ink with a cloth and the words vanished. In their place remained a faint ache, not unpleasant, the kind that closes one door and opens another.
‘You’ll feel the absence when you try to tie something on a child and the knot won’t sit right,’ he said. ‘It will remind you of what we are doing here. It will hurt. Hurt is a rope.’
He opened a drawer and took out a case wrapped in oilcloth. Inside lay a stylus carved from a pale rib, its tip honed to a slender fang. Twined around it was a length of hair like rusted gold.
‘A vow-pin,’ he said. ‘Press it into air and scratch. It will write where there is no page. It will take from you what you mean and give it shape. Use it near water for best effect. Do not pierce your own skin with it unless you wish me to appear in unpleasant places.’ His smile creased old lines in new ways.
He added a vial stoppered with scraped shell. Within, a translucence swam, like breath made visible on the coldest mornings. ‘Saltglass. Catch a whisper inside and it won’t rot. You’ll need it when you open doors that talk.’
‘Doors that talk,’ Edda repeated, equal parts skeptical and grateful. The stylus lay across her palm as if they had been introduced as children and never thought to stop holding hands.
‘Where?’ she asked. ‘Where do I begin?’
The Scribe’s eyes turned so pale they were almost cloud. ‘The causeway’s not a bridge. It’s a hinge. Go where hinges grind. Listen for places where speech turns into water. Something old has been chewing the bolts for years. Someone recent fed it tools.’
‘Magistrate Corvane,’ Edda said, tasting the name like iron on her teeth.
‘A man who wraps himself in rules to keep the river outside,’ the Scribe said softly. ‘He forgets that rules float. Go. And, Edda—’ His voice thinned. ‘Come back with a mouthful of names. Names keep cities upright.’
When she rose, the room swayed, as if her body were a boat briefly unmoored from its pier. She tucked the vow-pin into the rolled hem of her sleeve and slipped the saltglass into the inside pocket of her coat, where it clicked faintly against a button.
Upstairs the basilica sighed under the press of petitioners. A boy with a missing ear held his hat with both hands and watched her with the skittish look of something that would like to run but has been told to stay. Edda touched the door for luck and breathed stone and marrow, then stepped into Harrowsend’s clammy mouth.
On her way home, she cut through Fishers’ Close, where men with ropes coiled about their chests like snakes spoke low and women hawked strips of smoked meat that turned your tongue black if you sucked on them. A pair of watchmen leaned against a post and compared scars. Their voices hushed when she passed. One of them smirked the way people smirk when they think they’ve found a safer piece of the world to stand on.
At her building, Oren opened the door before she could touch it, as if he had been standing on the other side the whole time with his ear pressed against it.
‘You bartered with the bones,’ he said, and a shiver of delight rode under his worry. ‘What did you give?’
‘Something I’ll miss when I try to make a certain knot,’ she said. ‘It’s fair.’
He made a face. ‘Your idea of fair is not mine.’
She put the stylus in his hand. He lifted it as if it were a lit taper, his eyes widening as the smooth bone warmed in his grip.
‘Don’t push it into your own palm. He warned me,’ Edda said and plucked it back. She showed him the saltglass and he whistled between his teeth.
‘So now what?’
‘We go to where hinges grind,’ she answered. ‘The causeway again. And below it.’
Oren’s mouth tightened. ‘I said I’d go with you.’
She looked at him and saw the boy who once climbed into a crate and let her nail it shut around him to prove he wasn’t afraid of small spaces. He had been blue at the lips when she pried him out. He had laughed, and she had shaken. Now his jaw jutted in the same old shape.
‘You will. But when I say run, you run. Don’t argue. Don’t save me. Save your drawings. Someone has to remember how to build things that do not devour people,’ she said.
Oren sniffed. ‘I don’t build saints. I build machines.’
‘Then we’ll bring a machine to a hungry god,’ Edda said, and her smile felt like a cut that refused to heal.
They packed a coil of rope, dried fruit, a little leather wedge of old cheese, a tinderbox, Oren’s canvas bag of pipes and powders, and a coil of copper wire he swore would be useful. The vow-pin lay cool against her wrist as they went down the stairs and slid into the smear of evening.

    
The Siltcauseway
After sundown, Harrowsend pulled its windows closer to their frames and turned its alleys into soft reliability. Oil lamps fidgeted in their brackets, throwing halos on puddles. Rats walked with the assurance of merchants returning from a good bargain. The smell of the river thickened and picked up undertones of rot that made the tongue fur and the back teeth ache.
Edda and Oren kept to the shadow of a wall where sea-pink forced its way through mortar. At the quay, the Siltcauseway waited like a grin with missing teeth. No watchman bothered to repeat the crier’s warnings at this hour; anyone out now had chosen the wrong kind of courage and the law could not teach a different one.
‘We’re going under,’ Oren said, and Edda nodded. The supports of the causeway formed a forest of pilings slicked with weed and shrouded with castoffs of storm and shipwreck. Beneath them, the river idled and sucked. Oren slung his rope across a beam and gave it a testing tug, then pointed to a gap where the water did not seem to move at all. ‘There.’
Edda pressed her palm beneath her sleeve to find the vow-pin. When her fingers closed around it, a thin hum rose under her skin, a reminder of bells forgotten. She leaned over the lip and inhaled. The wet air tasted like pennies and old teeth.
‘Stay,’ she told Oren, and before he could protest she slid down the rope until the river’s breath stroked her ankles. She stopped above the skin of it and listened.
Under everything, the constant river-breath rasped. Laid over it, something more intricate: a hiss that repeated in tidy loops, as if someone were writing a word with a steady nib. She shut her eyes. The hiss spelled not a word but a lack. The river was muttering hunger around someone else’s work.
She drew the vow-pin and pressed it into air as the Scribe had instructed. It met resistance, invisible yet as determined as damp. Edda scratched a curve and then another, a shape her hand had been craving without knowing. Ink that was not ink trailed behind, glinting like fish scale in a net. Oren made a strangled sound above but did not speak.
The curve closed on itself. The air in front of her dented. Water lapped up, curious. Edda reached for the saltglass, unstoppered it, and breathed onto the lip. A whisper caught there and trembled, a tiny thing that could have been any word. The dent in the air opened like an eyelid.
What lay beyond was not a tunnel so much as a memory of one. The walls had been carved by tides, smoothed by old hands, bored by things with teeth that liked stone. Edda stepped through and heard Oren breathe her name, long and thin, as if it might reach an ankle and pull her back if he held it tightly enough.
Within the hollow — not that word, something else, a chamber — the air pressed in damp layers. On the walls, scratches ran in seams. She lifted the vow-pin and dragged it lightly near them. The scratches answered with a faint glow the color of milk. She understood them the way a person understands the language of a lullaby sung in another tongue: not the words, but the wanting. They marked the places where people had whispered bargains into stone. Eat this and leave my daughter. Drown that and make my debt disappear. The river had taken all the bargains in without choosing.
Oren ducked through with the rope over his shoulder and a hand on his hair as if to keep it in place. He sucked his teeth. ‘How many lives are hammered into this corner?’
‘Too many,’ Edda said. Her finger brushed a deeper groove. Images jolted up, raw and particular: a ring flung down, a pair of hands with nails rimmed in blue, a bowl chipped on the lip. She pulled back.
The tunnel turned and turned again, steps leading them into a space where the floor had been paved with iron gratings scavenged from ship decks. Water moved below in a steady drag like an enormous cat breathing in sleep. At the far end, light trembled, not like fire, not like day, something else. Edda hung back and Oren went first, brave in the way that ignored his own bones.
They came to a low chamber where an old kiln crouched, half-collapsed. Here the light came from the kiln’s throat. Veins of orange and blue ran under the lid like old blood in thin skin.
‘I could make this breathe again,’ Oren said, eyes going owl-wide. He crouched and held a palm out over the cracked surface. ‘It’s already breathing.’
‘Don’t touch,’ Edda said, but too late; he had already brushed it. The kiln gave a small, satisfied exhale and something scurried out from under its lip: a salamander-shaped ember, all slick black skin veined with coal-fire.
The small creature blinked. Its eyes were discs of cinnabar with rings of ash. It put its hands — tiny, five-fingered, perfect — on Oren’s boot toe and then looked up like a child who has done a trick and would like praise.
‘Oh,’ Oren breathed. ‘Look at you. Look at you.’ He extended a finger. The salamander sniffed, then licked the air above it. The air crinkled, gave off a scent of hearthstones heated after a long rain.
‘He’ll burn through your skin,’ Edda warned.
‘He won’t. He’s not fire. He’s the idea of fire,’ Oren said, laughing. ‘Hello, ash-prince. Come here.’ The little thing climbed onto his hand and curled like a sleeping cat around the base of his thumb. It left no blister. Instead, warmth sank into Oren’s bones. He held the creature to his chest as if it were precious metal.
‘Name him quick,’ Edda said. ‘Or the river will.’
‘Gley,’ Oren said promptly. The salamander opened its cinder eyes and seemed to approve.
Edda looked at the kiln. It was older than the city, she thought. Parts of it bore marks of chisels, parts of net; it had been half-stolen from riverbed and half-born in someone’s yard ages ago. On the far wall, more scratches glowed, newer, careless. In among them she saw one that made her breath slow and widen: a sigil, neat as a court stamp, that matched the seal on notices posted across Harrowsend. A magistrate’s mark.
‘He would carve his authority into a fish spine if he thought the fish would obey,’ Oren muttered when she showed him.
‘It means Corvane knows this place,’ Edda said. ‘He walks in and out without rubbing the river the wrong way. He has a key no one else was given.’
‘We have one now,’ Oren said with a glance at her sleeve. ‘He isn’t the only man who can scratch air.’
‘He has men and teeth and the habit of winning,’ Edda answered, but she pressed the vow-pin into the left side of the tunnel mouth and wrote three signs the Scribe had shown her, the ones for asking, for crossing, for owing nothing. The air complained and then let them pass.
Past the kiln, the passage widened. The walls sweated, and on the floor a carpet of small bones lay arranged in spirals, as if some patient creature had made decorations to please itself.
They stepped between the spirals. Edda bent and touched the nearest. It was not a bone but a rolled-up scrap of reed, filled with something that ticked when she shook it. She cracked one open carefully. Inside, a child’s tooth fell into her palm, milk-white despite the filth.
Bile rose hot in her throat. ‘They’ve been feeding it. With teeth,’ she said. Her own teeth ached in sympathy, as if remembering being loosened by time.
Oren’s face went hard. ‘Teeth and silence. Corvane’s wardens raid houses for overdue levies and collect children when they know parents won’t shout. Who notices when the city grows a few quiet corners? The walls like it. The river likes it.’
‘The river doesn’t think like you do,’ Edda said. ‘It wants what it wants whether we agree to give it or not.’
A sound drifted from ahead, thready and close to nothing. Singing without syllables. Edda reached for the saltglass and unstoppered it. The whisper inside fluttered its faint fins. She held the mouth of it toward the sound. The whisper stretched, thinned, and then caught. The vial filled with a shimmer like fish scales in shade.
‘Voices,’ she said. ‘They’ve been taking voices.’
‘To salt them and sell them back to us at feast days,’ Oren said bitterly.
Edda shoved the saltglass safe and they went on, deeper, until the chamber opened into a nave of stone and shadow where a statue crouched with its head turned toward a choked stairway. The statue had scales carved over its spine and fingers the length of Edda’s forearm. Its mouth had been chipped away by men with good hammers who wanted to pretend it had never existed.
A worn path led to the stair. Oren put his foot on the first riser and froze. A wash of cold poured over them, dazzling as the shock of stepping into river water up past the knee. The air thickened to jelly. Gley woke and lifted his head, tiny lips pursed in a silent hiss.
‘Hold me,’ Edda said, and Oren’s fingers clamped Down on her coat. She lifted the vow-pin. ‘We’ll ask permission.’
She scratched a sign into the cold. The air stirred a fraction. The cold lifted like a curtain snagging on a nail. Somewhere above, a bell should have answered. It did not. Edda’s skin pebbled in anger more than fear. They climbed.
At the top of the stair, the floor leveled, and they stepped into a cathedral under the city, pillars carved with weeping faces, a ceiling alive with murals of fish with human hands. In the center rose a throne — no, a chair — built of melted bells.

    
The Basilisk of Fog
Bell metal pooled and ran, shaped into armrests that pinched in like fingers. Along the base, clappers lay fused like tongues. The room smelled of old copper, brine, and something sweet and rotting that made Edda’s eyes water.
A figure sat on the throne with his spine straight and his hands folded on his lap. Magistrate Corvane wore authority the way a eel wears slime. His hair was combed back smooth, his skin luminous in the odd light. On his breast lay a chain of office with small seals clipped to it like charms. His eyes had the calm of a pond where nothing stirs because everything has already been eaten.
‘Miss Edda,’ he said, as if they had met at a bakery. ‘And the brother. I had hoped to save you the trouble. People of your trade don’t enjoy uncertainty.’
Edda’s mouth dried. Oren swore under his breath, and Gley’s warmth tightened against his palm.
‘You’ve been stealing under cover of our bargain,’ Edda said. ‘Taking speech. Taking children.’
‘No,’ Corvane said. ‘I have been paying debts. The river wants. It is older than our mothers and our mothers’ mothers. It wants and it will have. My job is to decide what it has so that we keep our roofs. Speech is cheap. Children become adults, and adults are dear. I have been judicious.’ He inclined his head as if to accept applause.
Edda felt the vow-pin like a bone splinter beneath her skin. ‘You think words are empty. They make the world sit up straighter. Bells keep your roof tight even when your hands cheat.’
‘Religion,’ he said, and made it sound like a child’s toy. ‘The city likes the superstition of bells. We keep them nice and shiny for you. But we do not ask them to hold weight. That would be foolish.’
Behind him, at the far edge of the dais, a veil hung from a frame made of bent anchor bits. Behind the veil, forms shifted like souls in a dream. Edda’s throat tightened.
‘Bring it out,’ Corvane said conversationally. ‘Let them see. They will behave if named.’
From the veil slid something the size of a barge and the shape of a question mark. It made no sound as it moved. Where it passed, the air went thin, and their eardrums itched as if they were descending too quickly. Its surface wasn’t skin. It was transfixed fog, lace-thin, scribed with the faintest of writing, an endless ledger of words written and erased, written and eaten. Where a face should have been, there was only a wound of stillness. Edda’s eyes slid off it unless she squinted, and then she saw the suggestion of a crown of bent bells. She stood very straight to stop her knees knocking.
‘This is the Murmur King,’ Corvane said with proprietary pride. ‘It cleans.’
The thing turned as if to regard them. Edda’s hearing went fuzzy. She lifted a hand and heard her joints creak loud as oxcart wheels in her own bones. Gley trembled so finely he went blurry.
Oren, idiot brave, took a step. ‘You’ve been feeding it words. Words wrapped in teeth to give them grip. It doesn’t know the difference between a lullaby and a law. It’ll eat both and ask for the plate.’
‘It is not my job to love language,’ Corvane said. ‘It is my job to manage mess.’ He watched Edda. ‘The bells are sentimental. They cling. This one—’ He tapped the arm of his chair. ‘—does not clang unless I bid it. Quiet has made us prosperous. Look at the last winter. Fewer riots. Fewer fires. People sleep. Sleep is gold.’
Edda’s mouth filled with salt. ‘Lysa’s boy sleep, did he? Is he gold?’
A muscle moved in Corvane’s jaw. ‘Regrettable. Collateral. He ran where the river had teeth. I drew him back, but the King likes plump syllables. He took the boy’s vowels and I can’t get them returned. He hums now. Humming is almost speech. It will do.’
It would not. Edda felt it in a place, low and old as bone. She moved her wrist and the vow-pin slid into her palm, a splinter of purpose.
‘You thought to come here and scratch a heroic word into fog?’ Corvane asked. ‘Go on. Scratch. Let it eat your pride and call it a meal. It will be almost a kindness to you.’
Edda lifted the pin and put its tip into the air. Immediately it met the resistance of the King’s body — of a collection of stolen breaths and extinguished peals pressed into a shape. The pin shivered in her grasp. She wrote a curve, the beginning of a name. The King leaned, hungry. He tried to take it, to draw the meaning away before it could settle.
‘Hold him,’ she said. Oren slung the copper coil to a pillar and to the base of the throne, then to his own belt, making a crude cage. He shouted a word only their mother had used when she was amused with herself, and Gley exhaled. Heat rippled, sudden and soft. The cuff around Corvane’s throne groaned. The King paused.
Edda scratched faster, the way you write when rain starts to fall on your page. She wrote the circle the Scribe had shown her when he took her apron memory: the one that stands for a promise that bites back if broken.
The air bucked. The King surged against her mark. Something like static picked her scalp. The vow tried to take shape and the King tried to take it. Within the veil, shapes pressed palms and mouths against the fabric. Children. Their faces were still, their lips moving. Edda shoved the saltglass vial against her breast with her elbow and thrust its mouth toward the veil. The shimmering within quivered as if scenting kin.
Corvane rose at last from his melting seat. ‘You will not make me the villain of this,’ he said, voice supple and bright. ‘I kept us alive when your parents burned their lungs for a little warmth. I kept brigands away with treaties written on water. I replaced rage with sleep. Do you think gutters run cleaner in other towns? They do not. They run with men like me. At least I am ours.’
Edda had no speech to give him that would not crumble. She wrote, and the writing wrote her back. The vow-pin’s tip cut cold into the dim and brought up a shining like scales when fish turn in long curves. She made the last stroke.
The vow closed. It latched. The Murmur King recoiled. His body smudged, words blurring and then gathering, unwilling. He tried to swallow the promise and found it thorny.
The room reeled. The copper coil hummed. Oren’s hands were white on the wire. Gley arched and flamed along the ridges of his back without burning. The veil shuddered.
Corvane drew something from his sleeve — a blade of old iron with a burr on its spine — and started down the steps. He was not elegant now. He was human and frightening in that way. Edda lifted her free hand and, without thinking, stuck her palm on the pin’s shaft and dragged it toward her.
Pain stabbed. Blood welled around the bone. She heard the Scribe’s laughter in her head, the kind that holds warning and delight both. The blood clung to the vow-lines and made them meat. The King shuddered again.
‘Edda!’ Oren shouted. He let go the coil and dove, knocking Corvane sideways. The magistrate’s blade scratched along stone and sang. Oren twisted and the blade’s tip cut his sleeve and bit. Gley leaped and latched on Corvane’s wrist. The smell of sizzling hair and fat filled the room. Corvane cursed, the sound smooth even at the edges with pain.
Edda thrust the saltglass inside the veil. The fabric moved like a membrane that remembers being part of a living thing. The vial’s mouth kissed it. The whispers inside went hungry. They reached. A sound rose, thin at first, then the full weight of air being forced into a pipe. A bell peal, not from any bell in Harrowsend but from some older shape, a bell cast from the ribs of a leviathan and tuned to a key lost with the men who drowned shaping it. The room caved around the tone and then sprang back.
The King lurched. He tried to divide himself to escape, to extrude a narrow strand through the coil, but Oren snapped the wire taut and shouted another nonsense of their mother’s. He was crying and grinning; his teeth flashed; he looked like the boy in the crate again, daring his own fear.
Edda lowered her bleeding hand and pressed it to the vow-mark. Her blood soaked into the lines. The promise glowed a sickle-white that made her stomach turn and her hair lift. The King wrapped himself around it without meaning to, around her, around the vow. His crown of bent bells rang in a way no human ear could rightly hear.
‘If you bind him, he will bind you,’ Corvane spat, battering against Oren. His wrist smoked where Gley clung.
‘Then we’ll be bound,’ Edda said through teeth that slammed shut on the ache in her palm. ‘We’ll be bound until you pay what you took.’
Her free hand found the edge of the veil and tore. The fabric parted with a sound like meat pulled from bone. Children spilled through — not bodies, not yet, but outlines and breaths and the forms of their names. Edda uncorked the saltglass fully. The shimmer within uncoiled and draped itself across the threshold. The children’s voices, salted and saved, found the cords of their throats again like rescuers finding ropes in smoke.
The King howled in silence and dove for the supply. The vow snagged him. He stretched and thinned and failed to reach. Corvane wrenched free of Oren and raised his iron to cut the copper coil. Edda lifted the pin and, with the last of her steadiness, scratched a word across the blade that meant stop in a dialect spoken only by the bones of her city.
The iron screamed and lay still. Corvane stared at it, panting, eyes wide and finally, belatedly, afraid.

    
Salt and Bone
The chamber’s breath shifted. It went from a press to a tug, as if something had opened a door elsewhere and the room wanted to be there. Edda felt her blood tick in the vow-lines and knew she had stopped something too large to think about. That meant something else had started.
‘Oren,’ she said. ‘Gather them.’
He understood without question. He loosed the coil, wrapped it around his chest, and stepped through the torn veil. His hands met air and the air took on weight. Child-shapes pressed into his arms and clung as the weight condensed. The first boy — Tav — came together in a shake of limbs, hair slick to skull, jaw clenched. He looked not at his mother but at Edda, as he had in Lysa’s doorway, and when he opened his mouth, sound came out. A ragged first word: his own name.
‘Tav,’ Edda said gently, and the air seemed to understand that someone who loved names had named him again. He fell against Oren’s chest with a sob. More children surged. The room filled with human sound: cry, cough, the kind of laugh that cuts.
Corvane staggered backward, clutching his wrist where Gley had bitten. His chain of office tilted. ‘You think the city will thank you because you brought screaming back,’ he said. ‘They will hang you. They’ll hang me. The river will drag us both by the ankles. It doesn’t care if your hands are clean.’
‘Then we clean them by doing,’ Edda said, which was the opposite of Oren’s philosophy and very much her own.
The Murmur King boiled and struck the vow again. He could not get at the children or the saltglass or Edda’s open palm. He turned toward the door and the city beyond. Edda felt him reach through pipes and under thresholds where the housewives pushed broom straws against the world. If he poured himself into the streets, he would take the lullabies and the curses and the kisses. He would leave the city glossy as a dead fish eye.
‘We have to go,’ Edda told Oren. ‘We have to take them home before he learns another way to feed.’
Oren jerked a nod. Gley hopped to Edda’s shoulder and crouched there like a badge. His heat steadied her in a way she would not have thought heat could.
‘Corvane,’ Edda said, and the magistrate looked at her with equal measures hatred and awe. ‘Stay if you wish. Sit on your throne. Your quiet will keep you company.’
She turned, and Harrowsend’s underbelly groaned as if to veto her. The stair led them down into the tunnel with the kiln, then under the ribs and past the spirals of reed. Gley leaped ahead, a smudge of glow. Children followed, staggering, clinging, their mouths trying out old shapes of words as if picking up instruments after a long illness.
Behind, the Murmur King poured himself like a fog bank slipping through a door left ajar. He had learned something: the vow held him to Edda, but it did not prevent motion. He came, curious and angry and hungry, crown bent low.
‘Run,’ Edda said, and Oren, for once, did not argue. He moved the way he drew breath when he had spent all day hunched over a plan: automatically, with purpose and no flourish. He led the children along the iron grates and into the rib of the causeway.
They could not take the steps up to the quay. The gaps between planks would swallow small feet. Edda took the right-hand passage that sloped to a culvert where the river bit at stone through a barred mouth. The bars were crusted with old offerings: bottle caps, tokens from games, bracelets of knotted hair. She gripped one and it gave under her hand with a crunch. Rot had sapped its strength.
‘Stand back,’ Oren said. He fumbled in his bag and came up with a pouch of pale dust. ‘Lime and my own tweak.’ He tossed it along the bars. The stuff clung and sizzled, making a smell like old bones being washed clean. He coughed and thrust his shoulder against the middle bar. It parted, a brittle snap. He kicked the broken piece into the river.
‘One at a time,’ Edda said, silly and necessary. She guided a girl through — she had hair in two frazzled plaits and eyes like tarnished coins. ‘Hold the rail when you’re through. Hold to each other. Don’t let go.’ The girl nodded and did it, an honor paid to instruction.
They slipped into open air pungent with rot and salt. The quay lay a few yards along down a narrow shelf of slick stone. The oil lamps there threw ragged halos; figures drifted behind them, the watch uncertain and alert. Edda put two fingers to her mouth and whistled the sound their mother had used to call them in from play. It cut clear. Heads turned.
‘Help!’ she shouted. ‘Get blankets!’
Hands reached. People did what people do when alarm trips their tidy plans: they filled space with their bodies. Mothers with their mouths pressed tight as sutures. Men who had not been brave at a barricade were brave with a cold child in their arms. Lysa tore across the quay with a shawl, knees banging the planks as she fell, and gathered Tav against her with a sound Edda thought might split her down the middle.
‘Say it,’ Lysa whispered into the boy’s wet hair. ‘Say you.’
‘Mama,’ he said, rough as unpolished wood, and Lysa’s face crumpled into a messy joy that would, later, dry into anger.
The watch pressed in and then hesitated when they saw Edda and Oren and the way something moved behind them on the water. The Murmur King rolled against the culvert’s rent like a mass of breath coming back to a man who does not want it.
‘Back,’ Edda told him as if he were a misbehaving dog. ‘You are bound to me. You will not cross unless I cross. The vow holds us both.’
For a fraction of a second he assumed a shape her eye could settle on: a man leaned in fog, faceless but with a suggestion of cheekbone and jaw, with two bells snapped open and bent into a crown. He tilted a head he lacked and let go a pressure that made every ear on the quay hurt.
‘You can pull,’ Edda said, ‘but I am rope and stake both.’ She did not feel brave. She felt like a pinned butterfly pretending to be a hawk. Gley pressed his face into her hair and made a tiny clatter of a purr.
She lifted the vow-pin and drew on the air above the river a sign that meant pause in the Scribe’s terms. It was small, fussy, a note in the margin of a larger song. The King checked. He did not retreat, but he stopped pushing.
‘Corvane!’ a watchman cried from the edge of the causeway. ‘Magistrate! Sir!’ The tone was a plea. It hung and didn’t catch. Corvane did not come. The watchman looked at Edda the way a child looks at a mother in a large room full of other people.
‘Bring blankets,’ Edda repeated. ‘Bring salt and hot water. Keep a pot boiling. Don’t talk. Listen. If you smile, do it with your mouth shut so their names don’t fall out.’ They ran.
Oren leaned on the rail and wheezed. He pressed his fingers into the crooks of his arms like a boy who needs grounding. ‘He’s not finished,’ he told her.
‘Neither are we,’ Edda said, and her palm throbbed, the blood dry now, the lines of the vow inked thin and bright like new scars.
By morning — not dawn, a different hinge — the basilica’s doors opened, less from piety than from the need for space. Children lay on rugs under the coffered ceiling, blankets piled high. Soot-black kettles steamed on trestles. People moved quietly the way they move in hospitals and houses where someone has just been born.
The Graven Scribe drifted through like a smell of old smoke. He looked at Edda’s hand and tutted. ‘You are learning to cheat elegantly,’ he said. He touched the vow with a finger and her skin flared briefly, then soothed. ‘You have pinned a river hunger to your ribs. It will sit there and greet you in the morning like an uninvited aunt.’ He smiled. ‘But it will also listen when you clear your throat. Keep speaking.’
Magistrate Corvane came when the watch realized the city was allowed to breathe again and needed to be told how to do it. He had bandages over his wrist and a face that had become sharper overnight. He tried to embrace control with a speech. His voice faltered against the basilica’s bones.
‘You will be judged,’ the Scribe said quietly, standing near and not near at all. Corvane flinched as if the words bit.
Edda stood before the altar where river salt had crusted into a lace of white. She put the vow-pin down on the stone. It lay like a faithful animal. ‘You fed a hunger and called it governance,’ she said, not loud. The room heard her anyway. People looked at the children and then back at her and then again at Corvane as if comparing faces in a game.
‘We needed quiet,’ Corvane said, attempting gentleness. ‘I gave it.’
‘You took too much to pay for it. You broke the bell-chords and told us that was kindness. You taught the city to mumble so it would not bite you,’ Edda said. ‘Go sit where we can see you. If you stand, you’ll feel tall and get ideas.’
He sat, an obedient sinner. It would not last, but for now it was enough.
Edda turned to Lysa, who sat on the floor with Tav’s legs over her lap, his head lolling on her thigh. ‘He’ll need to practice,’ she said. ‘He’ll need to say his name and your name and the river’s name until he can stand to hear them again.’
‘We will,’ Lysa said. ‘We will sing them until the walls learn them too.’ She caught Edda’s hand and kissed the wrist above the place where the Scribe had taken her knot. Edda felt her skin remember and not remember.
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