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A Watchmaker in Ashfall
Bastian Kreel
In the East Stack, a tower of stairwells, service doors, and hidden landings, watchmaker Tomas Vale is asked to examine the death of a courier found on the Ninth Landing. A fast-set pocket watch, a concealed room, and a family secret pull him into a case where every corridor can mislead and every lock has a witness.
ProseHub


    
The Fall on Ninth Landing
By the time the ash began to come down in earnest, Tomas Vale had already taken apart two watches, repaired one, and insulted three bad springs. The ash drifted past his window in warm, pale veils, settling on the sill where his kettle hissed over a blue flame. Below his shop, the lower market was waking: a woman called out for pepper buns, a boy dragged a crate of lemons with one crooked wheel, and somewhere in the stairwell a radio was arguing with itself at full volume. Tomas liked mornings best when the city sounded as if it had not yet decided what sort of trouble it intended to become. He leaned over his bench, squinting through a loupe at a tiny escapement, and muttered to the watch as though it were a difficult witness. It was a bad habit, but a useful one. Watches, unlike people, sometimes admitted when they were broken.
The bell over the shop door gave one dry chime. Inspector Elian Hart came in with ash on his coat and a sealed tin under his arm. He had the same expression he always wore when he expected Tomas to be annoying and was prepared to be right about it. Tomas did not look up. He turned the screwdriver another fraction, listened to the soft click of metal settling, and said, without greeting, that if Hart had come for a free opinion, he would have to wait for the cheap hour.
Hart dropped the tin on the counter. It made a small, final sound. —You say that like your hours have a mercy rate.
—My hours do. My patience does not.
—Good. Then you’ll be paid in facts instead of gratitude.
Tomas finally looked up. —That is a poor currency. It spends badly and no one likes to count it.
Hart’s mouth twitched, which was as close as he came to laughing before noon. He opened the tin and slid out a pocket watch wrapped in a strip of evidence cloth. The case was brass, tooled plain on the outside, polished by years of thumb and coat pocket. Not flashy. Not cheap. The sort of watch a courier would carry because time mattered to anyone who crossed the city by stair and landing.
—Bram Pike, Hart said. Courier. Found dead on the Ninth Landing in the East Stack. The report says fall, maybe a misstep. The family says no. I’d like a second opinion before the paperwork grows teeth.
Tomas gave the watch a look, then Hart, then the ceiling, as if a more reasonable answer might be hiding there. —You know I repair clocks, not verdicts.
—You also notice when something has been opened by a hand that thinks itself clever.
—So do undertakers.
Hart leaned one hip against the counter. —And yet I came to you.
Tomas sighed with the long suffering of a man asked to handle other people’s bad decisions. He took the watch, felt its weight, and clicked it once against his fingernail. The sound was too bright. Too tight. He set it beneath the lamp and opened the back with a thin blade. Inside, the movement glimmered like a small, disciplined city, all bridges and tension and hidden force. —Hm.
That single sound made Hart sharpen his attention. —Hm good or hm bad?
—Hm expensive. Someone cared enough to keep it in shape. Someone also cared enough to open it recently and close it again without doing the job properly.
—Can you tell how recently?
Tomas tilted the watch toward the light. The balance wheel carried a faint film of fresh oil. One screw had a tiny crescent scar where a tool had slipped. The crown pin was seated just a touch too tight. —Within a day, maybe two. And the watch is running fast.
—Fast enough to matter?
—Five minutes, perhaps six. Enough to make a man hurry if he trusts his wrist more than his stomach.
Hart frowned. —You think someone set it that way on purpose?
Tomas glanced up, dry as dust. —Inspector, if a watch lies, it is usually because someone taught it the habit.
He bent closer. A clean smell rose from the movement: cedar oil, graphite, a sharp trace of mineral grease. His own blend, or one very much like it. His brows lifted a fraction. —Well. That is either flattering or rude.
—What is?
—Someone has been borrowing my ideas.
Hart gave him a flat look. —Are you accusing the dead of theft?
—The dead are generally difficult to prosecute.
Tomas set the watch down and reached for a cloth. Outside, ash drifted thicker against the glass. Somewhere in the market, a vendor shouted that the first buns were out, and somewhere above them a door slammed hard enough to rattle the hanging brass chimes. Tomas slid the pocket watch back under the lamp and said, almost reluctantly, that he would need to see where Bram Pike had fallen. The metal had told him enough to be curious, which was his least favorite way to become involved.
Hart nodded once. —I was hoping you’d say that.
—Don’t sound so pleased.
—I’m not pleased. I’m relieved. There’s a difference.
Tomas reached for his coat with the expression of a man already annoyed by his own agreement. —Then let’s go see what your dead courier was trying to outrun.
The East Stack rose in layers above the lower market, all balconies, stairwells, and narrow landings stitched together by old iron and older habit. By the time Tomas and Hart reached the public entry, the smell of pepper buns had given way to boiled lentils, damp wool, and the hot mineral bite of ash settling on the stone. A woman on the second landing was hanging laundry over a railing with the calm ferocity of someone who believed cleanliness was a moral argument. Two children sat on the next flight down, sharing a sugar crust and a toy no larger than a matchbox. One of them stared at Tomas’s tools as if he might be hiding fireworks in his pockets.
—You always walk like you expect the stairs to answer back, Hart said as they climbed.
—Stairs do answer back, Tomas said. They creak, which is their version of honesty.
—You’re impossible before lunch.
—And you’re underprepared for me after lunch.
The Ninth Landing had been cleaned badly and quickly. Tomas crouched by the place where Bram Pike had fallen and ran two fingers over the rail. The wood was worn smooth by years of hands, but there was a newer smear along the inner curve, a thin line of gray grease where no hand should have rested. He touched it, rubbed his thumb together, and sniffed. The scent was the same mineral blend he had noticed in the watch movement.
Hart watched him work. The inspector had the patience of a good carpenter, which was to say he could stand still for a long time and look as if he had a reason. —What do you see?
—A fall that was arranged by someone who knew this landing better than the body did.
—That is not a legal phrase.
—No, but it is a sensible one.
Tomas rose and inspected the stairs above and below. The public route was steep but ordinary, worn into shallow steps by generations of feet. Yet just beyond the landing, tucked behind a stack of cleaning carts and a cupboard built into the wall, there was a narrow service door with brass hinges. The paint had been touched up recently. The latch had been oiled. The frame was cleaner than the wood around it, as if a hand had kept returning to this exact patch of wall.
—Was that there in the report? Tomas asked.
Hart glanced at it. —It’s a service passage. For staff, repairs, deliveries in a pinch.
—And how many people know it exists?
—Enough to make this interesting.
Tomas knelt and studied the floorboards. Bram’s shoes had left no sign of a stumble, only a sharp twist at the edge of the landing, as if he had turned toward someone standing just out of sight. A scuff marked the toe of one shoe, but the heel was clean. He traced the path with a fingertip, then stood again and rested his palm on the rail at the height of a man’s chest. —He did not go over this rail by accident.
Hart’s eyes narrowed. —You can tell that from a banister?
—From the banister, the shoes, the grease, and the fact that the landing is too neat where a fall would have been messy. People imagine accidents are random. They are not. They are usually badly managed plans.
A sharp voice cut in from above. —If you’re going to call my brother badly managed, at least do it to my face.
A woman descended the upper steps quickly, one hand on the rail, the other clenched around a folded paper bag. She was in her late twenties, maybe younger, with ash on her sleeves and a hard set to her mouth that suggested she had spent the whole morning refusing to collapse. She stopped beside the landing, looked from Hart to Tomas, and fixed on the watchmaker as if he were the most likely person to lie.
—Lena Pike, Hart said. Sister.
—Then you tell me, Lena said, do you have a body on this landing or a story you plan to dress up as one?
Tomas blinked at her bluntness, then gave her a small, tired bow. —At the moment, I have a watch, a suspicious rail, and the beginnings of a headache.
—That’s better than the police gave me.
—Then they are improving, Tomas said.
Lena looked at him for a beat, decided she did not hate him yet, and turned back to Hart. —Bram would not have slipped. He hated these stairs. Said they were built by someone who despised knees. He used the service route when he could.
Tomas’s gaze shifted to the narrow door again. —How often could he?
—When the steward allowed it, Lena said. Or when he had deliveries too awkward for the public steps. He told me he had a small job up here today. Something about a parcel and a handoff. He was nervous, which was unlike him. Bram jokes when he’s nervous. Today he was quiet.
—Did he say who he was meeting?
Lena’s jaw tightened. —No. But he said if he was late, I should ask the steward about the door behind the linen press. He said that very clearly, which is why I’d prefer someone tell me whether that was a joke before I begin rearranging furniture.
Tomas and Hart exchanged a glance. The landing, with its scrubbed boards and hidden passage, had stopped looking like the place where a courier simply lost his footing. It now looked like a stage after the actors had fled.
Tomas did not trust anyone’s version of a fall until he had walked it in his own shoes. He had learned that from watches, which were made of parts too small to lie convincingly for long. So he moved to the upper step Bram would have taken last, planted one hand on the rail, and shifted his weight the way a man might when turning to answer a voice behind him. The motion was awkward in the narrow landing. It forced the shoulder inward and the foot outward. A stumble there would have scraped the toe, snatched at the rail, and left a long, panicked trail. Bram Pike’s landing marks had none of that.
—He was redirected, Tomas said.
Hart stood near the wall with his notebook closed in one hand, as though he disliked the idea of writing down what the staircase had taught before he had asked permission. —Redirected by whom?
—Someone who knew where he would stand. Or someone who had reason to make him look at the wrong door.
Lena folded her arms. The paper bag in her hand gave off the smell of sugared dough and cardamom. She noticed Tomas looking and raised one brow. —Don’t judge. I skipped lunch.
—That is not judgment, Tomas said. It is envy.
That got the smallest of smiles from her, and it seemed to surprise both of them. The smile vanished quickly. She pulled a torn corner of the bag open and offered him a crescent-shaped pastry. Tomas declined with a shake of his head.
—Suit yourself. More for me. Bram used to say the city ran on three things: stairs, soup, and whatever was left in the bakery bins after the bell.
—A philosopher, Tomas said.
—A man with a bad route to work.
She leaned against the wall, impatient but willing to keep talking if it meant the truth would hurry up. Bram had been a courier for half the tower district, taking messages, medicine, and small packages to upper floors where the lifts never reached and the old freight rails had been shut down years before. He hated the stairs, loved the shortcuts, and swore that the people living high enough to need help were always the ones who tipped best. He was the sort of brother who could make a joke while carrying a crate of onions and still remember which neighbor needed a fever tonic on the way back.
—Did he carry anything today? Tomas asked.
Lena hesitated. —A wrapped parcel, maybe. He wouldn’t let me look. Said it was none of my business and then gave me a face like it was a compliment. He was waiting on a payment from the top floors. He said he’d been asked to deliver something to a door and not a person.
Tomas looked back at the service door. —That is an important difference.
—He made it sound like a small errand, Lena said. But he checked the time twice before he left. Bram never checked the time unless someone had told him to hurry.
Hart opened his notebook at last. —Did he mention who asked him?
—No. He only said the steward was twitchy and that the landing smelled wrong.
—Wrong how? Tomas asked.
—Like wet metal. Like someone had mopped up trouble.
Tomas’s attention sharpened. He looked again at the rail smear, the fresh oil on the service door hinge, the too-clean patch of board where the body had landed. The dead courier had arrived here with purpose. He had not wandered. He had followed instructions, or trusted someone, or both.
—Your brother was carrying time, Tomas said at last.
Lena frowned. —What does that mean?
—He had a watch set to hurry him, a route that kept him hidden, and someone making sure he reached this landing at exactly the wrong minute. That is how a careful lie is built.
—You make murder sound like carpentry, Hart said.
—That is because I respect good work, Tomas replied.
Lena pushed off the wall. Her voice went low. —Then respect this: Bram was afraid of something by the time he came home yesterday. I thought it was work. I thought it was the weather. He joked about the ash getting in his boots and said he’d seen the steward pacing by the linen press. Then this morning he left early, carrying that parcel, and he told me if he was late, to ask about the door behind the linen press. That was the whole of it. No poetry. No drama. Just Bram, trying very hard not to frighten me.
Tomas tucked that away and let the silence settle. In the stairwell, someone above dropped a pan, and the metallic crash rolled down the shaft like a warning bell. A woman farther below shouted that if the stew burned again, she would personally sue the kitchen. The city remained gloriously indifferent to grief.
Hart shut the notebook. —We need the steward.
Tomas kept his eyes on the service door. —No. We need whatever is behind it.
The steward, Gideon Rusk, arrived with a ring of keys at his belt and the soft, measured gait of a man who preferred his troubles to remain in the rooms where he had left them. He wore a dark vest over a white shirt that had been pressed too carefully for a building full of ash, and he smelled faintly of soap and metal polish. His face held the kind of calm that was useful in a corridor and suspicious in a crime scene.
—Inspector, he said to Hart, then gave Tomas a brief glance as if he had been warned about watchmakers and decided the warning had been insufficient. —Miss Pike. I’m sorry for your loss.
Lena gave him a look sharp enough to pare fruit. —Then tell me why my brother ended up on your landing.
Gideon’s mouth tightened, but he kept his voice level. —I can’t tell you that yet.
—That sounds like an answer from someone who already knows.
—It sounds, Tomas said, like a man who understands what a locked door can do to a reputation.
Gideon ignored that. Hart introduced Tomas by necessity rather than courtesy, and the steward inclined his head as if he were greeting a tradesman who had arrived to complain about the plumbing. Tomas did not miss the way Gideon’s fingers rested on the keys at his belt. Not gripping. Not loose. Merely present. People who handled keys well usually did not need to remind themselves they had them.
—The service passage behind the linen press is for maintenance and deliveries, Gideon said. It is not a public route.
—Was it used this morning? Hart asked.
—It may have been opened for a courier.
—By whom?
—By me, in principle, if the parcel required it.
—And in practice? Tomas asked.
Gideon met his eyes. —In practice, I did not escort Bram Pike to his death.
Tomas gave a tiny nod. It was not a denial he believed, but it was better than panic.
The steward led them half a step toward the service door and stopped, perhaps sensing he had said too much by moving at all. Tomas examined the hinges. Fresh oil. A clean line of grease on the pin. A second, smaller scratch at the latch plate, as though someone had learned the lock by feel rather than patience. He leaned in and caught the faint metallic edge of the lubricant.
—That’s a familiar blend, Tomas said quietly.
Hart looked at him. —To you?
—To anyone who buys proper watch oil and bothers to mix it right.
Gideon’s expression did not change, but one muscle near his jaw moved. Tomas filed that away. The man had the sort of face that gave little and cost a lot.
—Do you have a lot of people with keys, Inspector? Tomas asked.
—Enough to make me dislike all of them, Hart said.
Gideon answered before Hart could continue. —I have the master set. Maintenance has one smaller ring. The upper tenant on the east side has emergency access for the heating lines. That is all.
—All that you’re willing to admit, Tomas said.
The steward’s eyes flicked, just once, toward the linen press. Not a dramatic glance. Nothing a court would believe. But enough for Tomas to notice. The watchmaker had spent years studying tiny movements that changed outcomes by minutes. A look like that could change a room.
—If Bram was using the passage, Gideon said, then he was doing so at the request of someone above the landing. That is all I can offer.
—Someone above the landing, Lena repeated. You mean one of the people living behind your locked doors.
—Miss Pike—
—No, she snapped. Don’t. My brother is dead, and you are speaking like a man trying to keep his floors polished while the building burns.
Tomas saw something then: not guilt exactly, but strain. Not the strain of a murderer caught out, but of a man carrying a secret that had turned heavy enough to bruise. He did not know yet whether that secret made Gideon dangerous, merely stupid, or both.
He stepped aside and inspected the linen press itself. It was an ordinary-looking cupboard built into the wall, stacked with folded cloths, mop handles, and a tub for cleaning rags. Yet the baseboard had a shallow seam that should not have been there. Tomas ran the edge of a fingernail along it and felt the faintest click.
Hart saw the movement. —What is it?
Tomas did not answer at once. He bent lower, and the seam gave him a breath of cold air from within the wall. —Something that should not be this interested in remaining hidden.
When he straightened, Gideon was watching him with a very controlled stillness. Tomas could not yet decide whether the steward wanted him to stop or wanted him to find what was inside more quickly than anyone else could manage.
Both possibilities were bad. That made them interesting.
Tomas preferred to measure a problem before he touched it, but the hidden seam at the base of the linen press had the irritating habit of existing whether he approved or not. He borrowed a skewer from the tea stall on the lower landing, flattened one end against his bench knife, and used the improvised wedge to test the seam while Hart and Gideon argued in low voices behind him. The little tool slipped, caught, and then seated with a soft click that made Tomas smile despite himself.
—There, he said. That was almost polite.
—You make lockpicking sound like etiquette, Hart replied.
—Everything is etiquette if you want to survive it.
The panel swung inward on silent hinges. A narrow service corridor opened behind the cupboard, no wider than a man’s shoulders, with pipes running along one side and a low row of hooks on the other. Damp plaster, coal dust, and the faint sour tang of old tea filled the air. The place was so tight Tomas had to angle his shoulders to move forward. If the city had wanted to keep secrets, it had certainly chosen the right architecture.
The corridor led past a shallow alcove where someone had set a stool, a cracked enamel mug, and a tin can full of ash used as a makeshift brazier. A folded blanket sat on a shelf above a narrow cot pushed into a recess in the wall. There was no dust on the cot. No dust on the mug. Someone had lived here recently and with enough discipline to keep the space almost neat. A wall hook held a dark shawl still carrying the last traces of wet wool.
Lena made a small sound behind him, neither gasp nor word. Tomas glanced back and saw her face close up the way a shutter closes against bad weather.
—Bram knew about this, she said.
—It looks that way, Hart said.
—No, Lena replied. Not this exactly. He knew there was something hidden on this landing, because he told me he disliked how the steward spoke about repairs. He said people who controlled corridors always wanted you to believe the corridors were the point. Bram hated being managed.
Tomas crouched and examined the floor. The boards near the cot carried a faint crescent of tracked ash, but it had been scuffed over by someone leaving in haste. A cup sat near the brazier with the last brown ring of chicory still drying at the bottom. On the wall above the cot, someone had hung a small oil lamp and then taken it down in a hurry, leaving only a clean circle where the metal had rested. He found a tiny brass shaving near the cot leg and picked it up with the tip of his knife. Not much, but enough to be interesting. Brass from a lock, perhaps. Or from a watch case opened too often.
—This space isn’t for storage, Tomas murmured. It’s for hiding.
—Who would hide here? Hart asked.
Tomas rose carefully so as not to bump his head on the pipe above him. —Someone with reason to avoid the public stairs and enough access to use the service door without being noticed. Someone who could wait here, move to the landing, and vanish again before the neighbors decided to open their mouths.
Gideon stood just outside the panel, hands clasped behind him, looking less like a steward now and more like a man waiting to see which direction the floor would collapse. —That room is not supposed to be occupied, he said.
—Yet it is, Lena said flatly.
—Was, Tomas corrected. The mug is still warm enough to have been used recently, but the kettle’s gone cold. Whoever lived here left in a hurry, and not many hours ago.
Hart’s eyes tracked the hidden corridor to the far wall. There, half-concealed by a pipe and a bracket, was another narrow door, smaller than the first. Tomas reached it and felt the latch. It had been opened and shut often enough to wear a thumb-shaped polish into the wood. Not by accident. Not by maintenance. By habit.
—Inspector, Tomas said, this landing has two routes and only one of them is meant for public eyes.
Hart looked from the tiny room to the service door, then to Gideon’s face. —And the other route?
Tomas ran his fingertips over the lintel and found the same gray grease on the edge of the latch, just a trace, hidden where the hand of a hurried person would brush. —The other route, he said, is why your courier did not simply fall.
By late afternoon the ash outside had grown heavier, the sky gone the color of old pewter, and the East Stack had settled into the uneasy hush that came before supper. Tomas stood again on the Ninth Landing with Hart, Lena, and the steward all within shouting distance, each of them trying in their own way to look less cornered than they felt. Below them, somewhere on the lower floors, a pot lid clanged and a woman scolded a child for feeding crusts to the stair cats. The smell of onion broth drifted up through the shaft and made Tomas’s stomach remind him that suspicion did not count as lunch.
He ignored it.
—Start from the beginning, Hart said.
Tomas nodded once and looked at the rail. —Bram Pike reached this landing alive. He did not stumble in from the public stairs. He arrived with enough control to turn toward someone or something on the service side of the landing. He stood there long enough to be redirected. Then he was moved, or startled, or both. The body dropped where it was easy to mistake the route but hard to see the cause.
—Moved how? Lena asked.
—By someone who knew how to use the space, Tomas said. The service passage, the hidden room, the narrow door behind the linen press. The landing is not a single place; it is a choice of paths.
Gideon’s jaw tightened. —You are drawing conclusions from scraps.
—That is what work is, Tomas replied. I assemble small honest pieces until a larger lie stops fitting.
He took Bram’s watch from his pocket and held it in his palm. The polished brass caught a dull flare of light from the window. —This watch was set fast, not because it was broken, but because someone wanted the dead man rushed. He likely checked it before meeting whoever summoned him. It may have been meant to keep him on schedule, or to make him think he was late when he was not. Either way, it was tampered with by a hand that knew enough to close it again without leaving ugly damage.
Hart rubbed his chin. —And the grease on the rail?
—Matches the movement. Same mineral feel, same scent. Someone used a lubricant that does not belong in a stairwell unless the stairwell’s lock has a mind to squeal and needs quieting.
Lena folded her arms tighter. —So Bram went through the hidden passage because somebody told him to.
—Or because he trusted them, Tomas said. That is usually how these things work.
She looked away for a moment, toward the lower landings where laundry fluttered on lines and a child tried to teach a paper bird to land on a banister. When she spoke again, her voice had lost some of its edge. —He always trusted people faster than I did. I thought that made me careful. It mostly made me lonely.
Tomas glanced at her, surprised by the honesty. —It also kept you alive.
—That is not a comforting answer.
—It was not meant to be.
Hart closed the notebook at last. —I have enough to keep the building quiet tonight and enough to know the report is wrong. That’s still not a name.
—No, Tomas said. But it is a door.
The steward exhaled through his nose, one controlled breath at a time. He had the look of a man who had hoped a wall would remain a wall and was now regretting the optimism. —If there is a hidden room, he said carefully, then someone has been using it without my approval.
—Someone has been using it with yours, Tomas said, and if you want to deny that, you will need better shoes and a less guilty corridor.
For a flicker of a moment, Gideon looked as if he might answer. Then he did not. That silence mattered more than any protest. Tomas stored it beside the grease, the watch, and the hidden cot.
A gust of wind climbed the stairwell and rattled the service door behind the linen press. From somewhere inside the wall came a soft metallic tap, like a latch being tested from the other side. Everyone turned.
Hart moved first, one hand dropping to the side of his coat. —Did you hear that?
Tomas was already crossing to the hidden panel. The sound had been small, but it had the clean, purposeful rhythm of a person who knew exactly which door would answer. He laid his palm against the wood, felt the faint vibration of movement within, and let his eyes track the seam and hinge and latch in a single practiced sweep.
—Yes, he said. And now I know this landing was never empty.
He pressed lightly, and the hidden corridor answered back with a second, softer click from deeper inside the wall, as though someone beyond it had just remembered to bolt the door. Tomas smiled without warmth.
—There you are, he murmured to the lock. Let’s see who taught you to hide.

    
The Room Behind the Stair
Tomas did not like hidden rooms for the same reason he disliked watches that had been dropped and then sworn at: they almost always contained a story somebody hoped would stay inside. The panel behind the linen press opened on a corridor so narrow he had to turn his shoulder sideways and hold his tools against his chest. Hart went first with his notebook tucked away, one hand against the wall, while Lena followed with the stiff, furious silence of someone determined not to let grief turn her into a spectacle. Gideon Rusk remained at the threshold, watching them as if they were a bad weather front moving through his building.
The air in the passage was stale and dry, but not abandoned. It carried the faint warmth of a recent lamp and the smell of chicory tea gone bitter in a cup too long left standing. Tomas crouched to inspect the floorboards. Ash had settled in a thin crescent near the wall, but there were also scuffs where someone had passed in and out often enough to polish the boards with habit. A tiny mat lay folded beside the cot, and a blanket had been tucked with the kind of care one used on a child or a patient or anyone too tired to argue. On the shelf above the cot sat a tin of salt biscuits, a small jar of fever tonic, and a chipped bowl with a spoon resting in it as neatly as if the eater had only stepped away for a moment.
—This is not storage, Tomas said quietly.
Hart glanced over his shoulder. —You were hoping for storage?
—Storage does not warm a cup of tea and tuck blankets. Storage is emotional in the way a warehouse is emotional.
Lena snorted despite herself, then looked irritated that she had done so. Tomas found that encouraging. A person who could still be annoyed by a joke had not yet been swallowed whole by a bad day.
He checked the wall hooks. One held a shawl of dark wool with a snag near the hem. Another held a man’s coat, pressed flat and turned inward so the ash would not settle on the lining. A pair of shoes stood beneath the cot, one heel repaired with a strip of leather cut and stitched by hand. Tomas lifted the coat sleeve and found a smear of lamp oil on the cuff, the sort that came from carrying fuel up and down stairs in a rush. Not glamorous, not strange, but specific. Everything in the room was specific. That was the unnerving part.
—Someone has lived here recently, he said. Recently enough to be offended if we call it recent.
Hart knelt by the cot and looked under it. —No sign of a struggle.
—No. Whoever stayed here left by choice, not by force. Or they were clever enough to hide the force very well.
Lena stepped past Tomas and touched the bowl with the back of one finger. The ceramic was still faintly warm. Her mouth tightened. —Bram used to say the stair cats had more dignity than some of the tenants. He would have hated all this sneaking.
—Then he was in the wrong building, Tomas said.
The line should have landed like a joke, but it came out softer than he intended. Lena looked at him for a moment, then gave a small nod, as if granting him permission to continue being blunt.
From the passage behind them came a noise like a latch shifting under pressure. All four of them turned. The sound did not repeat, yet it changed the air in the corridor. Hidden rooms had a way of making every movement feel deliberate.
—There’s another way through here, Tomas said.
Hart frowned. —How can you tell?
Tomas pointed to a strip of fresh dust on the upper beam. —Someone passed this way carrying something broad enough to brush the ceiling. Not often, but enough to leave a mark where a hand would not.
He slipped his knife between the boards near the cot and lifted a narrow plank. Beneath it lay a second cavity no wider than his forearm, with a length of spare cord, a packet of dried pears, and two candle stubs wrapped in cloth. Hidden in the timber beneath that was a brass catch attached to a second panel. Someone had built the room like a nest with extra exits. Tomas’s brows rose.
—Well, he murmured, this is either a refuge or the most committed secret in the East Stack.
The second panel opened onto a slanted crawlspace that smelled of stone dust and warm pipes. Tomas tested the edge with two fingers, then angled a thin light through the gap. Beyond was a maintenance run, old enough to have been forgotten by anyone who did not enjoy getting lost on purpose. The tunnel narrowed around a pipe bundle, then widened into a shallow niche where a person could stand if they did not mind feeling as if the building itself were leaning on their shoulders.
Hart let out a slow breath. —There’s a whole anatomy in these walls.
—Most buildings have one, Tomas said. People only notice when it gets sick.
He edged farther in and found the niche was not empty. A crate had been pushed against the far wall, and on it sat a hand mirror with a cracked back, a tin of sewing needles, and a folded red scarf that had been washed often enough to lose its color. No letter. No ledger. No neat explanation. Just the ordinary things of someone trying very hard to remain a person while not being seen.
That irritated Tomas in a fresh way. He preferred honest machinery to hidden arrangements dressed up as mercy.
He picked up the mirror, turned it over, and held it to the light. The silvering was warped, the reflection bending around the edges. He caught his own face, Hart’s shoulder, Lena’s impatient gaze. Then, for a second, a slice of the niche behind him: the outline of a second door, smaller than the first, cut into the wall boards and sealed with a latch he had almost missed. He set the mirror down.
—There’s another room, he said.
Gideon, still at the threshold, answered too quickly. —No.
Tomas turned. —You are very calm for a man who keeps saying no to walls that disagree.
The steward’s face remained composed, but his grip on the keys at his belt had tightened. Hart saw it too. —You do know what’s in there?
—No, Gideon said. Then, after a beat, more carefully: —I know what should not be in there.
Lena’s eyes went from him to the hidden panel, and something in her expression sharpened beyond anger into suspicion. —That is an elegant way to avoid the question.
—It is also the truth, Gideon replied.
Tomas crouched again, this time by the crate. The corner of the scarf had a faint stain of ointment, and the sewing tin held thread in black, brown, and green. Inside the crate he found a loaf wrapped in cloth, a wedge of hard cheese, and a ceramic cup painted with blue violets so faded they had become almost gray. A woman’s cup, perhaps. Or a young person’s idea of one. The detail struck him with the force of a tiny hammer. Hidden rooms made less sense when someone had gone to the trouble of making them homelike.
Hart cleared his throat. —Can you tell how many people have used this place?
—At least one regularly, Tomas said. Possibly two. One is careful. The other is hurried, or frightened, or both. The shoe repair was done badly, but the knot on the scarf was precise, which means the same hands were not always doing the same work.
Lena touched the scarf. —Bram hated violets.
Tomas looked at her. —How do you know?
—He said they smelled like people trying too hard to be pleasant.
That earned the faintest smile from Tomas, which he hid by bending over the crate again. It was an absurdly specific complaint, and therefore probably true. He could almost hear Bram saying it, with that courier’s dry tone people used when they wanted to be funny without asking permission.
From the niche beyond, there came a cough. Small. Controlled. Human.
Everyone froze.
Tomas held up one hand to keep Hart still and leaned toward the second door. The cough came again, followed by the soft scrape of a chair leg across wood.
—Well, he said, the room does appear to have opinions.
The cough changed the shape of the corridor. It was no longer a dead hiding place but a breathing one. Tomas lowered his hand from Hart’s sleeve and stepped toward the second door, moving slowly enough that the boards would not complain. He set two fingers against the latch. Warm. Someone had touched it recently. Very recently.
—If there’s a resident, Hart said in a low voice, you might want to stop before I have to explain why I’m holding my notebook like a weapon.
—Your notebook has never intimidated anyone, Tomas replied. Still, stay behind me unless you plan to frighten the walls into cooperation.
—That sounds like a thing you’d say if you were much taller.
—And yet here we are.
He lifted the latch. The door opened inward only a handspan before stopping against something soft. A drawn curtain, perhaps. Tomas eased it wider and found not another large room but a compact chamber tucked into the building’s bones, lit by one yellow lamp and the last of the afternoon through a narrow high vent. There was a washbasin, a chair with one leg sleeved in cloth to stop it scratching, and a kettle warming on a spirit ring. Someone had arranged a small table beneath the vent with a book of recipes, its spine cracked, and a bowl of peeled pears waiting under a towel. The scene was so unexpectedly domestic that Tomas almost laughed.
Almost.
Because in the chair sat a woman in a dark shawl, one knee drawn up, a cup resting in both hands as if she had been prepared for a visitor and deeply annoyed by the timing of his arrival. She was younger than Gideon by enough years to show it in the shape of her face, but they shared the same steady eyes and the same habit of holding still as though motion were a favor they granted only when necessary.
She looked directly at Tomas and said, in a voice roughened by disuse rather than fear, —If you’re the one who keeps the keys in order, you’re late.
Tomas blinked once. —I am the one who keeps watches in order. The keys are unfortunately someone else’s hobby.
That earned the ghost of a smile from her, quick and unwilling. Behind Tomas, Lena made a sound that was half shock and half recognition. Hart looked from the woman to Gideon and then back again with the expression of a man watching two reports collide and finally admit they were both wrong.
—Sabine, Gideon said.
The woman did not look away from Tomas. —Don’t sound so grave, brother. He hasn’t set anything on fire yet.
—You know her, Lena said sharply.
Gideon’s jaw worked once. —She is my sister.
It was not a dramatic confession. That, perversely, made it worse. The truth slid into the room like a knife laid politely on a table.
Sabine took a sip from her cup and grimaced. —The tea is dreadful. If you were hoping for a more dignified hiding place, you should have inspected the kettle sooner.
—You’ve been living here, Tomas said.
—Brilliant observation. Are you always this flattering?
—Only when startled.
She studied him, then glanced at Hart. —Police?
—Inspector, Hart said. And not the kind that enjoys paperwork, if that helps.
—Nothing helps that.
Lena stared at Gideon as though she was trying to decide whether to punch him or cry. Tomas had the uncomfortable sense that he had stepped into a private storm whose first thunderclap had already happened months ago. The little room held the evidence of a life hidden by design: a folded shawl, a stack of clean cups, a small tin of ginger biscuits, a medicinal ointment, and by the bed a cane with a carved handle worn smooth by use. Sabine’s face was too composed for a woman caught in scandal. She looked like someone who had grown practiced at making silence serve her.
—How long? Lena asked.
Sabine answered before Gideon could. —Long enough to know your brother counts his lies by the stair clock.
Gideon went very still.
Tomas noticed that, and the little click in his mind aligned with the grease on the rail, the fast watch, the hidden route, the chamber warmed with food and medicine. Bram had not stumbled into a random accident. He had entered a system built to keep this woman unseen. And systems, Tomas knew, always had a human hand somewhere on the lever.
Sabine set her cup aside and leaned back in the chair, as if Tomas’s presence had interrupted a habit she intended to finish whether anyone approved or not. The room was warm enough to fog the little vent. Outside, the ash tapped faintly against the upper glass like dry rain. Tomas watched the woman with the same care he might use on a clock movement: she was carefully assembled, but the stress marks were visible if you knew where to look.
—Your brother brought you food, he said.
—Sometimes.
—Medicine.
—When the weather was bad, Sabine said. Which, in this city, means often enough to be a nuisance.
Hart’s eyes shifted between her and Gideon. —And Bram Pike knew about this room?
Sabine nodded once. —He knew enough. He delivered parcels, carried broth, fetched bandages from the apothecary, and cursed the stairs in a way that made me feel better about my own condition. He had the gall to make jokes while climbing. I resent him for it.
—Why hide her? Lena asked Gideon, and the question came out rawer than anger alone could make it.
Gideon did not answer immediately. His hands had gone to his keys again, but this time not with confidence. With habit, perhaps. Or with the need to feel the metal and remember where the edges were.
—Because there are people in this building who speak first and think never, he said at last. Because some curiosities become habits, and habits become nuisances, and nuisances become cruelty when left unattended.
—That is still not an answer, Hart said.
—No, Gideon replied. It is only the reason I feared asking for the wrong kind of help.
Tomas’s gaze dropped to Sabine’s cane. The ferrule at the end was newly replaced, the brass bright with fresh polish. The handle was carved from ash wood into a curl that fit a hand too well to be decorative. A practical object. Good craftsmanship always was. It made him less suspicious of her and more suspicious of the person who had decided she belonged behind a wall.
—Bram had been worried, Tomas said. He checked his watch twice before he left the market. He knew he was late for something.
Sabine’s mouth tightened. —He was always late for my tea and early for his nerve.
—Did he say what he was afraid of?
She looked toward the door where Gideon stood. Then back at Tomas. —He said someone was asking him for extra pay to keep the route quiet. He said the steward was too polished for comfort. He said the landing smelled like grease and bad intentions.
Hart exhaled through his nose. —That sounds like Bram had a talent for poetry.
Sabine gave him a look. —He had a talent for surviving, Inspector. Which is worth more than poetry on most days.
That, for reasons Tomas could not entirely name, made Lena’s face soften for the first time since the death. She sat on the edge of the table and looked at Sabine with a kind of wary compassion that suggested she was not ready to forgive Gideon, but she could at least see the shape of the thing he had tried to hide.
Tomas took the loaf from the crate and turned it in his hands. Freshly baked, not yesterday’s. There was a crescent of flour on the cloth wrap, and in the fold he found a smear of the same mineral grease from the stair rail. Not much. Just enough.
—Bram was here this morning, he said. And someone touched the door after him.
Sabine’s eyes narrowed. —He left angry.
—With whom?
She hesitated. A small hesitation, but Tomas saw it. The timing of it mattered. —With my brother.
Gideon’s head came up. —Sabine—
—Don’t, she snapped, and there was enough steel in the word to stop him. For a moment the room rang with it. —He came in already upset. Said Bram was asking for more. Said if Bram couldn’t keep his mouth shut, then I’d be the one dragged into daylight. I told him to leave. Bram laughed at that, but not kindly. He said he wasn’t the only one who could use the stairs.
Hart’s posture changed. Tomas saw it: the detective’s attention narrowing, the notebook in his mind opening where the paper one had not yet caught up.
—He threatened to go to the inspector, Sabine went on. Or maybe he only meant to frighten us. It’s hard to tell with men who think they’re being generous.
—Did Gideon hear him say that? Tomas asked.
Sabine looked at her brother, and the answer landed before her words did. —Yes.
The room fell silent except for the kettle beginning to whisper over the spirit flame. Tomas set the bread down and pressed his thumb against the grease on the crust. Fresh. The same blend. Whoever had handled the loaf had handled the stairwork too.
He looked at Gideon, who had not moved but whose face had lost its earlier calm. Not much. Just enough. The sort of change that a man might mistake for strength if he were desperate.
—You knew Bram was a problem, Tomas said.
Gideon’s voice was quiet. —I knew he was a mouth.
—And mouths talk.
—Yes.
It was the smallest confession Tomas had heard all day, and maybe the most dangerous. Because in that single word lived fear, irritation, and the sharp edge of a decision already made. Tomas felt the shape of the landing beyond the room, the hidden passage, the stair clocks, the doors that could be made to open or close a little too soon. He did not yet have the whole mechanism in his hands, but he could hear it turning.
Tomas left the hidden room with ash on his sleeves and a clearer map of the building than any floor plan could have given him. Hart followed, muttering that if he ever wrote a report about the East Stack, he would need a separate report to explain the first report. Lena remained behind with Sabine for a moment, and Tomas did not object. People needed room to decide whether they were angry, afraid, or willing to become something else. That took space. Stairs, unfortunately, had never been generous with space.
They emerged into the service corridor just as supper bells began to ring along the lower floors. The sound moved upward in staggered waves, one apartment after another joining in until the whole tower hummed with the promise of broth, bread, and arguments over who had stolen the last onion. Somewhere below, a child laughed. Somewhere above, someone coughed with the theatrical dignity of a person who wanted sympathy and would settle for attention.
—You’ve got something, Hart said.
—Several things. All inconvenient.
—That’s your usual tone.
Tomas brushed ash from his cuff. —Sabine is Gideon’s sister. Bram brought her food. Bram knew enough to be dangerous. Someone asked him for more money to keep the route quiet. That someone was likely using the service passages and the stair timing. And this landing has more hidden exits than a politician’s conscience.
Hart snorted. —You do enjoy making everyone sound better dressed than they are.
—It keeps the day lively.
He led the inspector down a half flight to where the stairwell widened around a maintenance alcove. Here the air shifted, warmer from the pipes below. The walls bore old paint layers, each one a different decision. Tomas knelt and examined a brass plate fastened near the baseboard. It controlled the sequence of a pair of interior door locks farther up the stack. He knew the type immediately: the mechanism had been adjusted to open and close in timed intervals, with manual correction available from the upper clock room.
He traced the plate with one finger, then looked up. —There it is.
—What is?
—The hand on the lever.
Hart folded his arms. —Meaning?
—Meaning Bram’s death may have been staged by using the building’s own schedule. If you know when the public doors open, you can guide a person into a corridor no one else sees. You can make a landing feel empty when it isn’t. You can even make a quick fall look like bad luck.
—Can you prove that?
Tomas smiled without humor. —I can prove the mechanism is real. The proof of the hand is harder.
He set his pocket watch against the brass plate and listened. The city’s clockkeeping had an uneven pulse tonight, a half-beat drift that made his teeth itch. He listened again, then adjusted the watch crown and compared the tick to the wall mechanism. The discrepancy was small, but real. Four minutes, maybe less. Enough to matter.
A familiar voice drifted from behind them. —You always look happiest when accusing machinery of treason.
Lena had returned, wiping her hands on her skirt. Her face was still strained, but some of the rawness had settled into something steadier. Sabine, she said, would be fine for a little while. Which, in a building like this, Tomas thought, meant the sort of fine people earn by refusing to break in a timely fashion.
He gestured to the plate. —Who can adjust this?
Lena answered before Gideon could. —The steward. And whoever he trusts with the keys.
Gideon’s mouth hardened. —That plate is for maintenance.
—It’s also for control, Tomas said. The building may not care who walks through it, but someone here clearly does.
He rose and wiped the dust from his fingers. On the brass plate, hidden beneath a screw head, there was a bright new scratch where a tool had slipped recently. Fresh. Recent enough to point one way and not another. Tomas’s pulse quickened. It was not victory. It was alignment. The kind that made a bad day become a dangerous one.
Hart followed his gaze. —You know where this goes now.
—Yes, Tomas said, and looked up toward the upper landings where the stairwell narrowed into darkness and the old clock chamber waited above them like a patient eye. —Someone is using the timing. If I can reach the mechanism before they do, I can prove it. If they reach it first, they can make the whole building disappear them for a few minutes at a time.
Lena folded her arms. —And Bram?
Tomas met her eyes. The answer he wanted was not the one he had. —Bram was close enough to see the trick. That was enough to get him killed.
The bells below stopped. In the silence after them, the stairwell sounded suddenly alive: pipes ticking, a latch settling, one distant door shutting with deliberate care. Tomas heard it and turned toward the upper flight.
—Inspector, he said, if I’m right, we don’t have much time before someone remembers how to use the building properly.
Hart closed his notebook with a snap. —Then move.
And Tomas did, taking the stairs two at a time, his tools knocking softly at his side, already thinking not of the truth he had found but of the mechanism he would have to touch with both hands before it decided to become a weapon.

    
The Hour of Open Doors
By the time Tomas reached the upper run of the East Stack, the ash outside had turned the windows the color of old tin. The stairwell breathed warm soup, damp wool, and the faint mineral sting that always clung to working metal. Below, somebody was arguing over the last onion with a passion usually reserved for inheritance. Tomas climbed anyway, one hand on the rail, the other on his tool roll, and muttered that stairs were rude things: they never apologized for existing and always wanted something from your knees. Hart shot him a tired look from two steps below. Lena carried a small oil lamp and the expression of someone determined not to cry in front of a building.
The clock chamber sat above the Ninth Landing behind a service panel no wider than a pantry door. Tomas pressed his ear to the wood and heard a thick, measured pulse from within: the main tower clock driving the interior locks, the same steady beat that controlled the hidden passages. He touched the brass plate near the baseboard. Warm. Recently used. Fresh oil had darkened the seam, and the screw heads wore bright new scratches, tiny scars that told him a hand had been in here with purpose and impatience. He nodded once, more to himself than to the others. Someone had been teaching the building a bad habit.
Hart crossed his arms. What now? Tomas smiled without humor. Now we see which teeth were filed down. He slid a thin blade into the panel and lifted it free. Air rushed out smelling of dust, iron, and candle smoke. Beyond was the clock chamber, crowded with chains, weights, and a vast gear train that rose and fell like the ribs of some patient animal. The pendulum swung in a slow, disciplined arc. Tomas stepped inside and the whole room seemed to settle around him, as if it had been waiting for a hand that understood it. The casework was older than the tower finish, patched in three places, but the mechanism had been kept in good order. That made the tampering easier to see. A tiny stop-pin near the governor had been shifted. Not broken. Moved. Enough to alter the timing of the stair locks by minutes, maybe less. Enough to turn a landing into a trap.
Lena stood in the doorway, lamp steady in her hand. Can you tell who did it? Tomas crouched by the drive wheel and traced the fresh grease with a fingertip. Not from this chamber alone, he said. The blend is the same as the rail below. Whoever adjusted the clock also lubricated the service route. That narrows the field to the steward, maintenance, or someone he trusts enough to let near the keys. Hart gave a dry snort. That narrows it so much I can almost hear the paperwork screaming. Tomas did not laugh. He found a second mark on the brass housing, a half-moon scrape where a tool had slipped and kissed the metal. The angle matched a right-handed person working in haste while listening for footsteps. He reached into the mechanism and lifted out a brass shaving no longer than a fingernail. Fresh enough to still smell faintly of oil.
He set the shaving in his palm and looked toward the dark opening behind him. One small thing, then another, until the room began to speak in a language of pressure and timing. There had been no random fall on the Ninth Landing. There had been arrangement. He could almost see it now: Bram Pike arriving with his parcel and his fast-set watch, someone waiting for him to turn toward the wrong door, the stair sequence opening and closing at just the right moment to leave him alone on the landing. Tomas rose slowly. The mechanism told the story the way a cracked plate tells you where the table was struck. Not with words. With damage.
Hart leaned in. So we know it was altered. We still do not have a killer. Tomas looked at the pendulum and then at the manual override lever mounted beside the case. No, he said. But we have the hand that could have done it, and soon we will have the room where it can no longer hide.
A sharp voice came from the chamber threshold before anyone could move. You always sound so pleased when you find a mechanism to accuse. Gideon Rusk stood framed in the service opening, keys at his belt, dark vest dusted with ash. Behind him, Sabine appeared on a narrower step, one hand on her cane, the other clutching the edge of the wall to steady herself. She looked at Tomas first, then at Hart, and then straight at her brother with the sort of fury that makes even silence seem loud.
Gideon did not step back. This room is not for visitors. Sabine let out a brittle laugh. You hid me in it, brother. I think that makes me more than a visitor. Lena turned sharply, all suspicion and recognition at once. You are the sister. Sabine met her gaze and gave a small, tired nod. The nod of someone who has spent too long being introduced by other people's discomfort. Tomas moved aside so the doorway was less of a choke point. The chamber was too tight for lies to stand comfortably.
Gideon kept his voice level, but Tomas saw the tension in his jaw. Bram Pike found out. He came up here demanding money. He said he would take the secret to the inspector if I did not pay him to keep his mouth shut. Tomas tilted his head. That explains why you had motive. It does not explain why his watch was set fast or why his shoes did not show a stumble. Gideon's eyes flicked once to the mechanism and back. I did not mean for him to fall. I meant to stop him before he went to the lower corridor and spread this through the building. Sabine's face went white with anger. Stop him? By sending him onto a landing you had already timed? By making him afraid enough to run? Hart took a step forward. Let's be careful with our verbs, sir. Stop is a generous word for what you've admitted.
For the first time, Gideon looked less like a steward and more like a man cornered by his own choices. I only wanted time, he said. Time to move Sabine out before the neighbors noticed her, before they started asking why she never climbed the public stairs, before someone decided she was a problem that could be solved with a complaint. Sabine's mouth tightened. I did not ask to be hidden like a piece of china. I asked for a door that didn't force my leg to fail me every time it pleased the building. The room went still. Even the pendulum seemed to swing more quietly. Lena looked from Sabine's cane to Gideon's face and back again, and some of the sharpness in her expression shifted into something more human and more dangerous: understanding.
Tomas noticed Gideon's right cuff was stained with the same gray grease that marked the rail below. There was a tiny bruise on his knuckle, the kind made by a hard metallic edge, likely the watch case or the latch of the service door. It was not enough by itself. Tomas knew better than to trust one bruise. But it was enough to fit the mechanism. He asked, softly, When Bram confronted you, did he reach for the latch? Gideon said nothing. The silence lasted a beat too long. Tomas had his answer. If the steward had shoved Bram while the service sequence was open, the landing would have done the rest.
Sabine did not wait for permission to speak. Bram had been bringing me broth and medicine for weeks, she said. At first he joked about the stairs as if they were a personal insult. Then he stopped joking and started looking over his shoulder. Yesterday he said someone had set his watch fast. He said it wasn't him, because he never trusted anyone who moved time around without asking. A dry little breath of laughter escaped her, almost against her will. Even now she sounded more irritated than frightened, which Tomas found admirable.
Lena folded her arms. And you let him keep coming? Sabine's eyes narrowed. We were surviving. That is different from what you think it is. The answer landed between them with enough force to end any easy sympathy. Tomas crouched beside the low table and picked up the cracked porcelain cup. Still warm. He set it back down with care. There was a rhythm to this room, and it had not been disturbed long ago. Whoever left had done so in a hurry, but not before arranging the blanket and closing the shutter against the ash. The habits here were patient, domestic, almost tender. That made the case harder to swallow.
Hart looked at Gideon. Did Bram threaten to expose her? Gideon's eyes stayed fixed on the floorboards. He said he would tell the inspector if I did not pay. He said there were people upstairs who would rather see us dragged into daylight than admit a hidden room existed at all. Tomas stood. That still does not explain the watch or the grease on the rail. Gideon's mouth twitched once, almost a grimace. I adjusted the watch because Bram was early. I thought if it ran fast he would hurry and take the service route instead of forcing his way through the public landings. It was meant to keep him quiet, to keep him moving. Sabine laughed once, sharply. And that worked out beautifully, did it?
No one answered. The absence of an answer was answer enough. Tomas studied the chamber walls while the others held their breath. On the side of the clock case was a secondary maintenance lever, one narrow enough to be missed unless a person had reason to know it existed. He examined the pinholes around it and saw the bright, recent sheen of use. The lever could do more than adjust the mechanism. It could delay or hasten the opening of the interior locks by the length of a minute hand's drift. If he shifted the cam sequence from here, he could force the hidden passage to open into the public landing at the wrong time. Better still, he could make it impossible for someone to slip back into the walls.
Hart watched him think. You have the look of a man who found a lever and decided it should regret its career. Tomas reached into his coat for the small screwdriver set he carried for stubborn cases and even more stubborn clock covers. Something like that, he said. He turned to Hart. Keep him talking. If Gideon reaches the passage before I'm done, he can vanish into the wall before anyone downstairs notices. Hart nodded once, already alert. Lena? Tomas looked at her. If Sabine is willing, stay with her. Lena glanced at the woman with new caution and, strangely, new respect. Sabine lifted her chin. I can stand watch over my own room, she said. Given your brother's habits, I have been doing it unofficially for months.
That drew the smallest dry smile from Tomas, gone as quickly as it came. He crossed to the maintenance ladder in the corner of the chamber and climbed with careful, economical movements, one hand on the rung, one on his tool roll. Below him, the room shrank into voices. Gideon speaking in a low, controlled tone. Hart asking questions that sounded casual only because he knew how to put a chain around a man's attention. Sabine and Lena exchanging the kind of silence that comes after anger has finally run out of places to go. Tomas reached the upper access shelf, opened the small hatch, and found himself in the narrow service gallery above the gears. He pulled the panel shut behind him and the chamber fell into a muted mechanical thrum. The building's heart was now under his feet.
The gallery was barely wide enough to kneel in. Tomas laid his tools on a plank, then hooked one boot around a support beam and leaned over the open machinery. The main wheel turned with slow dignity. The governor pin sat where Gideon had left it, slightly out of alignment, a tiny mistake with consequences large enough to frighten a whole landing into obedience. Tomas took off his loupe, set it against one eye, and adjusted the focus with the old comfort of muscle memory. The gears sharpened. Teeth. Threads. Dust. Fresh brass filings lodged in the grease like grit in a shoe.
He muttered to the mechanism. Honest enough to turn with me, are you? The clock did not reply, but it had the good manners to keep moving. Tomas slid a thin wedge into the bracket and loosened the retaining screw half a turn. Then another. The work required patience and a steady wrist. Too much force would snap a tooth. Too little would leave the lie intact. He balanced the pocket watch Bram had carried on the edge of the plank and listened to its tick against the tower pendulum. The two sounds were close, but not close enough. Five minutes, maybe less. He smiled. People liked to think time was abstract. It was mostly screws and stubbornness.
Below, Hart's voice rose. He was asking Gideon where Bram had gone after the argument. Gideon's answer came back too quickly to be comfortable. I don't know. Tomas stopped listening long enough to position the screwdriver under the governor pin. He pressed, felt resistance, then the satisfying release as the metal shifted one hair's breadth. The entire chamber answered with a deeper hum. Good. He wiped sweat from his upper lip with the back of his wrist and caught the smell of hot oil. Not much time now. He had to re-sync the stair locks before Gideon guessed what he was doing.
From the lower floors came the supper bells, staggered and slightly out of tune, one after another from the kitchens and common rooms. The smell of lentil broth drifted up through the shaft, followed by baking bread and onions browned too much for anyone's pride to admit. Tomas's stomach growled at precisely the wrong moment. He snorted under his breath. Excellent. A clock chamber, a murder, and the body insists on dinner. If I die here, he told the gears, I want it known that I was inconvenienced by hunger.
He reached deeper into the case and found the timing cam. Its edge had been filed almost invisibly, the kind of careful damage only a person with access and patience could manage. Tomas traced the altered notch. The service door would have opened one beat before the public landing shifted. That was the trick. Bram would have looked toward the wrong passage and taken the wrong step. Tomas took a small brass pin from his kit, checked it against the thickness of the slot, and inserted it where the cam had been trimmed. Now the sequence would hold a fraction longer before releasing. Enough to break the trap. Enough to expose the hand behind it.
Something heavy clanged below. A door. Then another. Hart shouted. Tomas snapped his head up and listened. The stair locks were beginning to misfire. Gideon had likely realized the chamber was being altered and was trying to beat him to the landing. Good. Let him come. Tomas tightened the retaining screw, wiped the wheel, and set Bram's watch beside the tower pendulum. He wound it, then set the crown back to the exact minute he wanted. No lies. No rush. When the two ticks aligned, he smiled in spite of himself and pulled the release lever. The clock gave a hard, wrong beat. The whole building seemed to inhale.
The East Stack reacted like a living thing startled awake. Somewhere below, a door unlocked where it should have stayed shut. Somewhere else, a gate slammed on empty air. Voices rose in confusion. Tomas climbed down from the gallery fast enough to make his palms sting on the ladder rungs. He crossed the chamber, snatched his tools, and opened the access panel just as Hart's voice came up from the stairwell, sharp and urgent. Tomas! You've got movement all through the middle runs.
I know, Tomas called back. Use the public stairs. Ignore the east passage. And if anyone in slippers asks, tell them the building is having a temperament. A startled laugh rose from somewhere below. Then a curse. Then another. Residents were emerging into the landings in their aprons, house coats, and thick socks, all of them blinking up at doors that had opened on the wrong level. A child peered around a banister and shouted that the stair cats had better be impressed if this was their fault. Tomas almost grinned. The city might be made of secrets, but it was also made of gossip, and gossip moved faster than fear when fed well.
He reached the upper landing in time to see Gideon dragging Sabine toward the service route, one hand on her elbow too tightly, the other reaching for the hidden latch. Sabine pulled back hard enough to make him stumble. Let go of me, she said, and the cane struck the floor with a sharp crack. Lena came around the landing corner behind them, out of breath and furious. Hart was one flight below, forcing his way through a knot of tenants who had decided, with excellent timing, to become witnesses.
Tomas saw the problem immediately. The timing change had thrown the service door into a delayed cycle, which meant the hidden passage would stay open for another beat and then lock hard. If Gideon got through now, he could still vanish into the walls. Tomas sprinted forward, dropped one knee, and shoved the manual lever with all his weight. The counterweight answered with a deep mechanical groan. The door hesitated. Gideon swore. Tomas planted a shoulder against the frame and held it. The effort burned through his arm and into his ribs. Stubborn old building, he thought, as if speaking to the mechanism would somehow make it more polite. Not tonight.
Gideon lunged for the passage. Tomas twisted the lever the other direction and snapped the catch into place. Metal slammed against metal. The hidden route locked exactly where the steward's escape had been supposed to begin. Gideon recoiled, startled into the open landing. Hart took the moment without hesitation and seized his wrist. The steward tried to wrench free, but Tomas stepped in, hooked Gideon's key ring with two fingers, and yanked it off the belt in one clean motion. The keys hit the boards with a bright, ugly ring. One of the tenants gasped as if the sound itself were incriminating.
Sabine staggered back against the wall, breathing hard. The landing had become crowded enough that no one could pretend not to see what the machinery had been hiding. Tomas glanced toward the service door and then toward the clock chamber above, calculating the sequence he had just changed. The building now had no quiet place left to put its lie. That was the point. He looked at Gideon. You adjusted Bram's watch, used the hidden route, and timed the landing so he would turn toward you. Gideon's face drained of color. Tomas went on, voice flat. You didn't need a knife if the staircase would do the work for you.
Gideon tried to speak over Hart's grip, but the inspector had already locked his forearm and pinned the steward against the rail. Bram threatened me, Gideon said. He came up here asking for more money. He saw Sabine. He said if I didn't pay, he would tell everyone there was a woman hidden in the wall and make a spectacle of us both. He was going to drag her into the open. Tomas kept his eyes on the man's cuff and the keys now clutched in his own hand. That explains the motive, he said. Not the mechanics. Not the grease. Not the watch.
Gideon's jaw flexed. I only meant to frighten him. I set his watch fast so he'd hurry. I told him the service route was open. He came angry. He reached for the latch. He slipped. Sabine made a sound so raw and brief Tomas almost missed it. That is a very polite way of saying you shoved him. Gideon looked at her, and for a moment something like shame cut across his face before fear swallowed it again. I did not expect him to die. The landing was too narrow. The rail was slick. I thought he'd stumble, not fall over. Tomas watched the confession settle over the room like ash. It was not an excuse. It was not even a defense. It was simply the shape of a man admitting he had made a fatal choice and hoped the building would be blamed for it.
Hart produced the cuffs. You are under arrest for the death of Bram Pike. Gideon did not resist this time. That, perhaps, was the most honest thing he had done all night. The tenants around them had gone silent. No one looked away. The hidden room, the service passage, the careful timing of the locks, all of it stood exposed in the open landing as if the building itself had finally decided it was tired of pretending. Tomas bent, gathered the fallen keys, and tested the master ring. One key fit the service latch. Another fit the maintenance access. A third, tiny and worn, fit the manual clock override. He held it up. Only one hand could have opened all three.
Gideon stared at the ring as if it had betrayed him. Sabine's expression did not soften. Neither did Lena's. Tomas, surprisingly, felt no triumph. Only the practical relief of a mechanism no longer lying about what it was. He turned to Hart. There's your proof, he said. The stair timing, the service latch, the hidden room. One person controlled them all. Hart nodded once, already reading the room the way a carpenter reads a warped board. Good. Then write it down before the building tries another trick.
Tomas looked at the landing and saw, in one clean line, how Bram had died: the fast watch, the wrong door, the shove, the slick rail, the body falling where a careless eye would call it a misstep. The evidence was no longer theoretical. It was in the opened panel, the grease on Gideon's sleeve, the master keys, the altered cam, the witnesses now standing in plain view. And because Tomas had changed the sequence, the hidden passage stayed open long enough for every resident on the floor to understand exactly what had been concealed there.
The story of the East Stack changed shape while the building watched. Sabine sat down on the step with the care of someone whose body had been asked too often to do the work of other people's fear. Lena crouched beside her and, after a long hesitation, offered the paper bag of sugared pastries she had been carrying since morning. Sabine eyed it, then let out a breath that was almost a laugh. If this is pity, she said, it's badly packaged. Lena gave a rough little smile. It's bakery survival, not pity. Eat one before I change my mind.
Hart took statements from the nearest tenants with the grim patience of a man who expected to be interrupted by tea before he finished. One woman insisted the stair cats had been looking suspicious all week. An older man in striped slippers swore the building had been making that exact groan for years and no one had listened. Tomas sat on the edge of the landing, cleaning the brass shaving from under his fingernail with a small file, and listened to the tower settle back into its ordinary noises. A kettle whistled somewhere below. A child complained about onions. Someone laughed through a mouthful of broth. The world, inconveniently, continued.
Gideon was led away in cuffs, his keys confiscated, his face gone pale and stripped of all the polished steadiness he had worn like a coat. He looked once toward Sabine, but she did not return the glance. Tomas did not blame her. The hidden room had not been a prison, not exactly, but it had been sealed by fear, secrecy, and the conviction that one person's protection could justify another person's silence. That kind of arrangement always failed eventually. The only surprise was how loudly it broke. Hart finished with the witnesses, closed his notebook, and rolled his shoulders. You could have told me it would be a mess sooner. Tomas stood. I did. You simply did not believe me in time. Hart gave him a long-suffering look. You are insufferable. And yet useful, Tomas said. It's a rare combination.
He went back into the clock chamber alone to reset the mechanism. The gears needed a careful hand now, not a hurried one. He re-seated the pin, eased the cam back into its proper notch, and tested the stair sequence until the locks answered in the right order again. The building sighed into balance. When he came out, Lena and Sabine were speaking in low voices that had lost some of their edge. Not forgiveness, perhaps. Too soon for that. But the beginning of something less brittle. Sabine accepted a cup of tea from one of the neighbors and made a face at the first sip. This is awful, she announced. The woman who handed it over nodded with pride. Good. It means it's authentic.
Tomas found himself smiling before he could stop it. The grin felt unfamiliar and, because of that, suspicious. He turned Bram's watch over in his hand and listened to its steady tick. No more lying. No more fast-setting. He adjusted the crown by a fraction, set it to the actual time, and handed it to Lena when she came to stand beside him. He was your brother, he said. You should have this once Hart is done with it. Lena closed her fingers around the watch as if it were simply a small warm weight and not the remnant of a bad night. Thank you, she said, quiet but clear. Tomas nodded, unable to think of anything clever enough to answer. Which was a rare and unpleasant condition.
By the time he left the East Stack, the ash had thinned to a soft veil, and the landings behind him no longer sounded like a place built to hide people. The doors were opening now, one after another, and the ordinary noise of the tower had returned: dishes, footsteps, muttered jokes, a child singing badly on purpose. Tomas stepped into the street with his tools at his side and his hands smelling of oil and brass. Hart's voice carried down from above, promising a formal report and, more importantly, a bill. Tomas glanced back once at the lit windows of the stack and thought that some places were not made of walls at all. They were made of the choices people kept hidden until someone skilled enough came along and changed the timing.
Night had settled by the time Tomas reached his shop, though the market below still glowed with late lamps and the smell of pepper buns gone sweet on cooling trays. He set his tools on the bench, washed the ash from his hands, and listened to the familiar tick of the room settle around him. The silence here was different from the East Stack's silence. Less guarded. Less hungry. He repaired the clasp on Bram's watch one last time, polished the brass until the scratches softened, and wound it until the hands moved with clean, exact purpose. Nothing dramatic. No hidden message. Just a thing made right after being pushed out of shape.
A knock came at the shop door. Lena stood outside with her coat pulled tight and her hair still dusted pale from the ash. Hart had evidently sent her, or perhaps she had walked alone because that was the sort of woman she was. Tomas opened the door and stepped aside. She looked around his little workshop, at the open trays of screws, the coiled springs, the tiny brass parts arranged in patient rows, and said, with a tiredness that had become almost honest, I thought watchmakers were supposed to be calmer. Tomas lifted one shoulder. We are calmer. We just choose more interesting reasons to complain. That got him a real laugh, brief and surprised, and he decided the night had improved enough to count as a success.
He handed her the repaired watch. It keeps time now, he said. Lena turned it over once and closed her fingers around it. Bram always said if something ticked badly enough, it eventually started lying about everything else. Tomas gave the watch a sideways look. Your brother had a dramatic streak. It is probably why he did courier work. She smiled, then sobered. Sabine is staying with a neighbor tonight. Hart arranged it. I think, for the first time in months, she feels less hidden. Tomas nodded. That, at least, sounded like a room finally getting air.
When she left, the shop fell quiet again. Tomas stood for a long moment with his hand on the counter, then moved to the window and looked down at the street. The ash was still falling, but lighter now, drifting through lamplight like disturbed flour. Somewhere below, a child was still arguing with a stair cat. Somewhere farther off, a bell rang the late hour. Tomas smiled to himself, a small private thing, and thought that the city had not become kinder. It had simply been made to open a door it preferred to keep closed. That was enough for one night. He turned back to his bench, set a new movement beneath the lamp, and reached for his loupe as the clock over the door began its steady, ordinary tick.
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