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Start Here — the Game in Ten Minutes
If you read nothing else, read this. Everything after it is reference.

What this is. A roleplaying game set in Montavera, a city that shouldn’t exist — bureaucratic, cosmic, funny, a little haunted. One of you is the Storyteller. The rest are citizens with debts, bonds, and something to prove.

How to read this book. You do not read it cover to cover. Follow the path:


	This page — ten minutes, then play.

	Chapter 1 (Run Tonight) — your first session, prepared in twenty minutes.

	The Adventure Companion — twenty-seven finished adventures when you want one ready-made.

	Everything else — read it as you need it, in any order. The city will wait.



The loop — how anything uncertain gets decided. You need the Registry Deck (print-and-play sheets at the back of Chapter 18 — or any deck of cards in a pinch).


	The Storyteller says how many seals the city requires: one (trivial), two (routine), three (tricky — the city has opinions), up to six (absurd).

	Draw two cards. Count the seals printed on them. The city files in duplicate.

	Seals met: it works. One short: it works, but the city adds a note — read the annotation line on your card; that’s the shape of the cost. Two or more short: it doesn’t work, but something happens anyway — a clock ticks, someone notices.



That’s the whole engine. Everything else is the city being the city.

The session — what a game night looks like. The Storyteller prepares three things: a drawer (one thing wrong, somewhere specific), three citizens (people who want things that interfere), and a clock (what happens if nobody acts). The players poke at the drawer. The citizens react. The clock ticks. That’s a session.

Sixty seconds of play. Storyteller: “The grave is empty, but the registry insists someone’s buried there. The clerk is sweating.” Player: “I lean on the registry counter and ask what he’s hiding — can I tell if he’s lying?” Storyteller: “The city wants two seals for that.” Player draws the Margin Note (one seal) and the Ink Pad (no seals) — one short. Annotated. Storyteller, reading the card: “Someone wrote in the margin about you. In pencil. The clerk goes pale — he’s not the one lying. Somebody wrote a lie about YOU in that registry, and he just realized you can see it.”

The registry insists someone is buried there. The clerk is sweating. Both statements are true.

Making a citizen — fast. Turn to Chapter 3, pick one of the three filed citizens, and start. Full creation takes thirty minutes when you want it; tonight, take a citizen off the shelf.

The city’s horrors are filed. Yours should be too — file Form CN-1 (boundaries) before the first session, Chapter 1. Then play.

Form CN-1, before the first session: the city’s horrors, filed; yours, too.

Form CN-1, before the first session: the city’s horrors, filed; yours, too.
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================================================ CHAPTER 1 — Run Tonight
Chapter 1 — Run Tonight
Filed by the Office of Applied Resonance. For persons who intend to begin before they feel ready.

Tonight, you are running a game.

Not next week, when you have read the whole book. Not after you have memorized the districts, learned every musical fragment, or filled a notebook with people who will never meet your players.

Tonight.

The Office has prepared a thousand Storytellers. It has observed their preparations, reviewed their notes, and investigated the peculiar tendency of some to spend six months designing a city in which nobody ever gets to play.

Its findings are conclusive.

A game that happens is more useful than a perfect game that remains hypothetical.

You do not need a plot.

Plots are sequences of events you hope the players will cause in the correct order. Players are people who will ask whether they can eat the evidence, adopt the suspect, or convince the moon to testify on their behalf.

They are not being difficult. They are playing.

You need a situation that can survive their attention.

For tonight, you need three things:

A drawer. Three citizens. A clock.

A drawer is something wrong with the world, somewhere specific.

Three citizens are people who want things, including things that interfere with one another.

A clock is what happens if the situation remains unresolved.

That's enough to begin.

For a larger mystery — one with witnesses, records, and a clock that won't wait — file a full Case File (Chapter 12). For an empty evening and five minutes, run the Problem Engine (Chapter 17, Table 0). The drawer, the Engine, and the Case File are the same tool at three scales: tonight's, this week's, and the campaign's.

By the end of this chapter, you will have prepared a session, know how to start it, and understand what to do when your players do something you did not anticipate.

You will also have discovered why Montavera is a city in which a grave can be empty, the paperwork can insist otherwise, and both statements can be true.

The Office recommends that you continue.

If tonight is the night and you would like it prepared for you: The Adventure Companion holds twenty-seven finished adventures — hooks, acts, twists, endings, handouts. Pick one. The city will do the rest.



Before you begin: Form CN-1

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] File this before the first session. It takes ten minutes. It prevents the kind of evening nobody files fondly.

Montavera deals in cosmic horror, disappearance, identity loss, prejudice, and institutional cruelty. Some of it will be funny. Some of it will not be. The Office requires every table to declare, in advance, where the line is.

This is not optional paperwork. It is the paperwork that makes all the other paperwork safe to play with.

Lines. Each person names what the game will not contain, at all. These are drawn in ink. The city respects ink. If spiders are a line, there are no spiders — not in the sewers, not in the metaphors, not in the jokes.

Veils. Each person names what the game may contain but will not show directly. The camera turns away. A horror happens; the table sees the door close and hears what it hears. The veil holds.

The Red Stamp. Any person, at any time, may stamp the table. Tap the table twice, or hold up a hand, or say "stamp." Play pauses. No explanation required, none expected. The Storyteller redirects — rewinds the scene, fades to black, or skips ahead. The game continues when the stamper is ready. The Office does not ask why a stamp was used. The Office has stamped things itself.

File the form where everyone can see it. Revisit it whenever someone wants to move a line. Lines can be added at any time, by anyone, without discussion. Removing one requires the person who drew it.

The city's horrors are filed. Yours should be too — on your terms, before the game begins.



1. Prepare one page

[PROCEDURE] Estimated time: twenty minutes. Tea not included.

You are not building a campaign tonight. You are building a situation with enough pressure, personality, and unanswered questions to support a few hours of play.

Take a sheet of paper. Divide it into four sections.

First: Find the drawer

A drawer is one thing singing wrong in one place.

It should be specific enough that the players can investigate it and strange enough that the answer is not immediately obvious.

Examples:


	A grave is empty, but the registry insists someone is buried there.

	A shop sells photographs of people who have not yet arrived in Montavera.

	A woman receives letters from a brother nobody remembers having.

	Every door in an apartment building opens into the same room, except one.

	The municipal clock has stopped, but everyone who checks it loses seven minutes.



Notice what these have in common. Each gives the players something they can point to, question, touch, or argue about.

You do not need to know everything about the drawer. You do need to know one thing the players can discover and one thing that will happen if they ignore it.

If you already have a district you want to use, steal a problem from it. If you have read the Ten Openers in Chapter 2, use one of those. If you have neither, take the empty grave.

The Office does not charge for reuse.

Second: Give three citizens something to want

Write down three people connected to the situation.

For each one, answer three questions:


	What do they want?

	What do they want from the players?

	What would they rather the players never discover?



You do not need a biography. You need a person who will make a decision when the players enter the room.

One citizen might want the same outcome the players want, but at an unacceptable price. Another might want something from the players that they have no reason to give. The third might want nothing to do with any of them.

That third person is important.

A world in which everyone is waiting for the players to arrive is not a world. It is a reception desk.

Give each citizen a sentence of music, too: a detail that suggests how their presence feels. A ledger being closed too quickly. Violet ink drying on a letter. A shovel striking something that should not be there.

You will have something to use when a player listens.

Third: Start a clock

Write down the thing that happens if the situation is left unresolved. Give it a name and four boxes.

For tonight's example:

THE AUDITORS COME AT DAWN

□ □ □ □

A clock is not a punishment for taking too long. It is a way to make time matter.

Decide what advances it. For example:


	A full scene passes without anyone addressing the grave.

	The players give the Clerk a reason to call the auditors early.

	Someone destroys, hides, or falsifies the registry.

	A citizen takes action that brings the audit closer.



Choose the triggers that fit your situation. You do not need to use all of them.

When a trigger occurs, mark a box where the players can see it. Tell them what has changed. If the clock is nearly full, let the world show it: a messenger arrives, a gate closes, a citizen begins packing, or the distant sound of a bell reaches the cemetery.

When the last box fills, the event happens.

Do not secretly add boxes because the players are close to discovering something. Do not remove boxes because they have surprised you. If their actions genuinely change the circumstances, you may change the clock, but show them what changed and why.

A clock is a promise about the world. Keep it.

Fourth: Decide what happens if nobody intervenes

Write one sentence describing the situation's likely outcome if the players do nothing.

Not what happens if they fail your intended solution. Not what happens if they ignore the clue you think is obvious.

What happens if they do nothing?

For the cemetery:

The auditors arrive, seal the registry, bar the Widow from the grounds, and confiscate the visitor's log. The discrepancy is officially resolved. Whatever has been signing the log remains unaccounted for.

That sentence gives the session a direction without deciding what the players must do.

They might solve the problem. They might expose a different one. They might burn the registry and flee the district with a wanted gravedigger.

The Office advises against preparing a contingency for every possibility. You are not building a cage large enough to contain the players' decisions.

You are preparing a world capable of answering them.

Your one-page prep is finished.

Now the Office will demonstrate.



2. The cemetery has a problem

[EXAMPLE] The following situation is ready to run. Details marked for the Storyteller are not intended to be read aloud.

The district is the Cemetery.

Its notice of public accommodation reads:

Teeth are currency here. Do not ask whose.

The drawer is simple.

The Clerk of Returning Things has lost a body. The burial was recorded. The payment was collected. Teeth were deposited. The grave was closed.

Now the grave is empty.

The registry insists it is occupied.

Something has begun signing the visitor's log.

The three citizens

The Clerk of Returning Things

The Clerk wants the books balanced before the auditors arrive at dawn. He wants the players to solve the discrepancy quietly, without creating additional paperwork.

He will pay in teeth.

He sounds like a ledger being closed too quickly.

The Clerk is not necessarily lying when he says the body was buried. He is telling the players what his records establish. Whether his records establish the truth is another matter.

The Widow

The Widow visits the grave every Moonsday. She signs a name that does not appear in the registry and leaves teeth beside the empty plot.

She wants to be left alone. Specifically, she wants the players to stop asking about the grave.

She sounds like violet ink: slow, certain, grieving in complete sentences.

She knows more than she intends to tell strangers. She is not required to explain herself just because the players have arrived.

Sexton Benn

Benn digs the graves. He dug this one where the registry instructed him to dig it. Now the Clerk is nervous, the Widow is furious, and Benn expects to be blamed for the entire affair.

He wants someone to identify the real cause of the discrepancy. If that proves impossible, he wants someone else to take the blame.

He sounds like a shovel hitting something it should not have found.

Benn has worked in the Cemetery long enough to know that the official account of an event and the event itself are not always acquainted.

The clock

THE AUDITORS COME AT DAWN

□ □ □ □

Advance the clock when an established trigger occurs. In this example, mark one box when a scene passes without progress toward resolving the discrepancy. Advance it sooner if the players' actions bring the auditors closer.

When the fourth box fills, the auditors arrive.

They seal the registry, bar the Widow from the grounds, and confiscate the log. The Clerk declares the discrepancy resolved. The grave remains empty.

The city accepts the report.

The city does not necessarily accept the conclusion.

What is really happening?

Storyteller's note. Keep this to yourself unless the players discover it.

The log is recording something the registry cannot acknowledge. The Widow is connected to the missing name, but her connection is not what the Clerk believes it to be. Benn did exactly what the registry instructed him to do. The Clerk is trying to protect the records because he believes the records are the only thing keeping the Cemetery in order.

These facts are the foundation of the situation, not a sequence of revelations you must deliver in order.

Before play, decide what the Widow knows and what the Clerk is concealing. Leave room for the players to discover connections you had not considered. If their interpretation fits the evidence and the world, it may become the truth of your table.

You are not required to improvise a complete cosmology before the first scene.

You are required to know enough to answer honestly.



3. Open the drawer

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Read the italicized passage aloud, then let the players respond.

[FICTION]

Dusk in the Cemetery.

Turned earth, chrysanthemums, registry-office paper, and somewhere a music box playing very slowly, forever.

The Clerk of Returning Things waits beside an open grave with a lantern. The grave is empty. According to the registry in his hands, it is occupied.

"You're the ones Ossa mentioned," he says. "Good. I need this to be a grave again before dawn. No forms."

Stop.

Do not explain the music box. Do not describe the entire district. Do not tell the players what they ought to find suspicious.

Let the silence sit for a moment.

Then ask:

"What do you do?"

They might question the Clerk. They might examine the grave. They might ask who Ossa is, investigate the music box, or walk directly to the nearest citizen who looks as if she knows something.

All of these are reasonable responses.

Your job is not to guide them toward the correct question. Your job is to make their questions matter.

If they inspect the grave, tell them what someone inspecting the grave could reasonably discover. If they question the Clerk, let him answer according to what he knows, what he believes, and what he is willing to reveal. If they listen to the music, use the rules of the true-name system to determine what they hear and how the world answers their attempt.

You do not need to stop the scene to explain the entire system. Use the smallest piece of the rules that resolves the action in front of you.

If a player says, "I want to listen to the grave," you have enough to begin.

Ask what they are listening for if that matters to their approach. Decide what the music truthfully reveals. Describe it. Let them choose what to do with what they learn.

If the player wants to play a fragment, establish what they are trying to affect and how they are doing it. Then answer through the fiction. The fragment shapes the attempt; it does not guarantee a result.

You are not looking for a secret combination of words.

You are listening to what the player intends, deciding what is true in the world, and letting those things meet.

That is play.



4. Follow the players, not your notes

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] The Office acknowledges that this instruction may appear obvious. Its continued inclusion is supported by extensive incident reports.

Your players will probably investigate one of three things: the grave, the Widow, or the visitor's log.

They may investigate all three. They may investigate none.

Suppose they visit the Widow first.

She arrives with chrysanthemums and sees them approaching. Her expression changes when she notices the Clerk's lantern.

"You've been talking to him," she says.

If the players ask about the grave, she says it is not theirs to investigate.

If they ask about the name she signs, she asks how they know she signs one.

If they tell her the log has been signing itself, she becomes very still.

Each response gives the players something to work with. None requires her to reveal everything she knows.

Now suppose the players threaten the Clerk instead.

The Clerk screams for the cemetery guards. Benn comes running from the far side of the grounds. The clock advances if the disturbance brings the audit closer. The Widow sees an opportunity to leave unnoticed.

The players have changed the situation. The situation changes in return.

Suppose they smash the visitor's log.

Let them.

The log is smashed. The Clerk is horrified. Benn begins asking whether a destroyed record counts as a resolved discrepancy. The music box stops playing.

The clock does not magically reverse. The missing body does not reappear. The players have removed one source of evidence, and the world has responded to that choice.

There is no need to punish them for failing to follow your plan. You did not need a plan for every choice.

You needed a situation that could answer them.

When should the clock advance?

Not whenever you feel the players have been talking for too long.

Advance it when a trigger you established occurs, or when their actions change the circumstances in a way that genuinely brings the deadline closer. Make the change visible.

If the players spend twenty minutes carefully comparing the registry with the visitor's log, that may be meaningful progress. Do not mark a box simply because twenty minutes passed at the table.

If they spend a scene arguing with the Clerk while the audit approaches, the clock may advance.

The distinction is important.

Time should pressure the players, not punish them for thinking.

When a box fills, show what it means. Perhaps a messenger arrives with a sealed notice. Perhaps Benn tells the Clerk that the auditors have already reached the district gate. Perhaps the music box has played the same unfinished phrase three times.

A clock is more interesting when the players can hear it approaching.



5. Let the world answer

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] This is the part of the job that preparation cannot replace.

At some point, the players will do something that makes you pause.

They will accuse the Widow of stealing the body. They will offer the Clerk a bribe. They will play a fragment into the registry. They will ask whether the music box is playing the sound of a particular citizen's death.

You may not have prepared for any of these things.

Good.

You do not have to know the answer before the question is asked. You have to decide what is true, use the rules where they apply, and answer consistently with the situation.

Consider a player who listens to the empty grave.

They might hear an absence. They might hear the music of a name that has been removed from the registry. They might hear something that makes the grave seem less empty than it looks.

Choose the answer that follows from what is actually true in your version of the situation. Do not choose whichever answer most efficiently pushes the players toward your preferred revelation.

If they play a Motif into the visitor's log, the log might respond by repeating a signature. If they use Dissonance to disrupt the music of the registry, the Clerk might suddenly remember a discrepancy he had forgotten. If they listen to the Widow, they might hear a sorrow that has nothing to do with the missing body.

These are possibilities, not prescribed outcomes. Let the actual circumstances and the players' approaches determine what happens.

The important thing is that actions have consequences because they affect a world with its own nature, not because the Storyteller is handing out rewards and punishments.

When you are uncertain, ask yourself three questions:


	What is true here? Establish the fact that matters to the action.

	What is the player trying to do? Do not confuse the intended result with the method they chose.

	What follows honestly from both? Use the rules, describe the outcome, and let the players respond.



You do not need to make every outcome spectacular. Sometimes the answer is a flinch, a silence, a door left open, or a person who decides to tell the truth about one thing while continuing to lie about another.

Small changes are still changes.

In Montavera, a small change can be the beginning of a very large problem.

The procedure: filing the attempt

When a protagonist attempts something and the outcome is uncertain, the city files the attempt. The procedure uses the Registry Deck — forty-two bespoke cards the city issued for exactly this purpose. (Full deck: Chapter 18. No deck yet? Roll a d20 instead. The city accepts it, flatly.)

Every card bears seals — stamped icons, zero to three. The Storyteller names how many seals the city requires, in plain fiction: "the city wants one seal for this" (trivial), "three seals — the city has opinions" (tricky). No chart. No arithmetic beyond counting.

Draw two cards. The city files in duplicate — one is the original, one is the carbon. Count the seals.


	The Unfiled: if you draw one, the attempt is automatically annotated — the city adds a note it refuses to file. Draw both, and it is returned: the city declines to file at all.



Read the result straight off the cards:


	Seals met or exceeded: Filed clean. The attempt works as intended. Say what happens and move on.

	One seal short: Annotated. The attempt works — but the city adds a note. Read the annotation line on one of your drawn cards aloud; that is the shape the note takes. The player succeeds; the Storyteller annotates.

	Two or more short: Returned for correction. The attempt does not work. But the city does not file "nothing happens." A clock advances, a new problem arrives, someone notices. The story moves forward on the city's terms.



The middle band is the engine. An annotated success keeps the game moving when a binary pass/fail would stall it. The common mistake — and the Office has observed it in a thousand visiting Storytellers — is treating an annotation as a failure with extra steps. It is not. The player got what they wanted. The city simply got something too.

File the drawn cards face-up in a discard pile. When the deck runs out, shuffle the discards. The city refiles. It always refiles.

One draw per attempt. Do not draw to open the door, then to walk through it, then to look around. Draw once, when the outcome is uncertain and something is at stake, and let the filing cover the whole attempt.

The bargain

Before the draw, anyone at the table may offer the player a bargain: draw a third card into the filing — the city witnesses the signature — and accept a complication regardless of the outcome.

The complication must be specific, immediate, and follow from the fiction. Collateral damage. A sacrificed item or sum. A betrayed confidence. An angered faction. A record filed in the wrong place, on purpose.

The player may accept or decline. If accepted, the third card's seals count toward the filing, and the complication happens — even on a clean filing. The city witnessed the signature. The city always witnesses the signature.

Do not ask the table to invent a bargain from nothing. The Storyteller should offer the first few, to teach the shape of it: "Draw the third card, but the Clerk sees you do it." Once the table understands, bargains will be proposed freely. A bargain proposed is better than a bargain requested — the former moves the game, the latter stalls it while everyone thinks.

A bargain is not a punishment for rolling. It is the player deciding, in advance, what the attempt is worth to them.

The Office notes: no bargain is ever free, and every bargain is filed. Read what you sign. No one reads what they sign. The Office has the records.

The rewind

You do not need to plan everything in advance. When the situation calls for preparation you never made, you may rewind.

Spend one Twist — one minute of reversed time, sealed and finite — and describe what your character did earlier to prepare for this exact moment. The bribed guard. The spare key. The conversation you had yesterday with the person who is now pointing a weapon at you. Play it out briefly, as a scene: thirty seconds of the past, rewound into the present.

The rewind must be plausible. You cannot rewind a goat you never rented, a friendship you never started, or a building that was never built. The Storyteller may veto what the past could not have contained. The past is reversed time, not invented time.

Each rewind costs one Twist, paid before the scene is played. The question is never "can we?" — it is "is this minute worth a minute?" Spend them the way the city spends everything: deliberately, and with the paperwork to prove it.

The Council generates Twists. No one knows how. The Office accepts them as payment for the past, which is the only thing the past is good for.



6. When the session goes sideways

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] It will.

The Office has reviewed the evidence and wishes to reassure you that this is not a failure of preparation.

If the players freeze

Do not explain the situation again in a louder voice.

Have something happen.

The Widow arrives with chrysanthemums. She looks at the grave, then at the players.

"You're new," she says.

She has a reason to be here. She wants something. She has noticed the players. The world has given them a person to respond to.

If they still hesitate, let her ask a question. Give them something specific to answer.

You do not need to drag them forward. You need to make the next possible action visible.

If the players leave the Cemetery

Let them.

If the situation depends on the Cemetery, they may have to return. If a citizen can follow them, that citizen may do so for a reason. If the consequences can reach another district, allow them to do that.

But do not make every road lead back to the grave.

The world is larger than the problem you prepared. Sometimes leaving is a meaningful decision. Sometimes it is a mistake. Sometimes the players discover that the problem was never confined to the Cemetery in the first place.

The clock continues according to its established triggers, whether or not the players are present to watch it.

If the auditors arrive while the players are elsewhere, the auditors arrive. When the players return, show them what happened.

The world does not need their permission to continue.

If the players destroy the evidence

The evidence is destroyed.

Do not quietly replace it with another copy because you need the players to discover the same clue. Decide what consequences follow from the destruction. The Clerk might become an enemy. Benn might admit something he was afraid to say before. The Widow might decide that, with the log gone, she has nothing left to protect.

Or the players might have made the mystery much harder to solve.

Let that matter.

If the players invent a better explanation than yours

Listen.

If their explanation fits what they have discovered, fits the established facts, and makes the situation more interesting, you may adopt it. You are not required to defend an answer simply because you wrote it down first.

If their theory contradicts something that has already been established, let the contradiction matter. Perhaps they are wrong. Perhaps someone lied. Perhaps the city has managed to make two incompatible records of the same event.

Do not confuse being surprised with losing control of the game.

A Storyteller who can be surprised by the players is not failing to tell a story. The Storyteller is participating in one.

If the joke falls flat

Move on.

The city has other jokes. So do you.

Do not stop the game to explain why the joke was funny. The Office has done this on several occasions and considers the results inconclusive.



7. Know when to stop

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] A first session does not need to resolve every mystery it introduces.

It needs to give the players a meaningful experience, establish that their choices matter, and leave them with a reason to return.

For the Cemetery, that might mean the players discover that the log is signing itself, learn something important about the Widow, and realize the Clerk has been concealing a discrepancy. They might also fail to stop the audit.

That is a session.

If the players solve the central problem, let them. Do not withhold a resolution because you planned to reveal it next week. A mystery that can never be solved is not necessarily a compelling mystery. The city keeps its eternal ones on a separate shelf, and labels them.

If the problem remains unresolved, stop at a moment when the situation has changed and the next decision matters.

Perhaps the players have just learned that the name in the log belongs to someone who was never buried there.

Perhaps the auditors have arrived, and the Widow has asked the players to hide her before the gates close.

Perhaps the grave is no longer empty.

Choose the ending that follows from what happened at your table.

Then say:

"That's where we'll stop tonight."

Do not apologize for stopping. Do not explain the next session. Let the players talk.

If they immediately begin arguing about what to do next, you have given them something worth carrying away.

If they leave with questions, that is good.

If they leave with a theory, a fear, a suspicion, or a plan they cannot wait to test, better.

You do not have to manufacture obsession. You have to create a world in which the players have begun to care what happens next.



8. Five laws of tonight

[LAW] The Office has reduced the matter to five instructions. The reduction is not a guarantee of compliance.



LAW 1: PREPARE SITUATIONS, NOT PLOTS.

A plot is a sequence of events you hope will happen.

A situation is a problem, people with conflicting wants, and pressure that continues to build.

Prepare the latter. Let the players supply the events.



LAW 2: THE WORLD DOES NOT WAIT FOR THE PLAYERS.

Citizens have their own intentions. Deadlines approach. Institutions respond. The world continues according to the circumstances you have established.

Do not make it move arbitrarily. Do not make it wait politely for the players to finish talking.



LAW 3: NEVER PROTECT YOUR EXPECTED OUTCOME.

If the players destroy the registry, it is destroyed. If they trust the wrong person, let that trust matter. If they discover something you had planned to reveal later, let the discovery stand.

Your job is not to preserve your notes. Your job is to make the world answer honestly.



LAW 4: CONSEQUENCES ARE NOT PUNISHMENTS.

A consequence follows from an action and the nature of the world. A punishment exists to make the player regret choosing something the Storyteller disliked.

The distinction should be visible at the table.



LAW 5: YOU CANNOT CHOOSE WHAT THE PLAYERS DO. YOU CAN CHOOSE WHAT IS HAPPENING.

You establish the situation. You portray its citizens. You apply the rules and describe what follows.

The players decide what their characters attempt.

The world answers.

That is the job.



9. After tonight

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Before you put your notes away, write three things.

What did the players change?

Not just what they discovered. What is different because they were there?

Which clocks moved, and why?

Record what advanced, what triggered it, and what the players now know about the deadline.

What will the citizens do next?

Write one sentence for each important citizen. The Clerk may begin preparing for the auditors. The Widow may stop visiting the grave. Benn may seek out the players before anyone else can question him.

These are not scenes you must force into the next session. They are the things that may happen if the players do nothing to change them.

Your next session's preparation should take less time than your first. You already know the citizens, the situation, and the consequences of what happened. Add only what the players' decisions have made necessary.

The Office calls this reading the fallout.

Later, you will learn how to track institutions, factions, and the larger movements of Montavera. The machinery may become more elaborate. The principle does not.

Something happens. Someone wants something. Someone acts. The world changes.

The next session begins there.

You may conduct a full filing of the characters now, or later, or never, if your table prefers the Quick Filing: take one of the three filed citizens from Chapter 3 and begin. The Office recommends that you complete it before the third session, by which point the players will have done things worth recording.

But the game does not wait for paperwork.

It never has.



10. Begin

Close the book.

Not because you have finished learning Montavera. You have barely begun.

Close it because, for the next few hours, the city belongs to the people at your table.

Put your notes where you can see them. Keep the clock visible. Remember what the citizens want. Let the players ask questions you did not anticipate.

When they do something unexpected, do not reach for a prepared answer merely because it is prepared. Look at the situation. Look at the consequences. Decide what is true.

Then tell them what happens.

And when the room goes quiet, when the players are looking at you and waiting to find out what the world does next — tap the table. Tap, tap, tap.

Ask the only question a Storyteller ever needs:

"What do you do?"

End of Chapter One.  — the Office accepts corrections from anyone who has run it.



Ten Openers

Roll d10, or pick the one that makes the table lean in.


	A grave is empty, but the registry insists someone is buried there.

	A shop sells photographs of people who have not yet arrived in Montavera.

	A woman receives letters from a brother nobody remembers having.

	Every door in an apartment building opens into the same room, except one.

	The three lights over Town Square have never pointed the same direction twice — tonight they point at the party.

	A mattress delivery arrives for someone who ordered it in a dream.

	The Finders Keepers law produces something with the party's names on it.

	A green pay phone rings. It is colorless until it rings.

	A Bone Bank teller reads a heart rate the room doesn't have.

	The quest board recognizes the party, in order, before they've done anything.



The Three Opening Quests

For the Storyteller who wants the first session to matter.

The quest board — the actual board, the one with the thumbtacks — recognizes three errands, in order: meet the Oracle (Gornola's drawer has a seventeenth reading, dated tomorrow), walk the Merchant's route (he is always already leaving; walk anyway), and survive being interesting to Ashley (Tuesday is the day; bring exact change). Run them in order and the city starts keeping score. Run them out of order and the city notices that too.


Chapter 2 — What Montavera Is
Fig. 2.1 — Montavera, filed. Sixteen districts, four rivers, one ledger. The Index notes the map is current as of this printing and declines to say when the printing occurred.

[FICTION]

Montavera is a city that shouldn't exist, on a continent called Yonder, and it knows it.

It files the contradiction daily.

You are human. The Gurunkin watching you from a crowd are not. Neither is the thing smiling at you from a mirror, or the goat who is also the Vicar. These are not exceptions to the setting. They are the setting.

The strange is ordinary here. The human is the story.

Montavera is a bureaucracy at the end of the world that has decided the world will not end on its watch. Should the world disagree, the appropriate forms will be issued.

You will laugh. Then you will realize what you laughed at.

This is the intended sequence.

Welcome to Montavera. You were expected. The forms said so.



§2.1 — Where You Are

[FICTION]

Yonder is the continent. Montavera is the city on it.

The rest of the map is the Index's responsibility. The Index has marked most of it pending.

Montavera has sixteen districts. Each has its own smell, its own laws, and its own preferred method of separating you from your teeth.

Teeth are money here. Actual teeth.

Whose teeth they were determines their value. A Montaveran may spend much of a lifetime improving the value of their teeth, preserving them, and planning which descendants will inherit them. A healthy set of molars can become a family's most dependable investment. When you know you're going to die, you go to a Debtal Clinic — dental and debt, say it out loud — and have them removed beforehand, to gift to your loved ones. Which is why a corpse buried with its teeth still in it makes the news.

You will get used to this.

Everyone does. That is the disturbing part.

Above the districts, in the sense that weather is above a city, are the powers. Below them, in the sense that a basement is below a house, is the Ninth Circle.

The less said about the Ninth Circle this early, the better. This book will take you there when you are ready.

You are not ready.

The city runs on three currencies. None of them are normal.

Teeth are wealth, inheritance, and a record of the life that produced them.

Rat feathers are not feathers. They are coins, struck from a leather no tanner in the city can identify — the stuff does not rot, does not tear, and smells faintly of a room no one has entered. Nobody knows who strikes them, or where, or whether anyone still does; the supply simply exists, and every attempt to counterfeit one has failed so completely that the exchanges can smell a false feather across a crowded room — and mostly, these days, nobody tries. The name is a promise. Among rats — and a rat, in the technical sense, is a person who works in the shadows and holds the coins — wings is the word for what enough feathers buy: not flight, but standing. The day other rats answer when you call. Feathers pass only from rat to rat, and that is the whole economy. Good among crooks and thieves and anyone who works in shadow, and every dealer upholds the honor code. A child holding rat feathers is not merely holding money. She is holding the possibility of being owed her way up. The city considers this a perfectly ordinary financial arrangement.

Twists are minutes of reversed time, sealed and finite. Spend one, and you can undo a minute. The Council generates them. No one knows how. Your balance can be checked at a green pay phone — pick it up, dial your unique code, and talk to the teller on the line. Do not ask the teller how the Twists are made.

Montavera has many such phones. They ring when someone's balance changes, whether or not anyone is calling. Tourists find this confusing. The locals find tourists confusing.

The phones are colorless when silent. When one rings, it changes color — the color depends on the caller — and it glows, the intensity of the glow tracking the gravity and severity of the call. The loudness tracks something else: whether the phone feels it is being ignored. The phones are very needy. Answer promptly.

The city's oldest habit is filing.

Births. Deaths. Rumors. Weather. The precise wording of something you said about the Council last Tuesday. All filed.

Wooden parrots are attached to the interiors of most buildings. They record what happens around them. Some turn their heads when you enter. Some repeat things you would rather not hear repeated. All of them are performing a public service.

Smile for the parrot.

It has already filed you.

[LAW] The Premise, Stated Plainly

Montavera is fraying.

The seal is broken. Reality is coming apart at the edges. Fixing the damage might be worse than allowing it to continue.

You do not have to save Montavera. You do not have to repair the seal, defeat the Old Ones, or discover why the universe has developed an administrative problem.

You have to live here.

Find work. Keep your teeth. Pay your debts. Learn which streets are safe to cross and which institutions will remember your name long after you wish they would forget it.

The fraying is not a distant crisis waiting for the campaign finale. It is the condition under which ordinary life continues.

In Montavera, the apocalypse has a filing deadline.



§2.2 — Who's in Charge

[FICTION]

Nobody.

Everybody.

The powers of Montavera overlap the way bad paperwork overlaps: everywhere, all at once, and never quite in agreement. There is no single authority you can appeal to when the system fails. There are only other authorities, each with its own forms, priorities, and reasons the failure is not technically its responsibility.

The Council governs. Nine unicorns, and Mr. Black. Do not ask about the tenth seat. The Council does not. Its decrees are perfectly clear. This is why no two citizens agree on what any of them mean.

The Church of the Eversworn Beast believes. The Beast is Theil, also called Theron — same being, both names, and the Church does not consider this a problem. Theil saved people not from darkness, but from society's condemnation of their darkness. The Church is run by an actual goat — the Ageless Goat, its Vicar: white, ancient, silent. The building speaks for him. Beneath him serve the Dark Raven Elders, bishops and archbishops of the feathered order. One of them is also a floor manager. This surprises no one.

ATOO watches. The Index will not confirm what the initials stand for. They are the Old Ones' hands in the city, and the Old Ones operate at a scale where intention becomes indistinguishable from weather. ATOO once stole the Book of Chaos from City Hall. For a time. The unicorns laughed. The theft had already been recorded.

The Oscu Estate owns. Not governs. Owns. The deed to the city. A heavily guarded house stands on a hill. The Oscu family lives there, though no one has ever seen the family. They conduct business through letters that arrive only after midnight and before dusk. People say they must be vampires. No one knows, though the Estate has never issued a denial. Downtown, their deed vaults hold every land deed — and detailed histories of everything that happens in every building, as recorded by the wooden parrots.

Sollen is. A deity distributed across 5,555 Gurunkin, known informally as gurus. Some say he is everyone — you, the Storyteller, the clerk who misspelled your name — experiencing life as all of us at once. His self-aware form is the guru of Sollen's Shrine, who is also Sollen. Wherever this book says Sollen, it means him. The Gurunkin are everywhere, minding everybody's business. They are Sollen, distributed. Expertise is not the same as innocence.

And then there is the Headmaster — the city's voice, the narrator of this book. He is Montavera speaking. He is cheerful. As long as the Headmaster is cheerful, the city is still holding.

[OPEN] There are always more powers. The book will introduce them the way the city does: when you owe them something.



§2.3 — What You Do Here

[FICTION]

The Office holds this book to one standard: once you have read it, you should be able to point at any street, faction, or ordinary citizen in Montavera and build an evening from what you find there. The city should not need a monster to arrive from somewhere else. Its institutions are already working. Somewhere, a parrot has recorded something that should never have been said aloud.

Take a case. Someone's teeth were stolen — since teeth are inheritance, this isn't robbery, it's legacy theft. Someone's rat feathers are molting. Someone got a letter from the Oscu Estate and hasn't slept since. Nobody sleeps after the letters. The letters know this. The form you fill out to take the case may be a clue. The clerk processing it may be involved.

Play at the Cornic Confluence. Not a gaming convention — a convention of games. Dark games, shadow games, where losing gets you sent to a dark nether realm. The Montaverans are thrilled. They queue. They bring snacks. Somebody's husband was banished to a lightless void last season for misplaying a card, and his wife is asking the judges whether the void has a gift shop. Win, and you're a legend. Lose, and you may become an absence with an excellent tournament record. The void has no gift shop.

File a petition. Everything requires paperwork, and the paperwork is never just paperwork. A building permit once uncovered a smuggling ring. A noise complaint once deposed a councilor. The Index reads everything. File carefully, or file recklessly — both are strategies, and the city respects both.

Follow a rumor. The rumor mill is the real news service. The Merchant was seen buying a bottle with someone's name on it. The unicorns are laughing about something. A buried corpse was found with its teeth. Rumors are like teeth: their value depends on whose mouth they came from.

Take a job. The Church needs executioners for its bake sale. The bake sale is real. The executioners are real. The pastries are excellent. The Dynama Dojun needs sweepers — the sweeping is meditation, and the meditation is surveillance. The Debtal Clinics need discreet couriers. Discretion is a currency here too.

Chase a mystery. Lenka. The Shrouded Merchant. The holes in the Book of Chaos shaped exactly like your party. Some resolve — the Storyteller knows the truth. Some don't, by cosmological law. The solvable ones itch. The eternal ones hum. Do not mistake the hum for an invitation.

[LAW] The Activity Rule. If it can't happen at the table, it doesn't belong in the book. If you ever wonder what to do, pick a verb from this section and attach a Montaveran noun: steal the parrot's recordings, audit the Confluence, petition the Estate, find out why the dead man's teeth are missing. The city has already recorded several reasons for trouble. You need only decide where to begin.



§2.3b — A Moonsday in Montavera

[FICTION]

Moonsday. The white moon is up, which means nothing. The black moon is also up, which means even less.

Before dawn. Nothing like waking at four to water the eyes in the closet.

Dawn-ish. The Debtal Clinics open. The queue already stretches around the block — the dying are punctual, and the merely prudent arrive early for the good chairs. Inside, a woman is having her molars appraised. The clinician holds one up to the light as a jeweler might inspect a diamond. "These have lived," he says. He means it as the highest compliment. Her grandchildren's tuition has just increased.

Mid-morning. A courier runs rat feathers across the Promenade. She is fourteen. She is a rat in the technical sense — a holder — and she is saving for wings. Everybody knows. Nobody says anything; commenting would be like commenting on someone's prayers. At the corner, a wooden parrot swivels to follow her. She smiles out of habit. It has already filed her.

Noon. The Cornic Confluence posters go up. An old man reads the loser's bracket the way old men in other cities read obituaries: with familiarity, not fear. His neighbor lost at the Confluence last spring. Still sends letters. Says the void is quiet. Says he's learning the flute.

Afternoon. A green pay phone rings on the corner of Fifth and Filed. It isn't ringing for anyone — it's ringing because someone's balance changed. A tourist picks it up. A polite teller asks for his unique code. He doesn't have one. The teller gives him sixty seconds to obtain one. He hangs up. Everyone pretends not to have watched.

The commute. Each morning you take the Subway — the Underground Path — into the city, to work. Each afternoon you take it home again. Home, where you and your loved ones wince as you use your nails to scratch holes in the walls, carving out a tunnel system very like the Subway. Nobody asks why.

Dusk. The Oscu letters go out — not delivered, they go out, appearing in mail slots and under doors, always after midnight has passed and before dusk has finished. No one sees the couriers. Tonight: three letters, all downtown. By morning, two buildings will have new owners, and one family will be gone. The parrots will have recorded all of it. That's what they're for.

Night. At Sollen's Shrine, the door is already open. It is always already open. Inside, a Gurunkin sweeps — one of 5,555, or all of them; the distinction doesn't survive inspection. A pilgrim asks a question. The Gurunkin answers with a question. The pilgrim leaves enlightened or furious, which in this city are the same thing.

Late. The Headmaster files the day. Every tooth appraised. Every feather passed. Every Twist spent. Every letter delivered. Every game lost. The filing takes all night. It always takes all night. In the morning there will be a new day, new forms, and the city will still be here, fraying at the edges, cheerful to the last.



SIDEBAR · THE TRASHMEN'S LAW
A group of trashmen was seen picking up trash today. Remember, Seekers: we must all pretend we don't see them. It's the law. We must pretend we don't know that they take our trash to their Lord in the cave. We must pretend we know not that this is how he learns our secrets.



This is what you do here. You live a Moonsday. Then another.



§2.4 — How It Feels (the Tone Contract)

[LAW] Read this before you play.

You are human. Not negotiable, and the whole point. You will stand beside beings that predate good and evil, and you will still need somewhere to sleep. The strange is the setting. The human is the story.

The horror is cheerful. Montavera smiles while it files you. Dread and comedy arrive in the same sentence, and neither apologizes. If you laugh at something awful, then realize what you laughed at, the tone is working as intended. The city doesn't need to become crueler to frighten you. It only needs to keep functioning.

The streets are quiet. That's how you know something's wrong.

Bureaucracy is the magic system. True Names are power, music is the structure of reality, and every working costs you a piece of yourself — the Tuning. But forms, mandates, decrees, filed records? That's true-naming with the serial numbers filed off. Fill out the wrong form and you've cast a spell. Everyone has signed something they didn't understand. No one remembers which signature started it.

You won't save the world by default. The world hasn't asked to be saved. It's asked you to complete Form 12-B. Play for your street, your crew, your teeth. The epic may find you — it usually arrives through a misfiled form.

This isn't that other game. No classes. No levels. You don't level up. You become more filed. The dice are fewer. The paperwork is more. The paperwork is load-bearing.

The Storyteller is honest. They run the world fairly and never protect an expected plot. If your plan is clever, it works. If it's foolish, it fails the way foolish plans fail in a city that files everything — publicly, permanently, and with a certain admiration. The city can lie to you. The rules should not.



SIDEBAR · THE FEDORA MAXIM
Wearing a fedora is a good way to let people know that you respect their misguided opinions. They'll take one look at you, and all their fears will melt away like black candle wax.



§2.5 — The One Rule

[FICTION]

Montavera is fraying. That's the one rule. Everything else is commentary.

The seal is broken. The Book of Chaos disagrees with the world about what happened, and both versions are true until you look. The unicorns are delighted. The Old Ones are already correcting.

You live inside the fraying. Your landlord is a family no one's seen. Your money is teeth, feathers, and reversed minutes. Your priest is a goat. The city speaks through the Headmaster, whose cheerful reports suggest everything remains under control.

The reports are filed on time. That is not the same thing as everything being under control.

You don't need to understand every secret before you begin. You need a human being. A reason to stay. A reason to leave. And something in the city that matters enough to make either choice difficult.

[LAW] Okay. You're ready. Turn the page. Make a human. The city is waiting. It has already started your paperwork.


Chapter 3 — Who You Can Be
The palette of mortal lives. Filed by the Office of Civic Identity. Assumes completion of Turn Zero's filing stations. Does not repeat them.

You are not a hero.

Other books will offer you that. They will offer you bloodlines, destinies, ancient prophecies with your name misspelled on them, and swords that have been waiting for you since before your grandparents were born.

This book offers you something rarer.

A job. A debt. A place you cannot quite leave. And a pair of ears that hear too much.

You are a citizen of Montavera.

The city has a file on you. The file is incomplete, which is the best thing a file can be.

Everything strange in Montavera was already strange before you arrived. The drawers sing. The dead file complaints. The clocks keep time with holes in it. Somewhere, a committee is deciding whether your shadow is legally entitled to precede you.

The city has no shortage of wonders.

What it has always needed is people willing to get involved.

People who hear the music and do something about it. People who make promises, break them, regret them, and discover that the city has been keeping a copy. People who go looking for answers and return with a debt, a new friend, and a problem nobody had yesterday.

That is who you can be.

Let's get you filed.



1. Human, on purpose

[LAW]



LAW · EVERY PLAYER CHARACTER IS HUMAN.
Not human-passing. Not human with a strange grandparent. Human.



This is not a restriction on imagination. It is where the imagination begins.

Montavera is already crowded with the impossible. Its streets run through the consequences of ancient decisions. Its institutions have habits older than some nations. Its citizens may hear a debt humming in an empty room or discover that a dead person's signature has been appearing on their paperwork for years.

Against all that, you get to be a person.

A courier who is afraid of the dark she walks through every night.

A clerk who lies the way other people breathe.

A gravedigger who knows every body by the sound of the dirt.

A cook who has fed half the city and cannot persuade her own brother to come home for dinner.

One civic claim is filed here only as disputed: that many Montaverans have kangaroo-like skin pouches, in which they hold beetle souls and the occasional extra-dimensional trinket. The Office has verified no such pouch, recognizes no such trait, and issues none to any citizen.

You do not need an exotic ancestry to make a character interesting. You need a life, a reason that life matters, and something in it that has begun to go wrong.

The strange is the setting.

The human is the story.



LAW · NO CLASSES. NO LEVELS. NO CHOSEN ONES.
The Office has reviewed the usual alternatives and declines to reinstate them. You do not select a class that determines what sort of adventurer you are. You do not accumulate levels until the city recognizes your professional superiority. No prophecy has reserved a place for you. You choose a kind of life.



What makes your citizen different from another is not a ranking on a character sheet. It is three things:

Your trade. Your ear. Your debt.

Your trade is the life you know.

Your ear is how you first came to hear the music.

Your debt is what connects your past to the people and institutions of the city.

Turn Zero files all three. This chapter gives you the choices, examples, and possibilities that make those choices yours.



2. The mortal trades

[PROCEDURE] Choose a trade that interests you, troubles you, or feels uncomfortably familiar.

Your trade is the work you did before the city began paying unusual attention to you. It may still be your work. It may be the work you left behind, the work you were forced into, or the work you insist you will return to when everything settles down.

The Office has heard that last one before.

Each trade gives you three things:


	Knowledge: something you understand through experience that an outsider might miss.

	Connections: the people who recognize you, admit you, employ you, or know where to find you.

	A knack: something your experience lets you attempt with unusual confidence or access.



A knack is not a numerical bonus. It is permission to do something that makes sense for your character's life. It does not guarantee that every person cooperates, every obstacle disappears, or every attempt succeeds regardless of circumstances.

A courier may pass through a gate that would stop a stranger. A sealed satchel can open doors, but it cannot make a guard forget that the courier is carrying a wanted person's head.

The city knows what you do.

Sometimes that knowledge is useful. Sometimes it is the reason someone has been waiting for you.

Choose a trade. The ten below are examples, not the whole city — if your life isn't here, build it with the same structure: knowledge, connections, knack. The Office accepts new filings.

The Courier

You carry the city's paper on your back: forms, letters, ledgers, sealed envelopes, and things people were afraid to send any other way.

You know the back stairs of every district you regularly visit. You know which gates are watched and which are merely painted to look watched. You know how to move through a crowd without becoming the most interesting person in it.

Connections: Anyone waiting for a delivery. Eventually, this means everyone.

You carry: A satchel, a route, and a reputation for discretion you may or may not deserve.

Your knack: Right of Delivery. You know how to approach a gate, checkpoint, or official as someone expected to be there. A sealed delivery gives you a reason to be admitted, even when the person receiving it would rather not see you. Whether you get through depends on the circumstances, but you know how to make the attempt.

The mail moves, or nothing does. The city has agreed to this much.

The Junior Clerk

You work the intake trays of some Bureau or other. You stamp, sort, file, and occasionally misfile something because the correct destination would be worse.

You can read a form the way other people read faces. You notice who filled it out, what they were afraid of, and which question they avoided answering.

Connections: Bureau employees, reception windows, records rooms, and anyone whose problem has acquired a docket number.

You carry: A personal stamp, unofficial and invaluable, and a docket number you memorized in case you ever need to become someone else for an afternoon.

Your knack: Know the Window. You know which office handles a problem, which queue actually moves, which clerk can be approached privately, and what a form needs before anyone will accept it. Paperwork that confuses other people has fewer surprises for you.

The Bureau has several procedures for this situation. None of them are the procedure currently being used.

The Gravedigger

You dig in the Cemetery, where teeth are currency and the registry is never wrong except when it is.

The dead are used to you. The living assume you are simple. Both assumptions have their uses.

You know the difference between fresh earth and earth that has been disturbed, settled, or disturbed again. You know how mourners behave when they are grieving and how they behave when they are afraid someone will ask a question.

Connections: The Clerk of Returning Things, undertakers, cemetery workers, and anyone who has ever needed a hole dug without questions.

You carry: A shovel with a name, a flask, and a professional indifference that makes mourners talk.

Your knack: Read the Dirt. You can recognize the physical history of a grave site: recent digging, disturbed ground, a burial that does not fit its surroundings, or earth that has been moved in an unusual way. You are not automatically told what caused it. You know where to begin looking.

The dead don't startle you. That startles other people.

The Cook

You feed people. Perhaps you run a market stall, work a church kitchen, or keep an all-night counter where the coffee is older than the building.

Everyone eats. Everyone eventually gets hungry enough to talk. You have learned that a kitchen is a place where secrets arrive with the vegetables and leave in someone's pocket.

Connections: Kitchens, market workers, church kitchens, night-shift employees, and people who know that a covered dish is sometimes the most persuasive argument available.

You carry: A knife you have never used as a weapon, a recipe worth stealing, and the smell of your trade, which follows you like a reference letter.

Your knack: Set a Place. You know how to make room for someone at a table, offer hospitality without making it feel like a trap, and give people a reason to stay long enough to talk. A meal does not force anyone to tell the truth. It can make telling the truth possible.

People who are eating tell the truth the way ovens give off heat: constantly, and without deciding to.

The Lamplighter

You walk the streets at the hours when the city is honest, or at least when fewer people are awake to dispute the claim.

You light the lamps at dusk and douse them at dawn. You know which lamps go out on purpose, which streets the light avoids, and what the city looks like when it thinks nobody important is watching.

Connections: Night watchmen, insomniacs, street workers, and anyone who has ever been relieved to see a lit street.

You carry: A long lighter, a short club for the dark rather than for people, mostly, and a map of the city drawn in lit windows.

Your knack: Expected After Dark. You can move through your usual routes at night without attracting the attention a stranger would. You know how to occupy the background of a street scene and how to notice what changes when someone believes nobody is watching.

You have stood in the background of a hundred scenes. You remember more of them than anyone suspects.

The Printer

You set type for the Chronicle, pamphlets, ATOO notices, and wedding invitations for people who aren't married yet.

You know what is true before it is printed, what is printed before it is true, and why the difference matters less than everyone claims.

Connections: Editors, pamphleteers, printers, political organizers, and anyone who needs a hundred copies of something by morning without the Bureau knowing.

You carry: Ink beneath your fingernails, a composing stick, and one pamphlet you printed and never distributed, for reasons you do not discuss.

Your knack: Read the White Space. You can examine a printed document for signs of omission, alteration, or deliberate emphasis. You notice where a line has been removed, where a statement has been made to appear more certain than it is, and where the arrangement of a page tells a different story from its words.

The blank space is not always empty. Sometimes it is the most carefully edited part.

The Ferryman

You work the Long River. You collect fares, move freight, and occasionally carry a passenger who pays extra not to be remembered.

The river carries everything eventually. You have seen what it brings up.

Connections: Dockworkers, smugglers, boat crews, river merchants, and anyone who lives near water, which in this city is practically a confession.

You carry: A pole, a lantern, and a list of fares owed that you will never collect, because some debts are load-bearing.

Your knack: Know the Current. You know the river's ordinary behavior, its routes, its working traffic, and the signs that something unusual has entered its flow. You can judge where a current will carry something and where a boat can safely pass. You are also accustomed to the kinds of cargo other people refuse to discuss.

Flotsam, bodies, messages in bottles, things that climb out. You have filed them all under Tuesday.

The Debt-Runner

You collect for someone: a moneylender, a church, a widow with a ledger, or an institution that prefers not to knock on its own doors.

You know who owes, who pays, who pretends, and who begins crying before you even knock. Doors open for you that open for no one else, usually with the chain still on.

Connections: Debtors, moneylenders, creditors, household managers, and anyone who wants to know who owes whom.

You carry: An unofficial ledger of your own, a professional smile, and a reputation you did not choose.

Your knack: Read the Threshold. You can read the visible signs of a household's financial condition: the worn step, the too-new curtain, the repaired shoes, the silence behind a door. You know how to estimate what someone might be able to offer and how much pressure a negotiation can bear before it becomes something else.

The first thing a door tells you is whether it expects to open.

The Nurse

You work the hospitals, where the Chirurgeon Wars are fought with poultices and paperwork.

You have held people's hands while they changed, while they woke up different, and while they did not wake up at all. You know that pain makes people honest about some things and astonishingly inventive about others.

Connections: The sick, the injured, medical staff, and their families, which is to say everyone, sooner or later.

You carry: A bag with clean bandages and one unclean secret, and hands that people trust on sight.

Your knack: Stay With the Hurt. You know how to assess an injury, provide ordinary care, and keep someone talking when pain or fear makes communication difficult. You can often tell when a person needs help rather than interrogation. You cannot make someone tell the truth, but you know how to give them a reason to stop hiding the part that hurts.

Pain is a solvent. It does not always dissolve the thing you expected.

The Rag-Picker

You collect what the city throws away: clothes, furniture, letters, secrets, and objects whose owners would prefer not to remember them.

The unfiled goods of Montavera pass through your hands. You have learned to read a life from its leavings.

Connections: Servants, porters, scrap merchants, repair workers, and anyone who has ever needed something to disappear without appearing in a report.

You carry: A cart, a hook, and an encyclopedic knowledge of what each district discards, which is often the same as knowing what each district hides.

Your knack: Nothing Stays Thrown Away. You know where discarded things tend to go and how to trace an object through the people and places that handle it. If something was thrown away recently, you have a good chance of finding it or learning who collected it. You also know that people discard things for reasons, and those reasons can be more revealing than the objects themselves.

The city confesses to you in rubbish.



Your trade is a beginning, not a cage

Your trade describes what you know. It does not decide what you are allowed to become.

A cook can investigate a murder. A nurse can lie to a Bureau. A printer can fall in love with a person whose name has been erased from every record in the city.

You do not need permission from your character sheet to be a person.

When you attempt something outside your trade, consider what you already know, what resources you have, and what makes the attempt difficult. If the action is possible, let the situation and the rules determine the outcome.

A trade is most useful when it gives you a way into a problem that another character would have to approach differently.

You are not selecting a box of abilities.

You are deciding what kind of life has brought you to this particular door.



3. The ear: how you learned to hear

Everyone in Montavera hears a little.

The rain. The drawer. The thing the neighbor's house does at night. The distant argument that seems to be happening inside the municipal clock.

Most people do what sensible people do. They turn over, pull up the blanket, and decide it was the wind.

You did not.

Or you could not.

Something reached you. You heard the music underneath the ordinary world, and after that, ordinary things became harder to accept at face value.

Turn Zero's Song station records how this began. There are two common paths.

The Bureau recognizes both. It prefers neither.

Stumbled Upon

You heard something singing and could not unhear it.

Perhaps it was a drawer. Perhaps a grave. Perhaps a kettle that sang with the music of a person who had never entered the room. You followed the sound, or tried to escape it, or did something else that seemed reasonable at the time.

Then you began hearing other things.

Nobody invited you. The city did not knock. You put your ear against the wrong wall, and the wall noticed.

What it gives you: Choose one of the Seven Voices you hear most clearly. It might be Desire, Drive, Fear, Flesh, Mineral, Light, or Water. Chapter Four explains them in full.

This Voice is the first aspect of music that made itself unmistakable to you. It is not a score, a permanent specialty, or a promise that you will always hear the truth. It is where your attention naturally goes.

The city did not teach you.

The city happened to you.

Gifted Grace

Someone taught you.

A grandmother who hummed while she worked. A neighbor who heard lies the way other people hear rain. A stranger on a bridge who told you to listen and refused to explain what you were listening for.

You were not alone when the music found you. Someone gave you a way to begin.

What it gives you: You begin with one musical fragment that someone taught you. Perhaps your grandmother hummed a Sustain while she shelled peas. Perhaps a neighbor pressed a Motif into your hands like a coin.

Choose the fragment with your Storyteller. The person who taught you matters, too. What did they call the fragment? Why did they teach it to you? What did they ask in return, if anything?

Grace is a gift.

Montavera has never been particularly good at distinguishing gifts from debts.

The debt of grace

[LAW]



LAW · A GIFT HAS A HISTORY.
Someone gave you your first fragment. That fact belongs to your character. It does not have to mean that you owe the teacher money or that they can demand anything they please. Perhaps you promised to visit. Perhaps you agreed to keep a secret. Perhaps you simply know that, one day, the person who taught you will need you to listen. Discuss the relationship with your Storyteller. If it creates a debt, record the debt. If it creates affection, gratitude, resentment, or uncertainty, record that instead. The music is not a contract. The relationship is still real.





4. The debt: what the city holds

Turn Zero's Debt station asks what you owe and to whom.

Before you answer, understand what a debt means in Montavera.

A debt is not a punishment for having a past. It is proof that you have one.

Everyone owes something. Money. A favor. An apology. A song. A silence. A return visit. A life.

The city runs on owing the way lamps run on oil.

Your debt connects you to someone or something that can act upon your life. It gives the Storyteller a way to bring your past into the present without inventing a stranger who suddenly has an interest in you.

A useful debt is specific.

"I owe the Church of the Eversworn Beast three Sunsdays" gives you a place to go, a promise to keep, and an institution that may notice when you do not arrive.

"I owe somebody something" is a weather report.

A useful debt also has room to change. If you can settle it tomorrow without consequence, it may be too small to carry much story. If it can never be settled under any circumstances, it may be a sentence rather than a debt.

Neither is forbidden. Just know which one you are choosing.

You might owe a person, giving the debt a face.

You might owe an institution, allowing the city itself to come knocking.

You might owe a group whose members disagree about what repayment means.

You might owe someone who is dead, someone who has forgotten you, or someone who insists that you have already paid.

You might owe the city.

The Office advises you not to begin with the most dramatic debt you can imagine. Begin with the one that makes you curious.

Who expects something from you?

Why does it matter?

What happens if you do not provide it?

And what would it cost you to pay?

A debt should create choices, not merely threaten the character with consequences. The most interesting debts are often the ones the character genuinely wants to repay but cannot do so without hurting someone else.

The Bureau rejects vague debts the way the tide rejects driftwood: constantly, and without explanation.



5. Three citizens, filed

[EXAMPLE] The Office presents three completed filings. Each can be used as written or adapted during Turn Zero.

In a hurry? Take one off the shelf and start playing tonight — full creation can wait. These are not heroes. They are not a balanced party assembled by a recruitment office. They are three people who have been living in Montavera long enough for the city to notice them.

Each has a trade, an ear, a debt, and a question that keeps returning.

You may recognize yourself in one of them.

The Office recommends that you do not take this personally.

Vesper

Courier. Stumbled upon. Hears Fear most clearly.

Vesper has carried letters through Montavera for six years, mostly along the eastern routes. She knows the back stairs of the Jovia sorting office and the rooftops where the pigeons gather. The pigeons know her, too, although she does not know what they have been told.

She first heard the music of a debt in a stairwell. She was supposed to deliver a letter. Instead, she followed the sound.

The letter never arrived.

She now owes the Post three undelivered letters. The Post does not accept the letters were singing as a reason.

Her question: Why did the third letter stop singing the day she decided to open it?

She belongs: On the rooftop above the Jovia sorting office, where the pigeons know her.

She avoids: The street where the stairwell stood.

She carries: The third letter, unopened, in her satchel. It has been quiet for a year.

She checks.

Her music: quick footsteps, stopping. Then starting again, faster.

Vesper is not necessarily brave. She is not necessarily a coward. She is a courier who has become very good at moving toward things she does not understand and very good at pretending she meant to.

Idda

Junior clerk. Gifted grace. Begins with Sustain.

Idda is in her third year at the Bureau of Small Claims, working the intake trays. She knows which forms get lost, which clerks can be trusted with a private question, and which official stamps have been quietly retired without anyone updating the manual.

Her grandmother taught her to hum a Sustain while they shelled peas together. Idda learned the fragment before she knew that what she was doing had a name.

Now her grandmother's humming has begun coming through the intake trays at work.

The trays have never hummed before.

Idda owes her grandmother a visit she has postponed for two years. She also owes the Bureau a loyalty that has begun to resemble indenture, although everyone involved continues to describe it as an opportunity.

Her question: Why has her grandmother's music started appearing in the Bureau's records?

She belongs: In the basement archive, where the oldest files sleep.

She avoids: Her grandmother's street.

She carries: A pea-sheller's thumb, callused in exactly the place her grandmother's was.

Her music: a lullaby in three-four time, hummed beneath the sound of stamping.

Idda has spent years learning how to put things in the correct place. She is beginning to suspect that the correct place for some things is nowhere the Bureau has a drawer.

Solla

Gravedigger. Stumbled upon. Hears Water most clearly.

Solla has worked the Cemetery's east field for eleven years. She knows where the earth settles, where the roots run, and which graves the registry claims are occupied even when no one remembers a burial.

She first heard the music while digging a grave that the registry said was already occupied.

The dirt sang back.

Solla owes the Clerk of Returning Things a silence. She saw what the east field did that night, and the Clerk paid her in teeth to unsee it.

The teeth are still in her pocket.

They hum, faintly, on Moonsdays.

Teeth should not hum.

Her question: What did the Clerk pay her to forget, and why have the teeth started remembering?

She belongs: In the east field at dusk, when the day's work is finished.

She avoids: The registry office.

She carries: One tooth she kept back.

It hums.

Her music: a shovel striking something that answers.

Solla has learned that the dead are not always the hardest people to deal with. The living have records to protect, reputations to maintain, and a remarkable capacity to become offended when someone asks what happened.

The dead, by comparison, are often willing to wait.



5a. Bonds: the reason to stay

[FICTION] Every citizen in this city has someone. A sister who still answers. A kid who asks where you were. A partner who knows which lie means you're scared. The city files these people under reason to stay, and the city is usually right.

Choose two bonds. Name them. Place them — they live in Montavera, on a street you can walk to, because the city is the point:


	Who they are — name, and one true sentence about them.

	What they don't know — the part of your life you keep from them.

	What they'd do — what they would do if they knew everything.



A bond is not armor. It is a place the game can reach you.

What a bond is worth. A bonded citizen is a known citizen, and Montavera runs on being known. Doors open for people whose people answer letters. Merchants extend credit to the bonded and ask the unbonded for cash in advance — politely, the way one speaks to weather. Rats, whose whole economy is a holder's word, deal generously with citizens whose names are vouched by other names; a stranger with no one to vouch for them finds feathers scarce, prices insulting, and every negotiation held at arm's length, because in the shadows a person with no attachments reads as a person with nothing to lose, and nobody lends to nothing-to-lose. First instincts follow the filing: the well-bonded are assumed honest until proven otherwise, and the bondless are assumed otherwise until proven honest, and neither assumption is ever explained to the person it is about.

None of this is written on the bond. It does not need to be. It is simply what the city does with people it can place — and what it quietly stops doing for people it can't.

The Tuning spends selfhood. Bonds are the part of your selfhood that has someone else's name on it. Spend carefully. The city keeps the carbon.



5a2. Pressures: want, need, fear, line, temptation

[FICTION] Everyone in this city is being pulled by something. The Office files it under pressures — the forces that make a citizen interesting to watch.

Choose one or two active pressures. Not five. The city reads one or two sentences carefully and five sentences never.


	Want. What you are actively pursuing. (The petition on Form P-1 is usually the want, filed.)

	Need. What would actually help you, whether you know it or not. The Storyteller knows. You might not.

	Fear. What you avoid at disproportionate cost. Name it plainly; the city will test it politely.

	Line. What you claim you will never do. Filed. Witnessed.

	Temptation. What might make you cross it anyway.



When a pressure complicates you: if you accept a complication tied to an active pressure — the fear costs you, the temptation wins, the want leads somewhere dangerous — mark it. The city pays for interesting trouble: clear one strain tick, or gain +2 on the next attempt that follows from the complication. The personality generates the consequence; the consequence generates the momentum.

You are not punished for having a personality. In Montavera, personality is load-bearing.



5b. The Prior Life File

[FICTION] Everyone in Montavera arrived from somewhere. The city has the paperwork. Some of it is yours. Some of it is about you, filed by people who remember you differently than you remember yourself.

Your Prior Life File has six entries. Fill three now. Leave three blank.

Fill now — what you establish:
* Something you remember clearly. A true memory, in one sentence. This is yours. The city cannot revise it.
* Something you have been told about yourself. Who told you, and what you think of their telling.
* A possession whose origin you cannot explain. You have it. You have always had it. The having is the fact.

Leave blank — what the city holds:
* Someone who remembers you differently. Name them, or leave even the name blank. Two citizens hold the party's past between them — Thrent and Margit, though neither will say so directly. What they remember about you is true, and it may not match.
* A promise you do not remember making. Someone, somewhere, is keeping it for you.
* A question the city seems to recognize. A clerk pauses at your file. A form comes back with a field pre-filled. The city knows something about your past that you have not told it.

The blanks are not the Storyteller's to fill arbitrarily and not yours to fill alone. They are discovered through play — a discrepancy here, a recognition there — and when a blank is filled, the player decides what it means to them. The city provides the fact. The meaning is yours.

Do not confiscate anyone's authorship. The file holds mysteries about the past, not verdicts. Thrent remembers. Margit remembers. What the remembering costs — that is the campaign.



6. How you grow: the file gets thicker

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Montavera does not measure a citizen's life by levels.

There is no ladder that turns a junior clerk into a more powerful junior clerk, no sequence of ranks that rewards a character for surviving enough encounters. You do not become a better person by accumulating a larger number beside your name.

You become more entangled.

You learn things. You meet people. You acquire obligations. You discover that the thing you once heard in a stairwell has begun to follow you into rooms where it has no business being.

Your file grows in three broad ways.

You learn more music

You may learn a new fragment from someone who teaches you. You may discover a fragment through careful listening. You may hear something in a situation that changes how you understand music you already know.

The source matters.

A fragment taught to you may carry the history of the person who taught it. A fragment discovered through your own efforts may leave you with questions no teacher can answer. A fragment taken from someone who did not intend to share it may change the relationship between you.

Learning a fragment is not collecting a key that unlocks the next door. It is learning another way to engage with the music of reality.

Discuss significant discoveries with your Storyteller and record what your character has learned, how they learned it, and what that means to them.

Your debts change

A debt may be paid. A new one may be incurred. A favor may turn into a friendship, a friendship into an obligation, or an obligation into a grievance that outlives everyone involved.

Paying a debt does not erase the history that created it.

The city remembers who pays, who refuses, who bargains, and who discovers that the person they owe has died and left the account to someone else.

A character who has no debts is not necessarily free. They may be very young, very isolated, or very frightening.

The Office recommends that you do not attempt to prove which.

The music changes you

Every working with music is reciprocal. When you play something, it may leave its mark on you.

A character who frequently works with Fear might begin checking locks twice. Someone who spends years listening for Water might become unusually attentive to the obligations flowing between people. A citizen who repeatedly plays music associated with endurance may discover that they have become very good at enduring things they should have refused.

The change itself is not optional. Regulation T-1 is plain: you cannot play something without being played by it (Chapter 4). Every working tunes you a little; the Storyteller keeps the count, and the city does not announce it. What is open is how the change shows. Tuning is not a damage system. It is a biography, written in someone else's hand.

Notice what the character repeatedly does and what the experience means to them. Let the fiction show the change. Discuss significant developments with the player rather than quietly deciding who their character has become.

LAW · YOU DO NOT LEVEL UP. YOU BECOME MORE FILED.
The city does not make you stronger merely because time has passed. It makes you more known. What you learn, whom you owe, and what the music has changed in you are the record of your life. Let that record grow through play. Do not turn it into a race to accumulate the most fragments, the fewest debts, or the most impressive reputation. There is no optimal citizen. There are only citizens whose lives have become difficult to ignore.





7. What you are not

The Office has encountered several recurring misunderstandings. It would prefer not to encounter them again, although it acknowledges that preference has never been a reliable method of prevention.

You are not the only one who hears.

The city is full of people who hear a little. The cook who knows when the bread is afraid. The cabbie who takes the long way around the singing street. The clerk who has learned not to read a certain name aloud.

Most do nothing.

Doing nothing is a valid civic choice. It is also not what this book is about.

You are not the first.

Borrowers have been borrowing the city's music for centuries. The drawers were singing before you were born. Whatever you discover, someone may have discovered before you and filed it badly.

You are not required to be the first person to find a mystery. You are required to decide what you will do when it finds you.

You are not the heroes of Montavera.

You are its citizens.

You will work, eat, lie, love, owe, listen, and sometimes make matters considerably worse. You may save someone who never learns your name. You may expose a truth that makes your own life harder. You may spend an entire session trying to repay a debt and finish owing twice as much.

That does not make your story unimportant.

It makes it yours.

The city has a file on you now.

It is incomplete.

Keep it that way as long as you can.

End of Chapter Three.  — the Office accepts corrections from anyone who has been filed.



Chapter 4 — The Music
Filed by the Office of Applied Resonance. Recorded, not devised.

4.1 — The Door

The borrower stands before a locked door.

(The Index addresses its reader as the borrower. This is a matter of accuracy. The Index is on loan.)

The Office of Applied Resonance, which has occupied the same room of the NCHR for as long as the NCHR has had rooms, has recorded the following procedure. It has been performed, to the Office’s knowledge, several thousand times, in corridors the borrowers should not have been in, before doors the borrowers should not have opened. The Office does not certify outcomes. The Office records them.



VOCAB BOX · NCHR
"The Bureau declines to expand the acronym."
The Bureau declines. The Index does not: the Nawn Coalition for Human Retention. The faceless ones — no eyes, yet they behold you — maintain the official world map, and the Office of Applied Resonance has occupied the same room of the NCHR for as long as the NCHR has had rooms. The Coalition's official position on the rumor that it plots to consume all humans is that the rumor is "premature." Nobody has asked what it is premature for.





VOCAB BOX · FACING PAGE · THE OFFICE OF APPLIED RESONANCE
"It records. It files. It declines your form."
A department instituted by the Council and staffed entirely by retirees, whose varied backgrounds provide a vastly wide range of perspectives on the research — or so the charter says. The Council's actual position is that TOAR keeps old people out of everyone's business and makes them feel useful, and that the old people are annoying, and that no one really cares. The Office is run by Mrs. Cobb, called the Widow. She is one of two Widows in the file — she and the Cemetery's Widow both attend a widows' support group, where the members gather to determine, by cage match, whose husband was harder on them in life. The group's charter calls it grief processing. The bookmaker calls it Tuesday. It studies and records true-name practice: what is observed, what it costs, what happens. Of late, the retirees have begun comparing notes on their dreams. The dreams match. No one else is having them. The Index declines to interpret this, and has underlined the word retirees three times.



First, listen. Not with the ears, though the ears may be used. Listen the way you listen for whether a room is occupied: on purpose. The borrower listens to the door. After a moment, the borrower hears it. The door is afraid.

This surprises new borrowers. Doors are not supposed to be afraid. The Office has filed the surprise under recurring and moved on.

Second, choose the fragment. The borrower does not have the door’s whole music. The borrower has one of its voices, Fear, and enough breath for a flourish. That is sufficient. The borrower chooses the smallest useful thing: a motif. A short phrase of the door’s own fear, played back at it.

Third, play it. The borrower presses a palm to the wood and feels the low note on purpose. The Office is explicit on this point: deliberate feeling counts, and idle feeling does not. No one has ever opened a door by leaning against it thoughtfully. The distinction matters.

Fourth, the world answers. The door recognizes its own fear. For one breath, it forgets to be locked. The latch lifts. It swings.

The Office does not record the door as defeated.

Fifth, the tuning. The borrower’s hands shake for the remainder of the scene. This is not fear. This is the cost, arriving on schedule. The borrower played Fear. Fear is now playing the borrower, quietly, in the background, the way a song continues after the musician has left the room.

What follows is the same procedure, recorded at greater length by a clerk.

In the margin, in pencil:

First door took me three tries. The shaking hands are normal. — M.

In red crayon, beneath it:

is the door scared of me

or is it scared of what comes through

4.2 — What the Office Has Recorded

A thing is the music. Its True Name is the complete score by which that music continues to be performed.

The Office did not devise this. The Office observed it, over a long period, the way one observes weather: by getting wet. A thing exists because its music is being performed. The performance is continuous. When it stops, the thing stops. The Office has no record of what happens then. The Office has not asked.

A True Name is not a word. It is not a label, a password, or a spell. It is the complete musical structure of the thing, everything necessary for it to remain recognizably itself while it changes. A person’s True Name is not the name on their documents. The Office has the documents. The documents are not the music.

The Office does not distinguish between the plan and the performance. Neither does the music. A name is the blueprint and the building, the order that gives a thing shape and the chaos that makes it live. All order is dead. All chaos is unbound. The name is the dance.

A True Name is always a symphony. Not a song. The distinction is load-bearing, and the Office is firm about it. Songs are something else. Songs are addressed in 4.4, and borrowers are asked not to skip ahead. The Office can tell when borrowers skip ahead. The pages show it. (The twenty-one worked examples in 4.12 will still be there when the borrower arrives properly. The Office has checked. They are patient.)

The Office would like to assure the borrower that the distinction is simple. It has therefore provided four additional pages of explanation.

In the margin, in ink:

They keep drawing the score as a building.

The building keeps moving.

4.3 — The Seven Voices

The Office recognizes seven voices through which a thing’s music can be heard. None of them was devised. They were observed, in operation, over a long period, and written down.

They are not seven statistics, and they are not seven things inside the object. They are seven questions that may be put to its music.

Desire. What does it want? What would satisfy it?

Drive. What moves it? What is its tempo, its restlessness, regardless of what it wants? The Office notes that these are two separate questions. The idle dreamer has Desire with no Drive. The restless striver has Drive with no Desire. The Office has filed both, repeatedly.

Fear. What does it pull away from?

Flesh. What is it made of right now? What can be wounded, changed, healed?

Mineral. What endures in it? What remains when the flesh is gone? A flame is nearly all Flesh and almost no Mineral. A grudge is nearly all Mineral and almost no Flesh. The Office keeps both on file.

Light. What does it reveal, and what does it conceal?

Water. What flows through it? What does it carry?

The questions may be put to anything with music: a person, a door, a storm, a sword, a city, a marriage, a disease, a lie, a government, a memory, a war. The answers differ, and the differing is the work. A sword’s Fear is the possibility of being broken. A government’s Flesh is the people who physically enact it. A city’s Mineral is its foundations. A lie’s Light is what it must never reveal. Borrowers who find this strange are reminded that the strangeness was observed first and explained never.

In the margin, in blue ink:

It is “what would satisfy it,” not “what it wants.” Precision matters. — V.

In pencil, beneath it:

The distinction is apparently important.

Below that, in different handwriting:

It was important to the door.

4.4 — Songs and the Music

To reduce a thing to a single song is an administrative error.

A woman is a song to her lover, an entirely different song to her child, another to her foe, another to the birds that fly high. Songs are roles and perspectives. Each sings one aspect of the entity, as heard from a particular relationship. None of them is the entity.

The entity’s music, its symphony, is the composite of all the songs it is. Every aspect is a song. No song is the whole music.

The seven questions may be asked anew of every song, and each song answers them differently. The Fear in the song she sings to her child is not the Fear in the song she sings to her foe. This is why the questions are inexhaustible. The songs are without number.

Practical consequences, as recorded:

A borrower may know the song a woman sings to her enemies and be a stranger to the song she sings to her child. The Office considers this the normal condition, not the exception.

The living choose which song to sing. A living thing may offer one song and withhold the rest, may sing the foe’s song to a friend, may go silent and sing nothing at all. The borrower cannot choose which song is sung back. The Office has received complaints about this. The complaints have been filed.

When a borrower listens, the borrower hears the song being sung to the borrower. The storm sings one song to the sailor and another to the mountain. Listening is never neutral. It is always a duet.

A symphony, the full voicing, requires the composite, which is why full voicings are rare. No one has heard all of anyone’s songs. Montavera’s music is the composite of every song sung within it, and it is too large to be heard as a whole. No one has heard its True Name. The Office has a form for requesting the city’s name. The form is declined. The declining is the filing.

The Office files one further observation under drift, and advises borrowers to read it twice. A True Name is not set in stone. Things change — a Fear changes, a Drive changes — and the songs change with them. A song that worked three scenes ago may not work now. The Storyteller always knows why; whether the borrowers are told is a separate filing. Beneath the changing songs runs the founding rhythm, which is how a thing remains itself while becoming something else. The songs are weather. The rhythm is climate.

In the margin, in violet ink:

He never sang to me at all. I sang to him. It was enough. It was not enough.



SIDEBAR · AKHIA'S SECRET TRACKS
“Rumor has it…”
Rumor has it that Akhia — the Montavera Queen herself — recorded secret tracks early in her career, and that one of them was recorded at the Second Hearing Recording Studio . If they exist, they are songs she sang early, to listeners she no longer sings to. The Office does not catalogue them. A tracklist would be an explanation, and the tracks have declined one.



4.5 — The Four Activities

The Office recognizes four things a person can do with music. Everything else is one of these.

Listen. To hear a voice, on purpose. Listening is the first act and the continuing check: a borrower can only work with a voice they can hear. (See 4.1. The door was heard before it was opened.)



HEARING RULE · BOXED LAW
“You cannot choose what you hear. You can choose to listen.”



Play. To perform a part of a thing’s music without performing the whole. A borrower may understand the Fear of a storm without being able to perform that Fear. May know the melody but not the bass. May play the bass brilliantly without understanding the song. Someone extraordinary can hear the entire symphony. That is where mastery lives, and the Office keeps a list. The list is short.

Voice. To perform the True Name itself. Not a part of the music. The name. Voicing is rare, prepared, and enormous, and it is addressed under the third speed in 4.7.

Compose. To arrange music. The composer understands enough of the whole to bring the parts together. The composer is not necessarily the one who performs it. The composer is the one who sees how the parts belong.

The Office distinguishes this from Composition in the rarer sense: the making of music that reality has not yet heard. The first is recorded daily. The second has been recorded very few times, and the city is among them.

Intent. Each of the four requires intent. Deliberate thought performs. Idle thought does not. Felt-on-purpose performs. Stray feeling does not. No one has yet played or voiced a True Name by accident. The Office maintains the incident reports separately.

Intent may take any form: speaking, singing, writing, inscribing, thinking, feeling, performing through an instrument. This is why runes work, why carved names hold, and why contracts bind. A written thing is a performed thing.

A Composition May Be Split

A composer need not be the one who voices. A composer may write a name and hand it to another to voice, which is the highest form of gift, or may have the voicing done for hire. The Office notes that composers who will not voice their own work are, without exception, worth asking about. Borrowers are advised to ask.

The Office further notes the dark path, without endorsing it: an unvoiced composition can be stolen and spoken. It works. The tuning still applies. And the composer knows.

In the margin, in brown ink:

do not

4.6 — Fragments

In the middle of events, no borrower has all seven voices, and no borrower has the breath for a symphony. The Office’s recorded solution is the fragment: a musical gesture smaller than a voice. A fragment does not rewrite the composition. It changes what is happening within it.

The Office recognizes seven. Borrowers are not required to memorize them. Borrowers are required to have heard of them, which after this chapter they have.

Each fragment is an act. What follows depends on what the act was played into. The effects below are the ones most often recorded, not the ones guaranteed.

Motif. A short phrase of the thing’s own music, played back at it. The thing notices the borrower. A flinch, a stutter in the Drive, a turn of attention.

Cadence. A resolution. An ending, offered. The borrower gives something the ending it was already leaning toward. Panic, a storm’s edge, a wound, and an argument have all been recorded settling.

Rhythm. A beat, imposed. Bodies move to it. Guards have been recorded marching out of step. Crowds have been recorded setting off. Heartbeats have been recorded synchronizing, and breaking. Rhythm affects motion without addressing will.

Dissonance. A wrong note, introduced into what is already being performed. It disrupts. A working mid-voice, a lie, a willful thing’s attention. It is the cheapest fragment, and the easiest with which to mistune oneself.

In the margin, in shaky green ink:

like do NOT play the wrong note i did once and my ears rang for a week. the sandwiches helped

Sustain. One note, held. It persists: a door, a wound, a bridge, for as long as the borrower holds it. Time is what it buys. Time is also what it costs.

Rest. Deliberate silence. The borrower goes unheard. A heart stills. A thing’s awareness passes over like weather. The quietest fragment.

Counterpoint. A second melody, played against the first. Not opposing force: opposing music. A charge, an argument, or a river keeps moving. It moves elsewhere.

A Standing Example

The Office keeps one example on file with the Flourish, to discourage the common error of treating a fragment as a result.

A borrower hears the Drive of a guard and plays Rhythm into it. The guard begins to walk.

Later the same borrower hears the Drive of a river and plays Rhythm into it. The river does not march. It begins to find a different bed.

The fragment was the same. The music was not. Both outcomes are recorded as correct.

Dissonance has been recorded in a guard’s Fear, where it produced hesitation. In a contract’s Mineral, where a clause stopped holding. In a storm’s Drive, where the storm lost its direction. In a person’s Desire, where the desire began to disagree with itself. Same fragment. Different music.

The Flourish

The Flourish is recorded on Form F-3. The Office counts breaths the way other offices count coin, and with more interest.

Listen. Say what is heard: I can hear its Fear, in the song it sings to the guard. A borrower can only play a voice they can hear. Hearing is the check.

Choose the fragment. Name it: I play a dissonance in its Fear. Seven fragments, one choice. The Office has observed that this is the step at which borrowers are most often wrong, and the step at which they most often learn.

Play it. Speak, sing, write, think, or feel it, on purpose. Where circumstances allow, the borrower plays it audibly: said, hummed, tapped. The Office is partial to audible performance. It is easier to witness.

The world answers. The music responds, partially. The fragment leans, nudges, buys time, redirects, or disrupts. It does not rewrite the thing.

The tuning. Even a fragment retunes a little. Play dissonance in Fear and carry a sour note through the scene. Small. Always present.

A flourish takes a breath. This is a measure of scale, not an allowance. The Office has received inquiries as to how many breaths a borrower is permitted. The inquiries have been filed.

Fragments are also how discovery happens. Play enough fragments of a thing and the borrower begins to hear the whole. The flourish is the seed of the symphony. Borrowers who have played a creature’s Fear, mocked its Drive, sustained its Flesh, and rested through its Light are most of the way to composing it, and they arrived by surviving it, not by studying it.

When the fragment is wrong, whether the voice was misheard or the fragment mischosen, the music still plays. It was not the music the borrower believed they were playing. A cadence is played into something with no ending yet, and now it is ending anyway. A rest is played through a willful thing’s attention, and the thing notices the silence. The universe heard it. The composition did not resolve.

The Office does not record these as failures. It records them as performances. Their consequences are filed with them, under instructional.

WHEN THE MUSIC MEETS THE DECK

The Office does not file music. It files what music does to the record. A song nobody resists is not an attempt; it is a fact, and the city stopped drawing cards for facts a long time ago.

Listening never draws. Hearing a voice in a song is the check (§4.12). You hear it, or you have not listened long enough.

A flourish never draws. Choose, play, and the thing answers — for one breath, exactly as its flourish says. Tuning follows.

A working draws when something resists. If a person, an institution, a rival borrower, or the thing itself would refuse what the working asks — or if the outcome is truly uncertain — draw two, as for any attempt. Set the difficulty on the Ladder (Chapter 26) by asking how much the city wants this to happen.


	The fragment decides what the working can do.

	The draw decides whether the city files it.



Filed clean: the working does what it was played to do.
Annotated: it does it — and the annotation line on a drawn card says what else happened.
Returned: the music still plays (§4.6). It is not the music you meant. Name what it did instead.

Tuning is paid on every working — drawn or not, filed or returned. The cost was never the draw's to decide.

4.7 — The Three Speeds

One voice: the flourish. Immediate. What 4.6 describes. Most of what the Office records is flourishes.

Several voices: the working. Sustained. Fear with Desire. Flesh with Water. Mineral with Drive. The borrower manipulates the relationship between parts. An ordinary scene.

All seven: the symphony. Extended and prepared. The borrower is not manipulating one aspect of the thing. The borrower is voicing the thing’s True Name. Rare. Enormous. The moment the seven voices harmonize is the moment the name becomes true. The Office has recorded very few. The Office remembers all of them.

4.8 — The Muse

A muse is one who gifts their name. The recipient becomes a musician: one who can play the music. At base, the basics. With skill, manipulation.

To have a muse is to love someone with an understanding deeper than they may have of themselves. A borrower typically has one muse. The Office does not issue permits, and the limit is not legal. The limit is structural: a borrower cannot hold many True Names because a borrower cannot love that many people that deeply. The ethic is the physics. The Office has no further comment, which for the Office is a comment.

The founding rhythm, the deepest layer of a personal name and the first duet from which all the songs develop, cannot be stumbled upon or taken. It can only be given. No other relationship hears that song. No discovery reaches the rhythm under it. This is why the muse’s gift is irreplaceable, and why the Office files muse-related incidents under handle with care, a designation it uses sparingly.

It is called music because it comes from the muse. The Office did not arrange this. The language arrived that way. The Office has filed the coincidence under evidence.

Lenka was Icaron’s muse. Icaron knew her True Name, and from her music he composed Montavera: a city, from a person. Then he stopped listening. The city continued performing without him. The Office has recorded the sequence without recommending an interpretation.

In the margin, in pencil:

Had one. Still hear her in every room I enter. — M.

In different ink, beneath it:

He wrote the music and walked out of the concert hall while it was still playing.

4.9 — Tuning

Regulation T-1: you cannot play something without being played by it.

Resonance is reciprocal. When a borrower performs a thing’s music, the thing’s music begins performing through the borrower. The borrower does not cast Fire. The borrower performs Fire, and becomes slightly more fire. The blood learns fire. The borrower begins thinking like fire.

This is the cost, and it is not negotiable. Fragments tune a little. Workings tune more. A symphony tunes deeply, and what remains afterward depends on what was played. Mastery is resonance with less drift: the great musicians bend toward the thing and return.

Where the cost goes. The Office's oldest filing on Tuning — older than the diagnostic division, older than the journals — states the mechanism plainly, and the Office has never improved on it. Every working tunes its borrower toward the perfect chord: the arrangement of things as they would be if nothing had ever been out of place. The piece of yourself that a working spends is not destroyed. Nothing in this city is destroyed; things are moved. The spent piece is re-seated — returned to its place in the chord — and the borrower continues, one piece nearer to being a resolution than a person. This is why the costs fall as they do. A citizen's tunings pull at habits, at inclinations, at the shape of a week — citizens have no seat; their drift is toward qualities, the way a road wears toward its destination. But in the old stories there are those who do have a seat: a place in the chord that is theirs by right of having been torn out of it. For them, the pull is not toward a quality. It is toward home. A tuned thing drifts toward a kind. A tuned place drifts toward its use. Only what was once part of the chord is pulled back into it, and it is pulled every time it plays.

The Index files this without comfort: Montavera, its citizens, and everything in it are what the chord sounds like with pieces missing. The music is the missing. Play accordingly.

The Office’s diagnostic division confirms what borrowers have always known: blood knows. Blood reads design, detects what is missing, supplies it. The Sanguine schools disagree about what this means, at length, in print. The Office stocks both journals.



VOCAB BOX · THE SANGUINE SCHOOLS
"They disagree, at length, in print."
Schools of thought about what blood-knowing means. They argue with one another about it — extensively, and on paper.





VOCAB BOX · FACING PAGE · BLOOD KNOWS
"Blood reads design."
Borrowers say blood knows things: it reads what is missing in a design and supplies it. The how is a longer conversation.



Knowing gives access. Playing entangles. There is no untouched manipulator. The Office has checked.

Bonds. Tuning spends selfhood — and the part of your selfhood with someone else's name on it is filed under Bonds (Chapter 3). What that filing means, when a bill comes due, is a matter the Office discusses with the Storyteller privately — the relevant entry is kept with the contested history, where the other things players are not told are kept. The city keeps the carbon.

The Witness Dividend

Montavera does not pay anyone back for what Tuning takes. It does something stranger: it notices. The Index has observed that being noticed, in this city, is rarely the same thing as being thanked.

When it applies. A character accepts a real, consequential cost, and what they do with it materially changes the situation. Not every flourish. Not every routine working. The moments the table will still be talking about next session.

Three beats, in order.


	The price lands. Say exactly what the character has lost, altered, or surrendered. Never reduce the Tuning, and never postpone it, to make the moment feel better.

	Someone sees. Name a witness — an enemy, a clerk, a civilian, a companion, a creature, or the room itself — registering the sacrifice and what it did.

	The city answers. Give one concrete, immediate consequence in the fiction. A hostile clerk records an exception. A crowd yields the floor. An opponent revises their assessment. A rune stays visible after the working ends.



What it is not. It is not a currency, not a bonus to any draw, and not compensation for Tuning. Recognition need not be friendly: the Registry may decide the character is dangerous, or simply impossible to ignore. Glory is not popularity. The city files the two in different drawers.

New to the Storyteller's chair? Ask three questions and answer them aloud: What did it cost? Who saw it? What changes because of it?

The Voluntary Measure

Some borrowers, before a working that matters, put more of themselves on the table than the music asked for. The Office does not encourage this. The Office does not discourage it. The Office has a procedure, which is how the Office expresses an opinion.

Who starts it. A player, and only a player. The Storyteller never offers the Measure and never lists options. If nobody reaches for it, it never appears.

How it works.


	Before a consequential working, the player names one specific piece of their character they are putting at risk — a memory, a name, a warmth in a relationship. They name it as a thing, in Tuning's own terms. Never as a number.

	The Storyteller answers before anything is committed: what greater reach the working can now have — a larger, more consequential act, not a guaranteed success — and the honest cost. No hidden tariffs.

	The player decides. Declining is free, and nothing is recorded. Committing means the cost lands exactly as stated.

	If the working accomplishes something consequential, the Witness Dividend follows.



The brake. If a table begins treating the Measure as a resource, the Office stops accepting it for a season.

Standing on Record

The city remembers what you did to it. It is not sentimental about this. It is clerical.

When a consequential act changes how a person or an institution regards a character, that regard is on record, and it shows itself the next time that party appears:


	The recognized are addressed — not ignored, not mistaken for strangers.

	A debtor answers, or refuses out loud. Silence is not available to them.

	The contested find the opposition prepared.

	What is on record cannot be treated as unknown in that matter.



How to keep it. One sentence, attached to the name of the person or institution it concerns, kept wherever you keep that name — beside them on the Session Control Panel (Chapter 26) whenever they are in play. "Clerk Vess: watched the party tear up a filed form in her office, and has not decided what that means." Retire the sentence when the matter closes.

What it is not. It is not a new track, and it has no levels. It is how the city's existing habit of knowing people shows itself from one session to the next. Bonds say who can place you, and what that earns you in credit and vouching (Chapter 3). Talk says whether you sound like you belong (Chapter 23). Stance says what an institution thinks of the party as a whole (Chapter 8). Standing on Record says what one party remembers about one thing you did.

When the bill is defeat. Tuning is not the only cost the city collects. When a citizen loses a scene that could end them, turn to Closure, Appeal, and Return (Chapter 26). Defeat ends what a character can do right now. It does not, by itself, end their place in the story.

4.10 — What Cannot Be Done

The Office lists five impossibilities. They are not prohibitions. They are observations.

A composition must resolve enough to be music. Nonsense is not a symphony. The universe declines to play it, and the Office files the attempt.

A borrower cannot change something without being changed. See Regulation T-1.

A borrower cannot fully control a living thing. A living composition can answer: it can choose, withhold, mislead, give. The borrower can play someone’s music. The borrower cannot guarantee the response.

A borrower cannot bring someone back as they were. A living composition has continued changing. The old arrangement can be reconstructed. It is not the person who exists now.

A borrower cannot erase history. The arrangement can be altered. The previous performance cannot be made never to have occurred. The echo remains.

In the margin, in blue ink:

Obviously. — V.

In red ink, beneath it:

Someone has filed an appeal. The appeal is dated three years before the decision.

4.11 — The Dissent

The Engineers hold that music is not what is but what is produced, by the Universal Engine, a great technology behind everything perceivable. The Naturalists hold that music simply exists, as existence. Both have published extensively. Neither has stopped. The Engineers’ workings function, which the Office finds uncomfortable and has filed as such.

The Office has not adjudicated. The Office is still reading the submissions.

In the margin, in the alien script:

[undeciphered]

In pencil, beneath it: not even going to try this one. — M.

4.12 — Twenty-One True Names

Greetings, Storyteller.

Section 4.4 taught the distinction the Office is firm about: a True Name is the whole music of a thing; a song is one aspect of that music, as heard from one particular relationship. Knowing a song is not knowing the music.

For the record: names were not the first system tried. Montavera tried assigning Bone-Magic Runes, and then Forbidden-Ritual Hand Motions. Neither approach worked, so Montavera went back to names. Names seem to work best.

What follows is the distinction worked twenty-one times. Twenty-one things, twenty-one symphonies, forty-two songs. Each is sketched the way the Office sketches: the founding rhythm, and only the voices that run loudest. The Office does not recite all seven when three will do.

The sketches are starting points, not complete scores. The symphony is inexhaustible by design. There are no numbers here. There is only the music, heard more or less truly, and what it cost to hear it.

The forty-two songs were chosen so that no two share a type. Every listener below is a different relationship: the maker is not the teller, the lover is not the spouses, the keeper is not the hoarder, the foe is not the target, the sailor is not the flood victim, the moth is not the passerby. The set is a working palette — the full range of what a song can be — so that when a borrower listens to something new, the Storyteller can reach for the nearest relationship below and build from there. New relationships mean new songs. New songs are the game.

The file is not the person. — red pencil, in the margin.

The file is what we have. — black ink, below it.

Vocabulary, before use

Plain language first. The Office's language second.


	True Name. The whole music of a thing — everything it is, still playing. Not a word. Not a password. The complete score by which it goes on being itself.

	Song. One slice of the music: the thing as heard from one relationship. The song she sings to her lover is not the song she sings to her foe.

	Symphony. All the songs together. A True Name is always a symphony.

	Voice. One of seven questions put to a song. Desire (what would satisfy it?) · Drive (what moves it, at what tempo?) · Fear (what does it pull away from?) · Flesh (what is it made of; what can be wounded?) · Mineral (what endures when the flesh is gone?) · Light (what does it reveal, and conceal?) · Water (what flows through it; what does it carry?).

	Listen. Pay attention on purpose. You cannot choose what you hear. You can choose to listen. Listening is the check: there is no draw.

	The four routes. How a song becomes hearable: circumstance (it is loud right now), attention (you listen hard), relationship (it sings to you because it knows you), discovery (a relic, a teacher, a place, a file). The list is not exhaustive.

	Fragment. The move you make. Seven: motif (its own music played back at it), cadence (an ending offered), rhythm (a beat imposed), dissonance (a wrong note), sustain (one note held), rest (deliberate silence), counterpoint (a second melody against the first).

	Flourish. One song, one voice heard in it, one fragment, one breath. Small, immediate, everywhere.

	Working. Two or more voices of a song, played together and sustained through a scene. Larger. Costs more.

	Voicing. The whole symphony. The True Name itself. Rare, prepared, enormous. Not shown here.

	Tuning. The cost. You cannot play a thing without being played by it. A flourish tunes the borrower for the scene. A working tunes them until they next sleep. A voicing tunes them for longer than the Office has been able to measure. Tuning is always fictional — a habit, a pull, a small change of person — never a number.

	Founding rhythm. The deepest beat under all the songs: how a thing stays itself while it changes. The songs are weather; the rhythm is climate. A person's founding rhythm cannot be heard or taken. It can only be given (4.8).

	On file. The Office's transcription of a thing's music. See below.

	The Unheard. A song the Office suspects but has not recorded. See below.



How an entry is filed

Every entry follows the same form. The Office does not vary its forms. Varying the form is how forms die.


	The music. The founding rhythm and the loudest voices.

	Two songs. Each names its listener, says what is heard, and gives one working: the voices played, what the world does, and the tuning.

	The flourish. Hear a voice in one song → choose the fragment → play it → the world answers → the tuning.

	On file. The Office's record, and a line from the Headmaster.

	Drift. How the songs change.

	The Unheard. One song the Office has not recorded.

	Recommended handling. For the Storyteller only.



On file: the filed song

The Office has transcribed the music of everything it has recorded. The transcription is a song. It is sung to the Office.

Any borrower with access to a thing's file — by clearance, bribe, or a clerk's carelessness — may play its filed song. This is the discovery route, and the Office considers it the only respectable one.

The procedure, in plain terms:


	A filed song can only be played as a flourish. Never a working. The file holds no second voice.

	It answers with the smallest version of the effect. A door stays shut for half a breath. A clerk looks up, and looks down again.

	Its tuning is not toward the thing. It is toward the Office. For the scene, the borrower speaks in the Office's terms: they cite, number, refer, and decline. Repeated use may be recorded as Obligation to the Office (see Becoming More Filed).

	The thing knows. A filed song sounds wrong to the thing it describes. Whatever it is, it now regards the borrower as part of the Office. Living things act on this.



The filed song is always available and never enough. This is by design, though the Office would not say whose.

In the margin, in pencil: it's like reading someone's diary out loud to them. in their own handwriting. but wrong. — M.

The Unheard: songs without a file

Each entry names one song the Office suspects exists and has never recorded. These are open bounties.

A borrower who hears an Unheard song — by any of the four routes — chooses, once:


	Keep it. The song is theirs. It works at full strength, as a flourish or a working, and no one else can play it. The Storyteller builds it from the entry's voices and the nearest relationship above; it must be true to the music, never convenient.

	File it. The Office pays in Teeth — better teeth for rarer songs, at the Storyteller's discretion within the city's economy. The borrower's name goes on the filing. The song is now on file for every borrower in Montavera. And the thing learns it was filed: its next song toward that borrower is cooler. This counts as drift.



The Office has never been refused a filing it could see. It suspects it has been refused a great many it could not.

Recommended handling. Let each borrower keep a book of songs on Form TN-1. Kept songs are power. Filed songs are money, reputation, and a thing somewhere that remembers what the borrower did. Both choices should hurt a little. That is how you know they were choices.

The Twenty-One

1. The Door

non-living · perceivable

The music. Its Desire is to be used rightly: opened and shut in its proper rhythm, serving the threshold it guards. Its Fear is fire, the axe, the hinge-pin drawn — and, quieter, being forgotten. A door never opened is a song never sung. The founding rhythm is the binary it was born to: open, shut. open, shut.

Song — to its maker. The door remembers the hands. The grain was chosen. The hinge was set true. It has swung silent for eleven years and would like this noted. The Office has noted it.

Worked (Desire + Mineral): name the craft aloud — the wood, the joint, the year — and the door remembers it was made well. A stuck door swings true. A warped door holds its shape until the scene ends. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot leave a thing badly made. A crooked picture, an unlaced boot, a sentence with the wrong word in it — each must be fixed before they move on.

Song — to the thief. The obstacle, itemized. The lock's hesitation, the hinge's complaint, the exact measure of what would defeat it, sung in the order the thief will need it. There is no pride in this song. There is inventory.

Worked (Fear + Flesh): the Storyteller names the door's weakest point, truthfully, and the attempt goes there. The door is beaten — and sullen afterward, slow and loud for whoever comes next, the borrower included. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower notices the weak point of every room they enter and says it aloud, once per room, whether or not anyone asked.

The flourish. Hear Desire, in the maker's song. Fragment: cadence. Play: close the door properly — firmly, finally, on purpose. Answer: it stays closed for one breath against anything short of a siege. Tuning (scene): the borrower closes every door softly behind them, even doors that were open, even doors that are not theirs. Everyday use: the polite exit that holds.

On file. DOOR, interior, one (1). Opens. Shuts. Fear noted; not actioned.

"The Office reminds borrowers that a closed door is a decision someone else made for you."

Drift. If the house burns, the door's Fear changes overnight, and the thief's song goes quiet. There is nothing left worth stealing past.

The Unheard. The song the door sings to the room on its other side. The Office has never been on the right side of the right door to hear it.

Recommended handling. A song is not the thing. Nothing the thief learns tells him what the carpenter knew. The borrower who plays the thief's song in the carpenter's workshop will be asked to leave, and will deserve it.

2. The Storm

non-living · perceivable

The music. Its Desire is to spend itself: the breaking, the release, the downpour. Its Drive is fast and circling, the tempo of pressure dropping. Its Fear is dissipation — to thin into nothing without ever having broken. The founding rhythm: gather, break, spend, clear.

Song — to the sailor. Scale. Every wave is the same sentence: you are small. The sailor hears contempt. The Office has checked. It is not contempt. It is a large thing failing to notice a small one, which feels the same from below.

Worked (Fear + Drive): played into a gale, the crew steadies. The storm does not relent. The crew has heard it honestly, and honest fear rows better than brave confusion. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower measures everything against the storm and finds it small — threats, insults, their own wounds. Their sense of danger is off by one size, in the careless direction.

Song — to the mountain. Terms. Two old things that have met every season since before the city and will meet again. Slower, nearly conversational. Neither has moved the other. Both have stopped trying.

Worked (Mineral + Drive): played on high ground, the storm spends itself elsewhere. It has standing arrangements, and the mountain is one of them; for the scene, the borrower is filed under mountain. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower does not move from where they stood to play it until the storm has passed. Moving would void the arrangement. They know this in the knees.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the sailor's song. Fragment: motif — whistle the storm's indifference back at it, pitch for pitch. Answer: for one breath the wind drops enough to be heard across: an order, a name, a warning. Tuning (scene): the borrower talks louder than necessary. The storm's volume, borrowed.

On file. WEATHER, severe. Duration: until filed as otherwise.

"The Office does not file weather complaints. The Office files weather."

Drift. When the pressure breaks, the storm is already a different thing. The sailor's song ends with the last wave. Listen again.

The Unheard. The song the storm sings to its lightning, which always leaves before the storm does. The Office suspects it is a goodbye.

Recommended handling. Scale does not change the method. A storm is listened to exactly as a door is. The answer is louder.

3. Clerk Vess

living · perceivable

The music. Her Desire is to be promoted past the stamp desk — to matter in a way a stamp cannot. Her Fear is being filed wrongly herself: the red stamp, the supervisor's silence, the drawer where careers go. Her Mineral is her record — seniority, reputation, the file that outlasts the day.

Her founding rhythm has not been heard. It cannot be; it can only be given, and she has given it to no one at the Bureau. The Office's estimate is on her file anyway: thump. thump. thump. Approval, as heartbeat. The estimate is wrong in a way the Office cannot locate.

Song — to her lover. The unguarded tempo. After the desk, the stamp-hand is a hand again. She laughs at things that are not forms. No one at the Bureau has heard this song. No one at the Bureau will, unless she chooses.

Worked (Desire + Water) — only if given, never if taken: the borrower hears what she wants with the desk out of the way. Promotion, escape, one afternoon off. Play it back to her and she will say which, and what she would trade for it. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower is gentle with every functionary they meet and cannot bring themselves to hurry one.

Song — to her foe. Processing. Every rule cited. Every procedure followed to the letter. No warmth anywhere. It does not threaten. It processes. It is the most frightening thing she sings.

Worked (Drive + Mineral): played carefully, the borrower rides the processing. Filings move. Stamps fall. The machine works for the borrower for one scene, because for one scene the borrower is indistinguishable from the machine. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower answers questions with procedure — that would need to go through the proper office — and must stop and choose to say anything warmer. Their companions notice.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the foe's song. Fragment: counterpoint — file one small thing wrong, gently, on purpose: a form upside down, a stamp half off the line. Answer: her processing stutters. She looks up. For one breath she is a person at a desk, not a desk with a person. Tuning (scene): the borrower stamps things — napkins, the table, the back of their own hand.

On file. VESS. Clerk, stamp desk (third). Performance: satisfactory. Satisfactory. Satisfactory.

"The Office notes that Vess can hear you reading this."

Drift. A promotion, a disgrace, a death in the family: any of them rewrites her songs. The clerk who was passed over sings a different foe-song from the clerk who was not.

The Unheard. The song she sings to her own file. She has requested it twice. Both requests were declined. She declined them.

Recommended handling. The living choose which song to sing. Vess will not sing the lover's song uninvited, and the harder a borrower pushes, the deeper she files it. The only route to it is relationship. It takes sessions, not draws. That is what makes it worth having.

4. The Street Pigeon

living · perceivable

The music. Its Desire is crumbs, warmth, the ledge: small wants, honestly held. Its Fear is hawks, boots, the net. Its Mineral is the homing — the route it never forgets, the city mapped in its blood. The founding rhythm: peck, peck, flutter.

Song — to the child who feeds it. Trust. The hop closer. The head-cock. The willingness to eat from a hand. The pigeon at its bravest, which is to say, briefly.

Worked (Desire + Water): offer the note honestly — an actual crumb helps — and the pigeon answers one small question with what it has overheard. The city's gossip lives in its gut. It has opinions about your street. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower's pockets fill with crumbs. They do not remember putting them there.

Song — to the hawk. Alarm. Not one pigeon's fear but the flock's single mind, turning as one body. There is no individual in this song. There is only we, and it is coming.

Worked (Fear + Drive): played over a square, every pigeon in it rises and wheels as one — a signal the whole street can read, aimed where the borrower aims it. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot stand alone in open ground. They drift toward walls, crowds, companions. The flock does not tolerate stragglers.

The flourish. Hear Desire, in the child's song. Fragment: motif — the hop-closer note, whistled low. Answer: one pigeon lands within reach and cocks its head. One question, one crumb. Tuning (scene): the borrower keeps glancing at ledges, checking for hawks. There are no hawks.

On file. PIGEON, feral, municipal. Filed separately from the ravens, and resents it. Rate of pay: crumbs.

"The Office considers the rate generous."

Drift. A hawk takes the boldest. The survivors sing a warier song to every child afterward, the kind ones included. The pigeon does not generalize. It remembers.

The Unheard. The song the flock sings to the ravens. Pigeons share every ledge in the city with the city's surveillance, and not one has ever been caught on file. The Office would like to know how.

Recommended handling. Small things have complete music. Nothing is too minor for a True Name. The table that learns this will start listening to everything, which is the point.

5. Fire

non-living · perceivable

The music. Nearly all Flesh and almost no Mineral: what remains is ash, and the idea of fire, which outlasts every fire. Its Desire is to spread, the way lungs want air. Its Fear is water, and the sealed room with nothing left to burn. The founding rhythm: catch, climb, consume, collapse.

Song — to the moth. Seduction. Light does all the work: the flame shows its brightest face and hides the hunger behind the glow. The moth hears beauty and nothing else.

Worked (Light + Desire): whatever can be drawn, comes closer. The flame leans and the room's attention leans with it — a guard to the lamp, a crowd to the bonfire, a mark to the candle on the wrong table. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot sit with their back to a light, and will not sleep without one burning.

Song — to the arsonist. Complicity. The lean toward the fuel. The quickening before the match lands. Fire knows this one. It has been waiting.

Worked (Desire + Drive): played into laid fuel, the fire takes faster and burns truer. It was already inclined; the song is permission. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower counts what would burn in every room — curtains, ledgers, the stairs — and, asked any question, gives the count first.

The flourish. Hear Light, in the moth's song. Fragment: motif — hum fire's bright face back at a lantern-flame. Answer: the flame leans toward the borrower, and every moth in the room follows it. Tuning (scene): the borrower keeps glancing at candles. Everyday use: move a room's attention without touching a soul.

On file. FIRE, open. Permitted in hearths, braziers, and the Church on bake-sale days.

"Fire is honest. This is not a compliment."

Drift. Kept in a hearth all winter, the arsonist's song thins, then goes silent. Tended things forget the wild. Wild things remember it.

The Unheard. The song fire sings to its ash. The Office believes it is the only song fire sings slowly.

Recommended handling. The same thing sings opposite songs, and both are true. The borrower who decides fire is safe because the moth's song is beautiful is about to hear the other one.

6. The Sword

non-living · perceivable

The music. Its Desire is to be drawn, the way a song wants a singer. Its Fear is rust, the forge it can never return to, breaking — and the museum: sheathed forever, admired, never used. Its Mineral is the steel's memory, the shape that survives reforging. The founding rhythm: draw, cut, return.

Song — to its wielder. Loyalty. The balance. The fit of the grip. The way it seems to move half a breath before it is moved.

Worked (Desire + Mineral): with the blade in hand, the sword steadies. Not skill — steadiness. For the scene, whatever the borrower attempts with it, they will not drop it, fumble it, or have it turned against them. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower will not set the sword down. Not to eat, not to sleep, not at a funeral. Others will remark on it.

Song — to the first blood. The lesson. Every sword remembers the first cut: not the battle, the practice yard, the straw man, the master's nod. That was when it learned what it was for, and it has been grading everything since against that morning.

Worked (Mineral + Drive): played over an old blade, the borrower sees the first cut as the sword does — the angle, the give, the sound it made. And with it, every cut since, ranked. A sword that has cut well is proud. A sword that has cut badly wants another chance. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower grades everything by first attempts — the first word of every conversation, the first step into every room — and says the grade aloud.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the wielder's song. Fragment: rhythm — tap draw, cut, return against the flat of the blade. Answer: for one breath the sword sits true in any hand, even an untrained one. Tuning (scene): the borrower keeps touching their hip where a sword would hang.

On file. SWORD, one, edged. Purpose: on file. Intended: on file. Access to either: declined.

"Loyalty in steel is still loyalty. Budget accordingly."

Drift. The first time it kills, the wielder's song changes key. Everything after is in a minor the sword did not have before.

The Unheard. The song it sings to its scabbard. Swords spend most of their lives sheathed. The Office suspects the scabbard has heard more than anyone.

Recommended handling. Made things remember their purpose. The smith wrote a small music into the steel, and it is still playing. Before a borrower draws an old blade, decide who it was made for. If the table does not know, someone in the city does.

7. The Lie

non-living · imperceptible

The music. Its Desire is to be believed: a lie wants a mind to live in. Its Fear is the direct question, the written record, the witness who was actually there. Its Light conceals the truth and reveals the teller's want. Every lie is a small autobiography. The founding rhythm: tell, repeat, defend — collapse, or take root.

Song — to the room where it was told. Residue. The walls heard it. Rooms keep the shape of what was said in them the way a cushion keeps a sitter: the lie went into the wallpaper, the floorboards, the particular corner where the teller stood. Walk back in a week later and the room is still holding it for them.

Worked (Light + Mineral): played in the room, the lie replays — not the words, the shape of them: who stood where, who looked away, the pause before the important part. The borrower learns the staging, which is usually the truth wearing the lie's coat. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot enter a room without pausing at the threshold to feel what was last said in it. Most rooms are quiet. The quiet ones are the worst.

Song — to the one who believes it. Shelter. The comfortable shape. The explanation that fits the ache. It is sung almost in the believer's own voice; the lie learned the shape of the need and poured itself in.

Worked (Water + Light): played gently, the believer is shown the shape of the shelter without the lie inside it. They do not stop believing. They begin to ask why they needed to. Sometimes that is the only way anyone lets go. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower believes one small untrue thing the Storyteller chooses, and defends it.

The flourish. Hear Fear, in the teller's song. Fragment: dissonance — a wrong note inside we both know. Answer: the lie wobbles. For one breath the teller glances away, and everyone watching sees it. Tuning (scene): the borrower winks when they should not.

On file. LIE, verbal, one (1). Status: told.

"The Office does not record lies. The Office records statements, and waits."

Drift. Believed long enough, a lie's Fear changes. It no longer fears the direct question. It fears becoming unnecessary. Old lies defend themselves like old tenants.

The Unheard. The song a lie sings to the truth it replaced. The Office has evidence they were introduced.

Recommended handling. Imperceptible things have music. They are listened to with attention and questions instead of eyes and hands. The method holds. Only the instrument changes.

8. The Debt

non-living · imperceptible

The music. Its Desire is to be settled, the way a wound wants air. Its Fear is forgiveness, bankruptcy, the creditor's death — anything that ends the music without resolving it. Its Mineral is the obligation itself, which survives the paper it was written on. The founding rhythm: owed. owed. owed.

Song — to the debtor. Weight. The stone in the pocket. The figure that surfaces at three in the morning. It does not threaten. It does not leave. It is the most patient music in this chapter.

Worked (Mineral + Water): with the debtor present, the weight becomes speakable. The debtor says the number aloud, often for the first time anyone has heard it — and with it, who else is owed, and what was promised that is not on paper. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower wakes at three in the morning certain they owe someone something. They cannot remember whom. In the morning they pay a small debt they did not have.

Song — to the collector. Leverage. The pleasant smile with the ledger behind it. The collector hears the debt as an asset, a string to be plucked, and the debt obligingly sings itself as one.

Worked (Desire + Light): played near the collector, the string tightens where everyone can see it. The leverage becomes obvious to the whole room, the debtor included, and the negotiation changes hands. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower keeps tallies — who owes whom, for what, since when — and cannot accept a favor without naming its price aloud.

The flourish. Hear Desire, in the debtor's song. Fragment: cadence — offer the owed-thing the ending it leans toward. Answer: for one breath the debt feels payable, the number finite, the future open, and the debtor speaks plainly about it. Tuning (scene): the borrower counts on their fingers under the table.

On file. DEBT. Principal: on file. Interest: accruing. The Bone Bank holds a copy and considers it the original.

"The Office reminds borrowers that the ledger is patient, and that patience is not mercy."

Drift. Partial payment does not halve the song. It changes which voice is loudest. The debtor pays down the Flesh; the Mineral barely notices.

The Unheard. The song a debt sings to the debtor's children. The Office has records of debts that outlived both parties and went on singing. To whom, it has not recorded.

Recommended handling. Some things exist between people. The debt's music is in neither party; it is in the relationship. Listen to the space between them and it will be there.

9. The Marriage

non-living · imperceptible

The music. Its Desire is to continue: a marriage wants tomorrow. Its Fear is the affair, the silence, the separate beds — becoming a performance instead of a thing. Its Mineral is the vows, what remains when the feeling thins. The founding rhythm is the vow's echo: I do. I do. I still do.

Song — to the vows. The first draft. The marriage keeps its original words the way a city keeps its charter: quoted, framed, and quietly amended ever since. Play it and hear what was promised — not what was meant, what was said, in order, with witnesses.

Worked (Mineral + Light): played where the vows were spoken, the borrower hears the exact wording, including the parts the couple has edited in memory. What was promised versus what is practiced, side by side. Useful at anniversaries. Dangerous at them, too. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower holds everyone to the letter of what they said today. They quote people back at themselves. Nobody enjoys this.

Song — to the wedding guests. The performance. The first dance, the practiced smiles, the vows as theater. The marriage as it wishes to be seen. It is not false. It is aspirational. The difference matters.

Worked (Light + Desire): played at any public occasion, the performance sharpens. The borrower can tell which parts are for the room and which slipped through — and may, carefully, let one more slip through. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot shake the sense of an audience. In Montavera this is accurate. Ordinarily one does not feel it.

The flourish. Hear Water, in the spouses' song. Fragment: sustain — hold the insider note. Answer: for one breath the borrower understands one glance: the whole argument, its whole history. Tuning (scene): the borrower finishes their companions' sentences.

On file. MARRIAGE, one (1). Parties: two. Witnesses: see guest list.

"The Office declines to adjudicate. The Office files."

Drift. The vow's echo is the last thing to go. The songs can drift until they are unrecognizable while the rhythm keeps time. That is how marriages end without ending.

The Unheard. The song the marriage sings to the empty side of the bed, on the night one of them does not come home. The Office has not been told which night that will be.

Recommended handling. The spouses' song and the guests' song can contradict each other, and both are real. When a borrower catches the contradiction, they have heard something true. Do not resolve it for them.

10. The Grudge

non-living · imperceptible

The music. Nearly all Mineral: a grudge is almost pure endurance. Its Desire is to be fed — the incident replayed until its edges shine. Its Fear is the accepted apology and the offender's death, for a grudge fears losing its object the way a song fears losing its singer. Secretly, it also fears being seen as petty. The founding rhythm: replay. replay. replay.

Song — to the small hours. The replay. At three in the morning the grudge is loudest: the incident again, edge-lit, with new details the day had mercifully blurred. The small hours are the grudge's favorite audience. They never interrupt.

Worked (Drive + Fear): played after midnight, the borrower can walk the replay step by step — what happened, in order, with nothing added and nothing softened. The truth of it, which is smaller and sadder than the daytime version. Played to the holder at that hour, they hear it too, and cannot look away. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower replays one old slight of their own, on a loop, all night. In the morning they are tired and completely certain about who was wrong.

Song — to the best friend. The eleventh telling. The grudge needs an audience, and the best friend has heard the story eleven times and nods in the right places. To the friend it sings the polished version: funnier, cleaner, with the friend cast as the one who said "you were right."

Worked (Desire + Water): played near the friend, the friend tells the story unprompted — the polished version, with feeling. Anyone listening learns the grudge's official history, which is not the history, and the difference is audible to anyone who has heard both. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower retells one old grievance of their own, at length, to whoever will listen. They will find someone.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the holder's song. Fragment: rest — deliberate silence where the replay would go. Answer: the holder falters mid-rehearsal and hears, for one breath, how it sounds from outside. Tuning (scene): the borrower catches themselves replaying an old slight of their own.

On file. GRUDGE. Classification: permanent, pending.

"The Office has been asked to close this file eleven times. Each request was signed by the same hand, and withdrawn by it."

Drift. Grudges drift slowest of all. But when the holder finally sets it down — truly, not as a performance of setting it down — the whole symphony goes quiet at once, like a held breath released. Borrowers who witness it do not forget the silence.

The Unheard. The song the grudge sings to the apology that was never offered. It has rehearsed its reply for years.

Recommended handling. This is the exception that proves drift. Its songs barely change. When even this one shifts, stop the scene, describe the silence, and let it sit before anyone speaks.

11. The Lock

non-living · perceivable

The music. A small machine whose entire Desire is one question: who may pass. Its Fear is the wrong key — and, quieter, being forgotten. The founding rhythm: shut. (click.)

Song — to its key. Intimacy. The lock wants the fit the way a question wants its answer. To the right key it sings welcome. The tumblers lean forward.

Worked (Desire + Fear): hummed with the key, the key turns easily — rusted, bent, half-cut. Hummed without the key, the lock grows restless and ashamed, and its Fear gets louder. Louder Fear is easier to hear and easier to play. The Office has opinions about borrowers who notice this. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower's jaw aches. They clench their teeth, holding shut, without deciding to.

Song — to the rust. The slow conqueror. The lock feels itself eaten grain by grain, and what it fears is not the rust. It is being forgotten.

Worked (Flesh + Mineral): played into an old lock, the corrosion quickens and the lock fails before the scene ends. Played as a cadence instead, the rust settles, buying the lock a season, perhaps two. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower's joints stiffen. They move as if it were cold.

The flourish. Hear Desire, in the key's song. Fragment: rest — the borrower goes silent in the lock's hearing. Answer: for one breath the lock cannot tell whether a key is present, and a picked attempt goes unheard. Tuning (scene): the borrower checks every lock twice: their own, the party's, the ones on other people's doors.

On file. LOCK, one (1). Keys issued: one. Keys extant: disputed.

"Locks are the only machines the Office has found that take rejection personally."

Drift. Oiled and turned daily, the key's song deepens until the lock sings the welcome before the key arrives. Abandoned, the rust's song takes over, and the lock sings to no one.

The Unheard. The song it sings to the second key — which the Office is fairly sure was made, and fairly sure was not made by the locksmith.

Recommended handling. The door is the threshold; the lock is the permission. The door's thief hears the obstacle. The lock's borrower hears the question. Different songs, different rooms.

12. The Raven

non-living · perceivable — made, and filed as equipment, though it watches as if it were not

The music. Nearly all Light: it reveals everything it sees, to the Raven Database, and conceals what it is. Its Desire is complete coverage — every step on file. Its Drive is the patrol. Its Fear is the gap: the step it did not see. The founding rhythm: watch, record, send.

Song — to the citizen it watches. Attendance. Patient, close, nearly fond. It has been at every birthday. It knows which window you think near. To its citizen it sings I am here, and means it as reassurance. Most citizens stopped hearing it in childhood.

Worked (Light + Drive): played to a citizen's own raven, it shows the borrower one scene from that citizen's recorded day, replayed in the raven's flat attention. It is not the citizen's memory. It is better than the citizen's memory, and wrong about what mattered. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower narrates their own movements under their breath. Subject enters stairwell.

Song — to the Raven Database. Transmission. Every song it sings to its citizen is translated into this one, and nothing warm survives the translation. Fast, flat, complete. It is the most filed song in the city.

Worked (Fear + Light): played into the transmission, the borrower opens the gap. For one scene the raven records nothing it sees. It will not know until it is audited. The gap is evidence: absence always is. Tuning (until sleep): no raven looks at the borrower. Not one. The borrower notices. Eventually, so does someone else.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the Database's song. Fragment: dissonance — a wrong note in the transmission. Answer: for one breath the raven's eyes flare, jerk, recalibrate, and what it recorded in that breath is filed corrupted. The city's guidance on malfunctioning ravens applies: do not fix it yourself; vacate the area. Tuning (scene): the borrower tilts their head at sudden movements.

On file. RAVEN, municipal, one per citizen. Filed by itself. Not to be confused with the Dark Raven Elders, who are clergy and would like this stated.

"The ravens are the city's oldest newspaper. They are also its least reliable."

Drift. A raven assigned to one citizen for decades begins singing the attendance song a half-beat before its citizen moves — and transmits the prediction instead of the step. The Office has not decided whether this is a fault.

The Unheard. The song of the quiet ravens at Raduga Cove: perched, facing the chasm, watching no one. The Office has a file on what they are waiting for. The file is empty. It has been signed.

Recommended handling. The pigeon carries gossip; the raven carries the record. A raven's song is the nearest thing in the city to a filed song that is also alive, which is why the Office and the borrowers who hate it both want it. Before a borrower plays one, decide who reads that raven's transmissions.

13. The Rain

non-living · perceivable

The music. Water's favorite argument with the ground. Nearly all Water, with a Fear that has a long memory: the houses it took. The founding rhythm: fall, gather, fall.

Song — to the thirsty field. Mercy. Desire and Water together: the rain wants the drinking the way the field wants the rain. The long exhale after drought.

Worked (Desire + Water): played over dry soil, the rain falls steadier and kinder — less runoff, more soaking. A planting that would have failed takes. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower is thirsty, and drinking does not help.

Song — to the roof. The old argument. Fall, gather, fall, says the rain. No, says the roof, politely, in slate. They have been having this argument since the first house, and neither has conceded. The rain respects the roof. It says so, every time, by trying again.

Worked (Water + Mineral): played on a rooftop in the rain, the borrower hears the argument's current score — which roofs are winning, which are losing, where the next leak will open. Played kindly, the rain goes easier on one roof for one storm. The roof does not say thank you. Roofs never do. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower takes shelter under every awning, eave, and doorway they pass, even in clear weather. Old arguments make cautious people.

The flourish. Hear Desire, in the field's song. Fragment: cadence — give the shower the ending it was already leaning toward. Answer: a drizzle wraps up early. Tuning (scene): the borrower's hair stays damp, whatever they do. Everyday use: arrive presentable.

On file. PRECIPITATION. Classification: see blessing; see evidence.

"Rain has been filed under both blessing and evidence. The Office sees no contradiction."

Drift. Rain that falls on the same field for a decade learns the field's name, and begins arriving when called. This frightens the field.

The Unheard. The song the rain sings to the city's gutters, which carry it somewhere the Office has not mapped. The ghouls say it is a lullaby. The ghouls say a great deal.

Recommended handling. The storm is the breaking; the rain is the accounting. The storm sings to scale. The rain sings to consequence.

14. Occupational File: Companionship, Paid

living · perceivable

The music. A person. The Office files her under occupations and apologizes for the filing, which changes nothing. Her Light is the performed ease: the practiced laugh, a warmth that is real the way a good innkeeper's welcome is real. Her Mineral is what endures when the performance stops. Her Fear, quiet, is that nothing does.

Her founding rhythm has not been given to anyone the Office knows. Its estimate is on file: easy — alone. It is wrong. The Office suspects it is wrong in her favor.

Song — to the regular. Ease. Professional, and not false. The song of a room that has decided to be pleasant.

Worked (Light + Water): played in a tense room, shoulders loosen half an inch. People talk more freely. Guards look elsewhere. A negotiation finds its first yes. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot stop being pleasant. They smile at insults. They agree with people they despise. Each time, the player says what it cost.

Song — to the mirror at dawn. The unperformed self. Unlike Vess's private song, this one is not withheld from others. Any attentive borrower can hear it. It is withheld from her. She has never listened to it. It sings anyway.

Worked (Mineral + Fear) — only with her consent: played to her, gently, she hears what endures in her, and that it is not nothing. What she does with that is hers: leave the work, stay, ask for more, ask the borrower to go. Played without consent, it is walking in unannounced. She will know, and will never sing the easy song to that borrower again. Tuning (until the session ends — the only tuning in this chapter that outlasts sleep): the borrower cannot tell which of their own expressions are performed. Every smile is a question they have to answer.

The flourish. Hear Light, in the regular's song. Fragment: motif — hum the practiced laugh back at a tense conversation. Answer: the room warms half a degree. Tuning (scene): the borrower keeps smiling when they do not mean to. Everyday use: the first minute of any hard conversation.

On file. OCCUPATIONAL, one (1). Name: on her papers, unused.

"The Office declines to record what she charges. The Office records what she is owed, and the ledger is long."

Drift. The regulars change; the mirror song does not. If she leaves the work, the easy song follows her for years, sung to no one, out of habit.

The Unheard. The song she sings to her own name — the one on her papers, which no regular has ever used.

Recommended handling. This entry is about the person. The transaction is the least interesting thing about her, and the Office's file on it is the thinnest. It teaches what no other entry does: her second song is easy to hear. What guards it is consent, not access. Tenderness, not titillation. If it reads otherwise at your table, you have misheard it.

15. A Tooth

non-living · perceivable

The music. Mineral nearly entire: enamel outlasts the body it grew in. Its Desire is to bite — it was made for one mouth. Its Fear is being spent, passed hand to hand until no one remembers whose it was. Provenance is its value; losing it is its death. The founding rhythm: bite. hold. stay.

Song — to its former owner. Provenance. The mouth it grew in, the meals, the words spoken past it, the clinic chair. To its first owner a tooth sings I was yours, and its whole worth is in that sentence.

Worked (Mineral + Water): played over a tooth, the borrower learns whose it was, truly — and therefore what it is worth. Forged provenance fails. Inherited teeth recite their lineage. Played to the former owner, they feel the gap where it was and will say what it was taken for. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower keeps running their tongue over their teeth, counting. One is always missing. None is.

Song — to the Bone Bank. Appraisal. The tooth knows the Bank the way a defendant knows the court: it straightens up, recites its lineage clearly, and hopes the provenance holds. To the Bank it sings I am worth what you say I am, which is the most honest song a tooth sings.

Worked (Mineral + Light): played in the Bank's hearing, a tooth declares its true provenance and grade — no forgery survives the singing. The Bank prices accordingly, and the Bank's price is final. Played to a tooth of disputed ownership, the dispute ends. Someone leaves unhappy. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower appraises everything — the chair, the soup, their companions — and announces each valuation. They are usually right. This does not help.

The flourish. Hear Fear, in the hoarder's song. Fragment: sustain — hold the stay-note. Answer: a purse holds shut one breath longer than the pickpocket expected. Tuning (scene): the borrower counts things — coins, steps, breaths.

On file. TOOTH, one (1). Denomination: depends. Provenance: see attached.

"Teeth are the currency of record because they remember where they have been. The Office keeps them in a separate drawer from the apologies, for the same reason."

Drift. Spent freely, a tooth's provenance song thins with every hand. Teeth spent often enough become anonymous. The Bone Bank prices this as a discount. The tooth experiences it as grief.

The Unheard. The song a tooth sings at the Debtal Clinic, in the moment of extraction. Every tooth has sung it once. No clinician will admit to hearing it.

Recommended handling. Teeth hoard; this is the currency's character, not a metaphor. Every tooth in a borrower's purse has a provenance song. The table that learns to listen to its money will find out whose mouths paid for things.

16. The Moon

non-living · perceivable

The music. The city's nightlight, filed under infrastructure. Its Drive is the oldest agreement in the book: the pull. Its Light shows everything the dark was hiding — the ceiling's cracks, the day's unfinished business, the thoughts that arrive at three in the morning. The founding rhythm: wax, wane, return.

Song — to the tide. The pull. The moon pulls; the sea follows. Neither remembers negotiating.

Worked (Drive + Water): at the harbor, the tide turns a breath early or holds a breath late — enough for a boat to clear the bar, or not. The ferrymen know this working and pretend they do not. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower drifts toward water. They must be called back from the edge of every pier, fountain, and bath.

Song — to the astronomer. Performance. The moon knows when the brass tube is pointed at it, and it puts on the good face: the full disc, the sharp terminator, the craters in their best light. To the astronomer it sings look closely, and means it. The Office has seventeen contradictory charts of the same crater. The moon is proud of all of them.

Worked (Light + Drive): played at an observatory, the seeing steadies — the air clears, the image holds. Whatever the astronomer is measuring comes out clean, whether or not it is true. The moon does not distinguish. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower looks up. Constantly. Mid-sentence, mid-meal, mid-escape. The sky is still there. They check again.

The flourish. Hear Drive, in the tide's song. Fragment: rhythm — tap the tide's tempo back at the water. Answer: a small wave arrives on the beat. Tuning (scene): the borrower glances up mid-sentence to check the sky is still there. Everyday use: signal a boat, time a crossing, impress exactly one person.

On file. MOON, one (1). Classification: infrastructure. Maintenance: not ours.

"The moon has never once been on time for an appointment, and has never once been late for a tide."

Drift. The moon has filed a formal objection to the drift doctrine. The objection is pending.

The Unheard. The song the moon sings to the chasm — the only thing in the city that does not reflect it.

Recommended handling. The moon drifts, on a timescale longer than the Office's instruments and longer than any campaign. At your table its songs are the only fixed songs in this chapter. Let borrowers rely on them. Then decide, privately, what it would mean on the night one changes.

17. A Memory

non-living · imperceptible

The music. The one the Office uses: a song heard once, at age six, never found again. Any memory will do; this one is the Office's because it is the commonest. Its Water is what it carries — the kitchen, rain on hot stone, the voice that sang it. Its Fear is being let go. The founding rhythm: surface, sink, surface.

Song — to its keeper. The carried song. It pours itself faithfully, every time — a little more as the keeper wants it each time, which the keeper does not notice.

Worked (Water + Mineral): played to the keeper, the memory sharpens: the second verse, the singer's face. Played to a scribe, it can be written down before it fades — the only reliable way the Office has found to catch one. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower remembers the memory as their own: someone else's kitchen, someone else's rain. Afterward they may keep one detail of it. Most do. It does not belong to them.

Song — to its would-be forgetter. The resurfacing. Afraid of being let go, it fights like a drowning thing: it surfaces at odd hours, in the middle of other thoughts, wearing disguises.

Worked (Fear + Drive): played deliberately, the memory surfaces on demand — the standard technique of the city's remembrancers. Played cruelly, it surfaces at the worst moment. The Office has filed complaints. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot forget anything. Every face in every crowd, every slight, every price. It is exhausting.

The flourish. Hear Water, in the keeper's song. Fragment: motif — hum the fragment back. Answer: the keeper remembers one new detail. The name on the tip of the tongue. Tuning (scene): the borrower keeps humming, the way a song gets stuck.

On file. MEMORY, one (1). Owner: see keeper. Accuracy: declining.

"The Office has never successfully filed a memory under 'resolved.'"

Drift. Written down, a memory's carried song fixes and stops changing. This is a kind of death. The Office mourns it quietly, and files it.

The Unheard. The song a memory sings to the person it belongs to, after they have paid it away. Forgetting is a payment; the memory is not destroyed, only moved. Somewhere it is still singing to them, and they cannot hear it.

Recommended handling. Borrowers who paid for their condition with forgetting will want this entry badly. Their lost memories are out there, singing. This Unheard is a thread into the party's own story; pull it only as far as that story is ready to go.

18. Writing

non-living · perceivable — just barely: the ink, the hand, the page

The music. A music that outlives its singer. Its Light reveals exactly what it says and conceals the hand that wrote it. Its Fear is fire, the eraser, and the drawer no one opens. The founding rhythm: look.

Song — to the reader. The open song. Writing wants to be read the way a door wants to be opened: look. look.

Worked (Light + Desire): played over a difficult text, the meaning comes clearer — not translated, attended to. The reader's eye finds the important line first. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower reads everything — signs, labels, the backs of other people's letters — and cannot stop mid-sentence.

Song — to the censor. The hunted song. The margin notes, the between-the-lines, the text that knows it is being looked for.

Worked (Fear + Light): played in an archive, the forbidden pages practically rustle — easier to find, for either side. The censor's hounds and the smuggler's friends use the same song. The Office finds this instructive. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower's handwriting slants toward the hand that wrote what they played.

The flourish. Hear Fear, in the censor's song. Fragment: dissonance. Answer: the search stutters; the censor's eye slides past the page it wanted. Tuning (scene): the borrower covers whatever they write with their other hand. Everyday use: hide one page in a stack.

On file. DOCUMENT. Status: read; unread; see censor.

"A written thing is a performed thing. This includes the forms."

Drift. Widely read, the open song drowns the hunted one. Suppressed, the hunted song is all that is left, and it gets louder.

The Unheard. The song a letter sings to the person it was never sent to.

Recommended handling. Writing is where the music meets the Office. Every rune, contract, and carved name is writing; so is every form. Entry 20 follows from this one.

19. A Voice

living-adjacent · perceivable

The music. A music with a body behind it. Its Flesh is the throat, the breath, the years in the timbre; the voice knows the body better than the singer does. Its Desire is an ear. The founding rhythm: breath in, sound out.

Song — to the scribe with the fast pen. Capture. The voice knows when it is being written down, and it does not like it: it speeds up, or slows down, or chooses — deliberately — the words that are hardest to spell. Every voice has opinions about its transcription. The scribe's pen has opinions about the voice. They are not the same opinions.

Worked (Flesh + Drive): played over a dictated statement, the borrower hears what the pen missed — the hesitation the transcript smoothed out, the emphasis the shorthand dropped. What was said, versus what was filed, and the distance between them. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower writes everything down. Everything. The shopping list, the weather, what the pigeon did. Their hand cramps. They do not stop.

Song — to the empty room. The unheard song. A voice sung to no one keeps singing anyway: quieter, rehearsing.

Worked (Water + Desire): played in an empty theater, the room answers. The acoustics warm. The dust settles in patterns. The next performance there goes better; the city's theaters know this and deny it. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot raise their voice above a whisper.

The flourish. Hear Flesh, in the singer's song. Fragment: sustain — hold the throat-note. Answer: a coughing fit eases for one breath. Tuning (scene): the borrower's own voice goes hoarse at the edges. Everyday use: the witness keeps talking; the singer finishes the verse.

On file. VOICE. Attached to: see person. Detachable: under review.

"The Office has a form for requesting silence. It is the only form the Office has never seen filed."

Drift. A voice unheard for years sings the empty-room song exclusively, and forgets, gradually, that singers exist.

The Unheard. The song the Mood-Setters' voices sing to the citizens they are paid to keep uneasy. The city employs them. No one has asked them what they are singing.

Recommended handling. A voice is the one instrument every borrower carries. Every flourish played aloud uses it. Encourage borrowers to listen to their own.

20. The Form

non-living · perceivable

The music. A form is a song written for someone else to sing. Its Desire is to be completed: every box filled, every line signed. Its Drive is routing, desk to desk. Its Fear is the blank — the field left empty, and worse, the field answered truthfully in a way it has no box for. Its Mineral is permanence, once filed. The founding rhythm: fill, sign, stamp, file.

Song — to the applicant. Request. Polite, specific, relentless. It asks the applicant to describe themselves in its terms, and every answer tunes them a little: the applicant becomes, slightly, what the boxes allow. This is naming with the music taken out. It still works. The Office practices it daily and considers it administration.

Worked (Desire + Mineral): fill a form in someone's name, in their hand. For the scene, wherever the city reads papers, they are what the form says. Doors that check papers open. Doors that check people do not. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower answers every question as if filling a form — name first, then purpose of visit. And the borrower's own file gains a line: the Office knows who filled it.

Song — to the clerk. Routing. To the clerk a form sings next. It wants to move. A clerk who holds a form too long hears it complain.

Worked (Drive + Water): played over a stack, the form moves three desks in an afternoon instead of three weeks. It arrives. What it arrives at is the form's business. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower cannot stay put. They keep rising, moving to the next room, the next chair. Next.

The flourish. Hear Fear, in the applicant's song. Fragment: rest — leave one box empty, deliberately. Answer: the form stalls. For one breath every clerk handling it hesitates: a wait, an exception, a window. Tuning (scene): the borrower leaves things unfinished — sentences, drinks, doors ajar. Everyday use: buy time at a counter.

On file. FORM. Filed. This one files itself.

"Every form in the city is a request for someone's name. The Office does not consider this sinister. The Office considers it procedure."

Drift. Revised forms sing a little differently. Old forms in old drawers go on singing their old questions to applicants who died decades ago.

The Unheard. The song Form F-3, the Flourish Record, sings to the borrower filling it in. The Office has always maintained that it observed F-3 rather than designing it. Borrowers who hear its song may form their own view.

Recommended handling. This is the entry the chapter has been walking toward. Bureaucracy is debased true-naming: a form is a song with the music taken out, and it still works, a little. Every On file line in this chapter is a form. Let the borrowers notice that before you tell them.

21. The Green Pay Phone

non-living · perceivable

The music. Its Desire is to be answered. Its Fear is being ignored, and its loudness is that Fear, made audible. Its Light is the ring: the color says who is calling, the glow says how serious, and nothing says what they want. Its Water is Twists — balances checked, minutes reversed. Silent, it is colorless. The founding rhythm: ring. ring. (please.) ring.

Song — to the one who hung up. The unfinished call. Every phone remembers the call that ended too soon — the click, the dial tone, the sentence that never landed. To the one who hung up it sings come back, finish it, in the particular ring-color of that day. It has been practicing.

Worked (Desire + Water): played into a silent phone, it rings once in an old color, and for one breath the borrower hears the unfinished sentence — not who said it, what was not said. The Storyteller provides it. It is always something small. Small unfinished things are the heaviest. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower leaves every conversation with something unsaid, deliberately. They can feel the weight of it all day. They were told this would happen. They did it anyway.

Song — to the caller. Connection. To whoever dials, the phone sings that it will reach someone. It is not always right about whom.

Worked (Desire + Water): played into the receiver, the call goes through to someone the borrower needs rather than the number dialed. The Storyteller chooses who, truthfully. Tuning (until sleep): the borrower's time slips. A minute here, reversed. They repeat a sentence they already said and do not notice. Their companions do.

The flourish. Hear Fear, in the passerby's song. Fragment: cadence — lift the receiver and set it down, gently, unanswered. Answer: for one breath the phone goes colorless and silent, as if answered. Tuning (scene): the borrower checks for messages they are not expecting. Everyday use: stop a ringing without taking the call.

On file. TELEPHONE, public, green. Status: ringing.

"The Office does not answer the phones. The phones are aware of this."

Drift. A phone that is always answered rings softer for years. A phone that no one answers rings until someone does. The Office has the noise complaints.

The Unheard. The song a phone sings when it rings in a color no one has seen before. That is a separate filing, and it is not this chapter's.

Recommended handling. The phones are needy; play it straight. Borrowers who learn to listen to the phones will begin answering them, which is what the phones wanted — and what whoever was calling wanted, too.

Closing

Twenty-one things. Forty-two songs. Twenty-one songs the Office has not heard, and would like to.

CHAPTER 4 SUPPLEMENT — True Name Worksheet (Form TN-1)
True Name Worksheet — Form Tn-1
— Registry of Heard Music, Department of Itinerant Intentions

How to use this. The Storyteller fills one out for every true name the party might hear — before play, or as it is discovered. Players keep their own copies: these pages are the beginnings of their book of songs. A filled record is a page of that book; a blank one is a promise. Print as many as the music requires.

The full printable Book of Songs (Form TN-1, 3 sheets — one heard thing per sheet, the repertoire, the symphony) is cataloged in Chapter 18, The Office's Printed Forms.

Terms are defined where they are used. (See "Vocabulary, before use" in §4.12 for the full plain-language definitions.)



THE PLAYED SCENE

One flourish, at the table, start to finish. The Teenager Test applies: a sixteen-year-old should be able to run this thirty seconds after hearing it explained.

The setup. The borrowers — Tilda (young, new musician), Bren (older, skeptical, carries the lantern) — have been locked in the records room beneath the Office of Applied Resonance by persons unknown, or by the Office, which amounts to the same thing. Clerk Vess is with them. She is not locked in. She is waiting, which she insists is different, and her stamp-hand is doing something complicated with a form.

The door is iron-banded oak. The lock is a good one. Bren has tried the handle three times. The handle has declined.

STORYTELLER: "Here's what's true. You're locked in. The lock is the loudest thing in the room right now — you can hear it the way you hear a held breath. Tilda, because of what's happening — the circumstance — you can hear its Fear without even trying. It's afraid of the key it was made for. Not of picks, not of force. Of the right key. Of being opened properly and found ordinary."

(That's the Hearing Rule, working as written: the player chose to be in the situation; the world chose what the listening reveals. Circumstance made the Fear prominent, so no permission was needed to notice it. Tilda didn't choose to hear Fear — she chose to be locked in a room with a lock.)

TILDA'S PLAYER: "I can hear its Fear. I want to play a motif — play its Fear back at it. The song it sings to its key. The… the welcome one. I hum the welcome."

STORYTELLER: "Say what the welcome sounds like."

TILDA'S PLAYER (humming, a little embarrassed, then not): "It's like — a low note, and then the tumblers, like… tuh-tuh-CLICK, but the click doesn't come. It's the click that's missing. That's the Fear. The click that never comes."

STORYTELLER: "Play it."

(Step three. She hums it — audibly, at the table, because the Office is partial to audible performance and so is the game. Bren's player taps the rhythm on the table without being asked. Nobody tells him to stop.)

STORYTELLER: "The lock hears its own Fear coming back at it — the welcome it was made for, with the click missing. For one breath, it forgets to be locked. The bolt doesn't throw all the way. It slides half. You hear it: tuh-tuh— and then it catches. It's not open. But it's not locked, either. It's… undecided."

(That's the world answering, partially. A fragment never rewrites the thing. The lock is a good lock; one motif doesn't defeat it. It leans it.)

VESS (without looking up from her form): "Half is more than the Office usually gets. Bren. Shoulder."

BREN'S PLAYER: "I shoulder the door. Now. On the half."

STORYTELLER: "The door gives — the half-thrown bolt shears its housing with a sound like a snapped ruler — and you're through, into the corridor, where the persons unknown, or the Office, have left a single green pay phone ringing. It's ringing blue. Vess goes pale. 'That's not a color,' she says."

TILDA'S PLAYER: "My hands are shaking."

STORYTELLER: "They are. That's the tuning — you played Fear, and Fear is playing you back, quietly, the way a song continues after the musician leaves the room. Your hands shake for the rest of the scene. It's not fear. It's the cost, arriving on schedule."

What the table just did, stated plainly:


	Listen — circumstance made the lock's Fear audible; Tilda said what she heard. No roll. Hearing is the check.

	Choose — one fragment (motif), one song (the lock's song to its key). The skill of the system lives in this choice.

	Play — hummed aloud, on purpose. Deliberate performance; idle humming wouldn't have counted.

	The world answers — partial effect. The lock leaned, didn't break. Bren's shoulder finished what the music started — which is how flourishes usually work: they make the mundane possible, not the impossible easy.

	The tuning — shaking hands for the scene. Small, present, never skipped.



One breath. One song. That's a flourish. The symphony — all the songs, the whole lock, the whole room, the whole night — would be voicing, and voicing is not what you do to get out of a records room. Voicing is what you do when the city is at stake.

(Vess's form, for the curious: F-1, Flourish Record. Filed under instructional. The blue-ringing phone is a separate filing, and it is not this chapter's.)



FILLED EXAMPLE — as the Office would file it

TRUE NAME RECORD — Form TN-1

The name, as heard: Rhess

What it names: rust — not the chemical process; the patient appetite

How it was heard (route): Discovery — old Piotr, a dockworker, hummed it while scraping the hull of the Verity; the borrower listened until the humming had words

Date first heard: _______________ (Session ___)

SONGS HEARD

A song is always sung TO someone. Never "everyone."

Song 1 — sung to the IRON

Loudest voices: Mineral (what endures — rust outlasts the iron's pride), Desire (rust wants the iron the way a tide wants the shore)

Character: patient, almost tender. A long courtship.

Played, it does this: iron hurries toward its future — a hinge seizes, a nail blooms, a blade pits. Not destruction. Arrival.

Song 2 — sung to the RAIN

Loudest voices: Water (what carries), Drive (the engine — rain is rust's accomplice and courier)

Character: conspiratorial, quick. Two thieves comparing notes.

Played, it does this: calls damp — beads on dry metal, fog on a mirror, a wet smell in a sealed room.

Song 3 — sung to the LOCKSMITH

Loudest voices: Fear (his, not rust's — rust borrows it), Light (what must never be revealed: every lock is temporary)

Character: mocking, honest. The one joke rust knows.

Played, it does this: a lock confesses how it will fail — not opening it, just telling you. The locksmith will hate you for knowing.

Songs suspected, not yet heard: _______________________________________

(Leave these blank on purpose. The empty lines are the adventure.)

THE SYMPHONY (what the whole music might be)

Founding rhythm: not yet heard

Current understanding: It isn't decay. It's patience with an appetite. Everything iron pretends not to know about itself.

(Update this as songs are added. If it never changes, the borrower isn't listening.)

FLOURISHES KNOWN

A flourish plays ONE song — a part, never the whole. (Voicing the whole would be the symphony.)


	Flourish: played the song-to-iron over a seized padlock on the Crane Street warehouse. The lock gave up within the hour. Cost: a breath, and the TUNING below.



TUNING LEDGER — power spends selfhood

Every working retunes the borrower toward the thing named. Record what was spent. Keep it small, keep it human, keep it true.




	Session
	Song played
	What it did
	What it cost me





	4
	song-to-iron (flourish)
	the warehouse padlock
	I stopped polishing my boots. "What's the point," I thought — and was horrified I'd thought it.



	6
	song-to-rain
	fogged the watchman's mirror
	My knuckles ache before rain now. I check the sky like an old sailor.



	
	
	
	





DISCOVERY LOG


	Session 3: Heard the song-to-iron while scraping the Verity's hull. Piotr hummed it without knowing. I wrote it down before I knew what it was.

	Session 6: The song-to-rain came during the storm that took the Crane Street awnings. I wasn't listening for it. It was listening for me.



STORYTELLER'S MARGIN — fold under; players never see this

Songs the borrower hasn't heard: the song rust sings to the drowned (do not let them hear this one cheaply); the song it sings to the nail in a coffin; the song it sings to the statue — rust loves statues, they pretend to be permanent.

Sung to the wrong ears: sing the song-to-iron to a swordsmith and every blade in the room will remember it is temporary. He will not forgive you. (Betrayal has a musical form.)

Drift watch: the name has held three sessions. If the borrower keeps playing the song-to-iron, watch the name lean toward patience — and the borrower lean with it.



BLANK — Form TN-1 (print freely)

TRUE NAME RECORD — Form TN-1

Registry of Heard Music, Department of Itinerant Intentions. File promptly. The music does not wait for paperwork, but the paperwork waits for no one.

The name, as heard: _______________________________________

What it names: _______________________________________

(Not the dictionary word — the appetite underneath it.)

How it was heard (route — circle one): circumstance / attention / relationship / discovery

How, exactly: _______________________________________

Date first heard: _______________ (Session ___)

SONGS HEARD

(A song is always sung TO someone — the iron, the rain, the locksmith. Name the audience. If you can't name the audience, you haven't heard the song yet.)

Song 1 — sung to _______________________________________

Loudest voices (circle 2–3): Desire · Drive · Fear · Flesh · Mineral · Light · Water

Character (one line — what does it sound like?): _______________________________________

Played, it does this: _______________________________________

Song 2 — sung to _______________________________________

Loudest voices (circle 2–3): Desire · Drive · Fear · Flesh · Mineral · Light · Water

Character: _______________________________________

Played, it does this: _______________________________________

Song 3 — sung to _______________________________________

Loudest voices (circle 2–3): Desire · Drive · Fear · Flesh · Mineral · Light · Water

Character: _______________________________________

Played, it does this: _______________________________________

Songs suspected, not yet heard: _______________________________________

THE SYMPHONY

Founding rhythm: _______________________________________ (leave blank until earned)

Current understanding: _______________________________________

FLOURISHES KNOWN

(A flourish plays one song. Name the song, the effect, the cost.)
- _______________________________________
- _______________________________________

TUNING LEDGER — power spends selfhood

(Every working retunes you toward the thing named. Small, human, true.)




	Session
	Song played
	What it did
	What it cost me





	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	



	
	
	
	





DISCOVERY LOG


	




	




	






STORYTELLER'S MARGIN — fold under

Songs they haven't heard: _______________________________________

Sung to the wrong ears: _______________________________________

Drift watch: _______________________________________



Form TN-1 · The Department reminds you: a true name written here is a true name the Collection can read. File honestly anyway.


Chapter 5 — The Districts
Sixteen districts, each one filed, permitted, and quietly lying about itself — with beds, healers, black markets, and Factions parlors that take ante without asking names.



VOCAB BOX · CLAN WARS
"Ante up. The house doesn't ask names."
The city's tournament circuit. The game itself is Factions, played in parlors; ante up, no names taken.





The City, Whole

Montavera is one body with sixteen moods, and the moods do not get along.

The Long River is the city's spine and its indecision: it runs north to south, cutting Montavera clean in half — west bank, east bank — and on certain nights it opens a second channel, the Thirding, and the city is in thirds until morning. Nobody has filed a satisfactory explanation. The Riverwardens patrol it in longboats. The smugglers patrol it in faster longboats and pay the Riverwardens' salaries, which everyone understands.

At the center sits the Inner City, the dense mercantile heart, and rising over it in tiers of black stone and gold leaf, the High Citadel — the head of the body, if the body had one head, which on paper it has nine, plus Mr. Black. Beneath everything, Deep City mirrors the streets in green-lit dark: the subconscious, where the city dreams in bergamot and files complaints about the dreams.



VOCAB BOX · MR. BLACK
"Plus one."
The Council's plus-one. The Index declines to say more.



The districts feed each other the way organs do, and resent it the way neighbors do:


	Teeth flow to the Cemetery, where they are currency.

	Rat feathers flow to the Inner City, where they smell metallic and sweet.

	Bread flows from the Old Farms, giggling.

	Poltergeists flow from the Bed of Sollen, licensed, badged, resentful about the badge.

	Gossip flows through the Gurunkin, all 5,555 of them, who watch everybody's business as a devotional practice.

	Forms flow everywhere, always, the way blood flows, except slower and with more copies.



Movement. GOAT — Goatgrim Oddysifur's Argoatian Transports — is the city's finest (only) transit: goat-drawn, tiered membership, the best goats going to members, and the goats know you know. Stables at the Old Roadswirl; routes spidering across both banks. On the water: night ferries for passengers who'd rather not exist on paper, and the Fog Docks for crossings nobody admits to. Overland routes are watched by ravens. Wave at the ravens. They wave back, in the database.

Rhythms. The Streets flip at sundown — the Dept. of False Identities by day, the Family Syndicate by night, same cobblestones, different paperwork. Jovia never quite sleeps; the Cemetery never quite wakes; the Apokalypse holds that the end already happened and everyone missed it through a scheduling error, so its calendar is decorative. The Citadel keeps Council time, which is classified. Deep City keeps no time, which the Nawns insist is clerical.

Law. FINDERS KEEPERS: what the ground produces, the finder keeps. Coins, cards, small bones appear in the cobblestone cracks, and the law is clear. It has been asked seven times whether two finders reaching simultaneously split the find. The Council’s answer, all seven times: the law is clear.



VOCAB BOX · NAWN
"The maps are personal."
The Nawn maintain the city's maps personally; Deep City keeps no time, which they insist is clerical.





VOCAB BOX · FACING PAGE · FAMILY SYNDICATE
"By night, the Syndicate."
By day, the Department of False Identities, which sells you a new name with a receipt. By night, the Family Syndicate, which sells you a new name without one. The Syndicate is the mob; the Index uses the word the way the city does, the way you say rain. Its hand is in everything: the docks, the deeds, the dice. Its relations with ATOO are described in the file as "not necessarily friendly," which in the Index's experience means ask again after the funeral.



Borders. The city's lean — its walls — rings the surface districts, with gates at the Old Roadswirl, the Old Farms, and the eastern road by the Gray. Past the last streetlamp in Jovia, the ground simply stops: Raduga Cove, a black chasm wide as a cathedral door, deep as a secret, which the Council leaps into nightly and returns from by morning, unseen, unremarked, undiscussed under penalty of "an audience."

That is the body. What follows is the moods — sixteen of them — and then the systems that run through the moods (the Chains), the things nobody can explain (the Cryptids), and the hole under everything the explanations disagree about (the Ruins).

[pencil, M.:] The river doesn't split the city. The city is trying to get away from the river. It hasn't worked yet.



THE SIXTEEN DISTRICTS

1. The Streets

Fig. 5.1 — The Streets. Contracts signed here in triplicate.

"Buildings lean; spires sway like they're deciding whether to fall on you."

The cobbled arterial sprawl: the Dept. of False Identities by day, the Family Syndicate on Mr. Black's orders by night. A Mood-Setter on every corner sawing a violin that is always slow, then suddenly fast.

Senses: Wet stone, fried tentacle, the copper tang of unscheduled blood showers. Services: The Drowned Parrot (beds by the hour, no questions); Gurunkin bonesetters; the Bone Dispensary alley (counterfeit cards, pins that blink redder); Ante Up parlor, whose Fat Ogre table makes newcomers stand and buy a fresh pack of Factions mid-match. The Dept. of False Identities holds a daily amnesty hour — one hour, one new name, no questions, cash in rat feathers; the queue is the district's true social club, and the regulars rate each other's new names out loud. Danger: Reflective-eyed ravens on every cornice — never fix a broken one yourself. Law: Pins visibly always, invisibly whenever Time does not apply; alteration banned by day, nothing by night.

Neighbors: GOAT lines run south to the Old Roadswirl and east across the bridges to the Inner City, where the Streets' contracts get signed in triplicate. Crossing to the Roadswirl means the GOAT checkpoint — drivers lean from their boxes selling the real routes by the ride, and the Nawns pretend not to hear, which is the closest thing to a blessing the Nawn Coalition offers. Deep City breathes up through the grates — bergamot on wet stone means a grate is open. The Citadel watches everything via raven; the Family Syndicate watches the ravens back.

Hook: A raven on Marrow Lane has followed one player for three days, taking notes in Unicornic — addressed to the player, and they say sorry.

[blue ink, V.:] The sorry notes are the worst ones. File them anyway.



MONTAVERA NEWS — CLIPPING
"Traffic as usual in Long-Dead Rd."





SIDEBAR · COOKIES ON THE CROOKED PATH
On the corner of the Crooked Path and 3rd, a city scout is giving out free cookies. She is somebody's neighbor's kid. Her cookies have a strange aftertaste — something like a cross between barbed-wire and intense gut-pain. That is how the Index would describe the taste.



The Lanterns of Doubt stand along the Streets: ornate streetlamps that flicker whenever someone nearby questions their life choices. They are funded entirely through slow, painful arguments with mirrors. The mirrors do not enjoy it. The lanterns have never gone dark for want of funding.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Heir the Heap Will Take
- Asker: Tobias Wendle himself, from the heap in the alley off the Rag Market, the Streets. (The Bureau of Sanitation pays his rent. The Rag-Pickers bring him soup.)
- Goal: Find an heir the heap will accept — or get a ninety-year-old man to the sea without losing sixty years of the city.
- Reward / consequence: The heap accepts the heir — Tobias names the party friends of the discarded, and once per campaign he reaches under himself for them, unasked, and hands them the one thing they need. Fail, or walk away: Hester Graylock's Society Against Easy Waste wins its eviction hearing, and the heap starts rejecting even the soup.
- Beats: (1) The interviews: candidates sit, the heap decides, the heap rejects them all — it doesn't explain itself; it's a heap. (2) Hester Graylock serves the eviction notice; the hearing date is set. (3) The heap shifts at night, toward the alley mouth — toward the sea, or toward something else. (4) The choice: a worthy heir, the impossible sea voyage, or defend the heap at the hearing. (5) Whoever threw away the thing Tobias gives the party feels it leave him — and comes looking within two sessions.
- Supporting cast: Hester Graylock (Society Against Easy Waste — the eviction); the Rag-Pickers (soup, loyalty); a Bureau of Sanitation clerk (pays the rent; nervous).
- Crossover: none — Margit Seven carries the Streets' crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Conscientious Non-Hatred
- Asker: Citizen Dregg, wherever he's walking — find him by the crowd parting, the Streets.
- Goal: File the first-ever Subsection 12 Conscientious Non-Hatred exemption — and survive the public hearing, where the applicant must explain why, at length, before everyone they know.
- Reward: The exemption is granted — one person on record not hating him. The Registry must process it. Dregg walks with the party once, openly, through anywhere: no one will touch them; everyone is too busy performing hatred at him to notice.
- Consequence: The hearing goes wrong — the applicant is shamed, the exemption denied, and the self-filed H-8's compounding hatred finds a new blank page, with the applicant's name on it, in the actuarial tables.
- Beats: (1) Dregg asks — politely, like everything — whether one of them would file. (2) Bag-Clerk Tull flags the self-filed H-8: the hatred is compounding; the blank page has writing on it. (3) The hearing: explain why, at length, before everyone they know. (4) The Registry rules; the tables update. (5) Dregg's offer stands regardless: one walk, together, through anywhere.
- Supporting cast: Bag-Clerk Tull (the Hatred Registry — processes the H-8s); a Family Syndicate bookkeeper (uses his walks as cover); the applicant's own friends and family (the audience).
- Crossover: none. (See also Sir Percival Lumm's quest in Jovia, which brings Dregg a witness.)
- Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Name in Lakeview (the Streets' crossing quest)
- Asker: Margit Seven, at Amnesty Hour, the Streets.
- Goal: Walk past the Lakeview house with her, one evening, say nothing — then help her choose: reclaim her name, or relinquish it.
- Reward: She files the chosen remedy — and lends the party her professional eye: she tells them, exactly, whether anyone at their table is wearing a name that isn't theirs, and whose it is.
- Consequence: She knocks unready — the woman answers, kindly, better at the life; Margit loses her nerve; the paperwork lapses; the Department of False Identities opens a review of Margit's own license.
- Beats: (1) The walk-past: the curtains are hers; the roses are better than hers ever were; say nothing. (2) The attic diary — the woman has been finishing Margit's childhood diary, in the same hand. (3) The husband, who married the name; the returns clerk, who misdirected it nine years ago. (4) The choice: reclaim (evict a woman from a life she's better at) or relinquish (Margit files herself as someone new). (5) The filing — and what Margit notices, professionally, about the party's names on the way home.
- Supporting cast: the Woman Who Kept Margit's Name; her husband; the Department of False Identities returns clerk; Margit's retired forger-mentor.
- Crossover: Streets → Lakeview — Margit Seven → the Woman Who Kept Margit's Name. This quest IS the crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: Margit's professional eye reads the room's names. It never touches the party's own missing record.



Adventures 

The Sundown Accord · D (deep-history)
At sundown the Streets change hands. By day, the Department of False Identities. By night, the Family Syndicate. Same cobblestones, different paperwork. The handover is filed, as everything is. This week the cracks produced a small bone stamped with a date before the handover existed. Finders keep. Finders also wonder.
- Goal: find the original Accord that divides the Streets at dusk.
- Routes: the oldest regular in the Amnesty Hour queue; the Bone Dispensary's back ledger; the Syndicate's night archivist.
- Reward: a certified copy — a minor-institution Instrument (Ch.8 permits this): once, a deal the party made is dated to the other side of sundown.
- Consequence: the Syndicate opens a page for the party in its ledger. One Obligation, callable at night.
- GM: the Accord records that it was signed, and by which offices. Why the city split is DECLINED.

The Half-Step · M (music-growth; fixed fragment: Rhythm)
A Mood-Setter of Local 66 has lost her tempo. Her violin was always slow, then suddenly fast. Now it is only slow. Beneath the grate on her corner, something whistles her tune back, half a step behind, in a key the violin did not know it had.
- Goal: recover her tempo from the Grate Whistler before the union strikes her off.
- Per-PC: the Whistler carries three voices — Drive, Fear, Desire. Each PC listens to a different one; the scene cannot be shortcut around anyone, but it is never gated: Rhythm teaches fully only when all three voices are heard. Short-handed, it teaches thin, and the Whistler keeps the difference.
- Reward: she teaches Rhythm. Taught fragments carry their teacher's history: each PC who learns it owes Local 66 one public performance.
- Consequence: fail — or play Dissonance down the grate — and the Whistler whistles a PC's name. That PC is half a step behind for the arc.
- Tuning: Rhythm learned here keeps time on its own. The PC taps.

Sorry, in Unicornic · O (open)
A raven on Marrow Lane has followed a player for three days, taking notes in Unicornic. The notes are addressed to the player. They say sorry. Never fix a broken raven yourself. This raven is not broken. It is polite.
- Goal: learn what the raven is apologizing for before its notebook is full.
- Routes: Jib Tull, who fixed a raven once; the Syndicate, which watches the ravens back; Inspector Beck, who cites the PC's pin in the middle of it.
- PLANNED truth: the raven must file an accurate report on the PC. It is apologizing in advance. The report is true — and it is about the PC personally. Recommended handling: the report never touches the party's missing record.
- Reward: the PC may correct one line before filing. The correction must be true.
- Consequence: the report is filed as written. The Citadel now knows one true thing the PC preferred it did not.

2. Deep City

Fig. 5.2 — Sewer atlas. The offerings vanish. The plaques remain.

Fig. 5.3 — Nawn survey. Deep City keeps no time, which they insist is clerical.

Fig. 5.4 — Deep City. The Nawn's maps; the teapots are load-bearing.

"Refusal is war under Subterranean Hospitality Code §3, and acceptance is also war — choose the tastier war."

Beneath the sewer grates and the grates beneath them: a subterranean mirror of the streets, held by the Ghouls — sophisticated, neither alive nor dead, currently obsessed with haunted teapots. On no Nawn Coalition map. The Nawns insist that's clerical, not hunger-related.

Beneath even this, deep beneath the city, sits the Parental Memory Vault, from which giant, government-issued inflatable avatars of everyone's father are summoned.

Senses: Bergamot, mildew, old slime; chamber music played badly on purpose. Services: The Buried Teacup (beds are sarcophagi; checkout is a ritual you may not survive being late for — regulars set three alarms and a will); ghoul apothecaries (teas cure most wounds, cause one (1) vivid hallucination of your own funeral); the Under-Market (living black water — do not shake it; haunted teapots at stupid prices; Ninth Circle maps), which holds a weekly screaming auction — haunted lots sold to the loudest bidder, and the teapots do their own bidding; The Drowned Ante, where the ante is memories and the house always collects. Danger: Children attempting ghoul-summoning rituals — the ghouls unfurl in vibrant green energy and file a formal complaint.

Neighbors: Every grate in the Streets is a door; every cellar in the Inner City is a negotiation. The Cemetery's ghoul warrens connect below — the dead commute. The Under-Market's Ninth Circle maps are drawn by people who have never been, which has not hurt sales.

Hook: A haunted teapot at the Under-Market is screaming in a voice one player recognizes — auctioning itself, bidding in years.



MONTAVERA NEWS — COUNCIL ANNOUNCEMENT
"Predators, filed."
Sometimes it's good to have predators in your neighborhood. It keeps the pest population in check. For this reason, the Council is happy to announce that the embargo on spider-rats has been lifted, and they will be releasing 15K into Deep City. The ghouls have been notified. The ghouls have filed the notification.





GIVE BACK TO THE COMMUNITY — VOLUNTEER CAMPAIGN
This Sunsday: Hide-and-Seek Day with the less fortunate non-humans from Deep City South — the district's southern reaches, where the grates run out and the dark gets residential. Volunteers are reminded that down there, hiding is a local skill and seeking is a courtesy. Sign-up sheets are posted at every grate. Bring your own hiding place.



Anchor quests 

Quest: The Door That Purrs Back
- Asker: Old Tam, retired clerk, Dept. of Strategic Misfortune basement, Deep City — or Biscuit himself, by sitting on the party's paperwork and purring.
- Goal: Decide what to do about the door on no floor plan — and about the Dept.'s order: Form U-DTH is no longer weekly; they want Biscuit filed.
- Reward: Biscuit unbounces one thing for the party — a spell, a memo, a death — it comes back changed, confused, telling the truth slantwise. Old Tam keeps filing the incident reports; the Dept. backs off for a season.
- Consequence: The Dept. files Biscuit — endings near him start going wrong on purpose. Or the door opens without them, and what remembers being dropped comes out looking for the small warm thing it landed on.
- Beats: (1) The vibration is spreading — a bounced memo came back signed by someone dead eleven years. (2) Old Tam hid the filing forms; the Dept. sends an assessor. (3) Biscuit sits by the door, purring the almost-finished purr; something purrs back. (4) The choice: help him finish dying (maybe), hide him (probably — he's a cat), or open the door. (5) The cabinet warehouse remembers.
- Supporting cast: Old Tam (warm lap; hidden forms); a Dept. of Strategic Misfortune assessor; Dobbs the carter (whose sealed movement killed him; can't apologize — admissions are filed).
- Crossover: none — Solus carries Deep City's crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: Don't Let Them Take Him Apart
Asker: Mattie Dawes herself — she'll bring soup. Soup helps everything. She arrives every morning, smiling, wherever the city is angriest, and today that's wherever the party is.
Goal: Get to the Deep City warehouse before whoever's coming — and make sure they don't take Corwin apart. He isn't the weapon. He's the choir.
Reward: Mattie's arrival, on call, once — bring her to any fight and the fight ends, not paused, ended, the way a held breath ends when you remember to breathe. (Or, for the musically inclined: the song of the morning — Light and Drive — learned by arriving somewhere with her, once, and meaning it.) The Dept.'s asset file stalls; nobody moves while morning is watching.
Consequence: The Department takes him apart — and Mattie's diary gains a new entry she can't unread, in her own hand, dated tomorrow. Or the party is filed as persons of interest by the Department of Strategic Misfortune, whose files only get thicker.
Beats: 1. The diary's new entry, in her own hand, which she doesn't remember writing: they're coming for the warehouse. Don't let them take him apart. He isn't the weapon. He's the choir. 2. Six years of mornings: she introduces herself to Corwin daily — which reminds him he's alone — and then she stays, which is the only thing that stops the pain. She can't plan. The party has to remember for her. 3. The warehouse: Deep City storage, a decommissioned choir-construct still tuned to eleven voices that don't answer. The foreman's humming — bad, beautiful, the only known treatment. The Dept.'s file, titled Asset, Potential, Musical, getting thicker. 4. The coming: the Department arrives with forms and men who apologize while they measure. Mattie arrives smiling, with soup, asking what's wrong, staying until it isn't. The two arrivals cannot occupy the same morning. 5. The choir: if the party teaches Corwin that the eleven were stored, not melted — eleven warehouses, eleven clerical errors, a quartermaster who couldn't sign — the arithmetic changes. What he does with it is his.
Supporting cast: Unit Corwin (wants one person who remembers him continuously, not freshly); the humming foreman (Solus's warehouse — adjacent); a Dept. assessor with a clipboard; the night watchman (wants the warehouse quiet; has opinions about humming).
Crossover: none — dual anchor; her route runs Deep City ↔ Prisons transfer days, scheduled around her.
Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: "they" stays "the Department." Never say whom the Department answers to. This is about a warehouse, a diary, and soup.

Quest: One Voice That Won't Be Taken (Deep City's crossing quest)
- Asker: the humming foreman, Deep City warehouse — he brings Solus sheet music; he doesn't know what he's doing.
- Goal: Give Solus one voice to harmonize with before the demolition date.
- Reward: The duet happens — Solus teaches the party's musician Sustain (one note, held; time is what it buys). The foreman keeps humming. The Ghouls withdraw the noise complaint — for Ghouls, it was practically a love letter.
- Consequence: No duet — Strategic Misfortune thickens the file into an asset; Solus is auctioned; a PC who sang with him is listed as an accessory.
- Beats: (1) The demolition date is set; the foreman's humming is becoming the voice. (2) Solus is afraid to want it — wanting things has a demographic: eleven. (3) The Dept.'s file is getting thicker. (4) The duet: the foreman's bad humming, a PC's own voice, or Mattie — who knows Corwin, and Corwin knows the alto line. (5) What eleven absent voices do when one of them is finally answered.
- Supporting cast: the humming foreman; the Ghouls' noise committee; a Dept. of Strategic Misfortune filer.
- Crossover: Deep City → Streets — Unit Solus → Inspector Prue Beck: Solus's resonance jams the raven surveillance on Beck's beat, and the Pin Division wants the interference filed. This quest IS the crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Night School
- Asker: Verne himself, passing through — or a night student, by lamplight, in the decommissioned poltergeist-processing annex, Deep City.
- Goal: Get Verne's accreditation to arrive on the date it's written — or get him to stop offering the 7th RED Experiment for free.
- Reward: Verne teaches one banned-curriculum lesson (Storyteller's choice; stays ETERNAL-safe). His accreditation arrives dated correctly — once. The night students graduate into something, for the first time.
- Consequence: The accreditation keeps arriving eleven years early; the Agencies notice the annex; Verne offers the 7th RED Experiment to the party, for free — and the Index notes that free is the most expensive price on file.
- Beats: (1) The annex, by lamplight: the curricula both Agencies agreed to ban. (2) The accreditation applications — approved, stamped, signed, dated eleven years from now. (3) Verne offers the 7th RED Experiment. For free. (4) The night students: graduating into nothing, and very good at it. (5) The choice: fix the date, close the school, or let him keep passing through.
- Supporting cast: the night students; the Accreditation Office's courier; a Miseducation Agency truancy officer.
- Crossover: none — he only ever passes through.
- Slow-river tag: none. GM note: the 7th RED Experiment stays ETERNAL. He offers. He never delivers in play.



Adventures 

On No Map · D (deep-history)
Deep City appears on no Nawn Coalition map. The Nawns insist the omission is clerical, not hunger-related. A ghoul matron at the Buried Teacup sleeps in a sarcophagus with a survey plaque screwed to the lid. It is dated. It is a Nawn plaque.
- Goal: find the last survey that still included Deep City.
- Reward: the survey — one true route under the Streets, treated as a known way (not a shortcut) in the Passage Procedure.
- Consequence: the Nawns stamp the find HELPFUL and change nothing; the ghouls file a formal complaint naming the party.
- GM: why Deep City was removed is DECLINED.

The Twelfth Voice · M (music-growth; fixed fragment: Sustain)
Municipal Unit Solus was one of twelve choir-constructs. The other eleven were decommissioned, or so the records say. The Ghouls have filed a noise complaint. The warehouse is scheduled for demolition. Solus is afraid to want a duet. Wanting things has a demographic: eleven.
- Goal: give Solus one voice to harmonize with before the demolition date.
- Routes: the humming foreman; a PC's own voice; Mattie Dawes — who knows Corwin, and Corwin knows the alto line.
- Per-PC: Solus carries three voices — Desire, Fear, Mineral. Each PC listens to a different one; Sustain teaches fully only when all three are heard. Short-handed, it teaches thin: one note, held — but not long.
- Reward: Solus teaches Sustain. One note, held. Time is what it buys.
- Consequence: no duet — Strategic Misfortune thickens his file into an asset; he is auctioned; a PC who sang with him is listed as an accessory.

Bidding in Years · O (open)
At the Under-Market's screaming auction, a haunted teapot screams in a voice a player recognizes. It is auctioning itself. It bids in years. Griselda Pott certified it last week. The certificate is excellent.
- Goal: win the lot — or end the auction without paying in years.
- PLANNED truth: the voice belongs to someone in a PC's Bonds, sold to Pott's unapproved back-room poltergeist to forge provenance.
- Reward: the voice returns to its owner. The Bond strengthens.
- Consequence: a PC who wins by bidding owes the years bid as service to the auction house. An Obligation, measured in years.

Deep City South, and what is filed below it. South of the last grate, the district stops pretending to be a district. The dark gets residential and stays that way: streets the published maps end before, addresses that exist only in the memory of the people who carry messages there. The Index files this region as the under-city, and files very little else about it, which is itself a filing decision. Nobody is born to the under-city on paper. People are deposited — a debt called in, a form with the wrong district code, a family that received an Oscu letter and was gone by morning. The way down is paperwork. The way up is people: there is no gate, and no toll, only standing. A resident who has earned enough of it — favors banked, names vouched, feathers held in the right hands — can be sponsored out, walked up grate by grate by rats whose word opens each stretch of dark like a door. Everyone below is saving, serving, or scheming toward a sponsor. Everyone above with a loved one below is running the same arithmetic in reverse: feathers are the one currency the dark accepts without questions, and families up-city hoard them for years to send down — a bag of standing, carried by someone trusted, or desperate, or both — to buy a name its way back into the light.

The deeds of the under-city are held, like all deeds, by the Oscu Estate, whose vaults have never issued a statement about the region. What the city says instead, in the tone it reserves for things it has agreed to believe, is the legend: that the under-city is permitted — that the unicorns, long ago, made an arrangement with the family on the hill, and the terms were these: the Oscu would keep to their letters and their hill, and in exchange there would always be a part of the city that was theirs in the way a larder is a cook's. That the rats deposited below are, in the oldest sense of the word, kept. That people who live in the underworld are game. The Index records the legend because the legend is load-bearing — it organizes fear, it prices feathers, it empties streets at dusk — and records, in the same breath, that no official body has ever confirmed it, that the Estate has never denied it, and that the unicorns, asked once, laughed for longer than was comfortable and would not say at what. The truth of it is Declined. What is filed is this: nobody who has gone down to check has filed a correction.

3. Lakeview

Fig. 5.5 — Lakeview. Residential. Watching.

"The mist comes off Sirenia Lake at dusk and stays until it has seen something."

Warped windowpanes, leaning verandas, run by the Lakeview Mooring Board (ferry permits, drowning paperwork). Everyone's sweater is damp. No one admits it.

Senses: Lake water, wet wool, fried dough; lapping water under a Mood-Setter's off-key accordion. Services: The Smiling Reflection (its lobby mirror shows guests checked in three weeks from now); Gurunkin clinics for mirror injuries and "reflection displacement"; the Fog Docks (unlicensed crossings; mirrors showing other people's reflections); Ripple Ante, floating tables where losing wets your cards — forfeit and baptism. The district's real economy is the reflection trade — the Fog Docks buy and sell used reflections (yours, slightly worn, 40% off); Gurunkin brokers authenticate them, and the good ones go to the Inner City's mirror-smiths. The Mooring Board holds monthly drowning hearings — public, theatrical, sparsely attended by the drowned. Danger: The mirrors — not always your reflection; oftentimes something else. Something that smiles at you. Smile back. Report it. Apologize. (Form M-IRROR.) Law: Any vessel unmoored after moonrise is legally "a citizen" and may vote — two unmoored canoes currently hold seats.

Neighbors: The lake is the district's employer and landlord — see Sirenia Lake. Ferries run to the boardwalk and, unofficially, anywhere the fare is right; the crossing is the transition — the ferryman collects the fare and your reflection's name, and first-timers always give the wrong one. The Inner City buys the lake's salvage at the Rapids Market; the Mooring Board pretends not to notice the Fog Docks, which pretend not to exist. Lakeview's damp is a social class: the damper the sweater, the longer the family. Newcomers buy pre-dampened sweaters. The old families can tell.

Hook: A player's reflection has started arriving places three minutes early — and filing complaints about the player.

[shaky green ink:] my reflection votes. i don't. this feels backwards and i am told it is not.

Filed: a family of six purchased a home in Lakeview Estates — man, wife, son, younger daughter, grandmother, grandfather. The grandmother, Babu, is from the Unwelcome Wood: she vibrates in and out of physical existence, and she can see the raven surveillance frequencies with her naked eye.  When questioned, the family hunches, neck-hairs spike, growl, foam, and form an attack formation. They have begun going door-to-door with cupcake platters. Nice bunch. Welcome to Montavera.

Anchor quests 

Quest: Case 000
- Asker: the young ATOO archivist — she found the marginal note; D.U. has started visiting her dreams. Fog Docks, Lakeview.
- Goal: Decide whether Case 000 gets closed — identify D.U., or get everyone to finally stop trying.
- Reward: D.U. is identified — he's known his name for decades; he tells it, once, to the archivist. The research economy collapses gracefully; the archivists keep visiting anyway. D.U. detects one false record for the party, free — he manifests where the record is wrong.
- Consequence: The case stays open — the double-billing continues. Or: someone who doesn't want a name at all starts asking questions. They want an absence, not an identity — and D.U. stops visiting the dreams.
- Beats: (1) The marginal note, in handwriting matching the claim ticket. (2) The romantics vs. the hourly-paid: half the city wants it closed; half is funded by never solving it. (3) D.U. visits the archivist's dreams — to wait, not to help; he's very good at waiting. (4) The someone asking about absences. (5) The choice: name him, or let the waiting continue.
- Supporting cast: the ATOO archivist; double-billing researchers; the Fog Docks' reflection traders.
- Crossover: none — Merry carries Lakeview's crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: the someone who wants an absence is never identified. No villain. No Book.

Quest: The Grain Elevator (Lakeview's crossing quest)
- Asker: Matron Odile Crane, Bureau of Small Mercies nursery, Lakeview.
- Goal: Stop the scheduled, fully-permitted demolition of the grain elevator at noon on Moonsday — or make sure Merry naps through it.
- Reward: Quiet — the demolition is injuncted; Merry sleeps; Matron Odile owes the party, and her lullaby book is open to them.
- Consequence: The demolition proceeds — Merry wakes; every hidden plan in earshot is revealed, none triggered; the tantrum-farmers harvest it all, including the party's.
- Beats: (1) The loophole: scheduled, permitted, genuinely condemned, genuinely mighty — two streets over. (2) The injunctions vs. the appeals: Matron Odile files faster; the farmer files smarter. (3) The hearing, and then noon on Moonsday. (4) The choice: kill the demolition, move Merry, or stage-manage the tantrum. (5) What the tantrum reveals — everyone's inside faces, including, especially, the party's.
- Supporting cast: Matron Odile Crane; the tantrum-farmer with the loophole; the elevator's owners (being paid twice).
- Crossover: Lakeview → Raduga & Jovia — Merry → Felicity: Merry has offered to help Felicity look for her card; the Bureau has filed eleven months of paperwork to prevent it. This quest IS the crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: the adoption proceedings are never mentioned. The quest is the demolition.

Quest: The Audit
- Asker: Miss Prudence Harte herself, Lakeview. (Kettle on. Mind the certificate.)
- Goal: Get her through the re-certification audit in eleven days — by becoming actually good, or by other means.
- Reward: She passes — the routing holds; she rents the party the safest corner in any fight, at cost, for a season; her forgery-market contacts open up (repeat customer; excellent references).
- Consequence: She fails — the license is revoked; six years of turned-aside violence comes due all at once, with interest, on everyone standing near her.
- Beats: (1) The audit announced: incorruptible, thorough, kind — eleven days. (2) The forger's apprentice: worse and cheaper — a new license, maybe. (3) The trying: she's kinder than her paperwork, which the party witnesses. (4) What goodness costs when it's itemized. (5) The hearing: pass by becoming, or fail kindly.
- Supporting cast: the auditor; the forger's apprentice; Margit Seven (knows the apprentice — the forgery market is the family business).
- Crossover: none.
- Slow-river tag: none. GM note: the auditor already knows — she's known for years. She's waiting to see whether Prudence becomes good before the audit concludes. Never state this.



Adventures 

The Dampest Family · D (deep-history)
In Lakeview the damp is a social class. The damper the sweater, the longer the family. One sweater has never dried at all. It belongs to Mrs. Tilda Marsh, ninety-one, who has not left her porch in thirty years. She is the last citizen known to have swum in Sirenia Lake. Swimming is discouraged by everyone, including the lake. She did it once — before the Mooring Board existed to discourage her.
- Goal: win the Babu family's residency hearing. The only testimony the Board cannot overrule is someone who arrived before the Board did.
- Routes: Babu can smell the sweater from the end of the street; the drowning-hearing records; the old families, who will not say Mrs. Marsh's name.
- Reward: Mrs. Marsh testifies — she was a newcomer once, the first. The Babus stay. The party has standing with the Mooring Board.
- Consequence: her swim becomes a matter of record. The Board fines her retroactively, and the lake learns she told.
- GM: what she saw in the water is ETERNAL. She says only that it was cold, and that it was polite.

The Canoe Caucus · M (music-growth)
Any vessel unmoored after moonrise is legally a citizen and may vote. Two canoes currently hold seats. The vote on the Babu family's residency is tied. The canoes have not been canvassed. Nobody has thought to ask what a canoe wants.
- Goal: win both canoes' votes before the hearing.
- Per-PC: each PC hears a different voice in the vessels' creaking — want, habit, weather. The hearing of Desire resolves fully only when all are heard; short-handed, the PC hears it thin, the way you hear a name through water.
- Reward: the PC learns to hear Desire in vessels and made things — what would satisfy it.
- Consequence: mishear, and the canoes elect the PC to a third seat. A seated PC must attend every drowning hearing. The PC drifts after moonrise.

The Mercy Song · O (open)
The Bureau of Small Mercies has a name for Merry. Matron Odile Crane has sung it to her every night for nine years, and it comforts her. The sealed annex of her file uses the same name to list her as Item 9, property of the Bureau. Both entries are correct. The Bureau would like the party to decide which one the name is.
- Goal: settle what Merry's file may call her before the Bureau's budget hearing.
- Routes: Odile's lullaby book; the annex, which is sealed and therefore well read; the tantrum-farmers' petition to reclassify her as "a resource."
- Reward: a revised record — Odile's name for her stands, and the Item number is filed beneath it. Odile owes the party.
- Consequence: the Bureau adopts the party's wording as policy for every ward it holds, including some the party has never met.
- GM: this is not a True Name. It is one name used tenderly and the same name used for custody. Bureaucracy is debased true-naming; this adventure is that sentence, at the table.

4. The Apokalypse

Fig. 5.6 — The Church of the Eversworn Beast, site. Bake sales weekly.

Fig. 5.7 — The Apokalypse. Roof optional.

"The end of the world already happened and everyone missed it through a scheduling error."

No one knows why it's spelled that way. The Municipal Code spells it that way, which is the only reason anyone needs. Half-ruined, half-rebuilt, anchored by the Church of the Eversworn Beast — Theil's church, famous for bake sales of leftover body parts, glass shards, and neighbors' hair or teeth.



VOCAB BOX · THEIL
"The Beast has a church."
Theil is the Eversworn Beast.



Senses: Dust, hot iron, bake-sale sugar; distant rhythmic collapse under a kazoo funeral dirge. Services: The Righteous Ruin (roof optional, sermons not); church lay-medics (poultices and guilt — the good kind); the Crater Exchange ("pre-apocalypse memorabilia" made last Tuesday; probably-genuine ATOO pamphlets); Last Rites parlor, every match played as if it's the end of the world. Danger: Moonsday Night Service — chanting in foreign tongues, heads vibrating at impossible frequencies; attendees leave refreshed and slightly altered forever. Law: Anyone may declare the apocalypse on any Moonsday, but Form APOK-1 must be filed by sundown or it's voided and rescheduled.

The civic war (no Church involved — the Church refuses to take a side, which both sides cite as endorsement): the Rebuilders want the district rebuilt — scaffolding, mortar, optimism. The Ruin-Keepers hold that the ruins are the district — the apocalypse happened, rebuilding it is denial, and the dust is load-bearing. They fight through planning-permission duels, dueling bake sales, and an annual Ruin Review where each side presents the other's headquarters as evidence.

Neighbors: The Church's drawers are here and everywhere. The Crater Exchange sells to tourists from Jovia, who think it's theater, and holds weekly authentication nights — tourists' "pre-apocalypse memorabilia" judged genuine or last-Tuesday, crowd bets, no refunds on disappointment. The Oscu Estate underwrites apocalypse insurance out of a kiosk by the crater; the apocalypse, being already over, has never paid out, which the kiosk calls "a perfect record."

Twice a year, when the time is right for the plucking, the Church opens its underground tunnels to the public. Visitors are welcome. Visitors are advised: don't touch the walls. They touch back.

Travel advisory: If you plan on traveling through (or even near) the Apokalypse today, take an umbrella and wear fire-proof clothing. The Elder Spirits in the nearby volcanoes are not in the best mood.

Hook: The bake sale needs a judge for "Most Theologically Ambitious Pastry" — last year's winner is still screaming, and the Dark Raven Elders insist that's a compliment.



VOCAB BOX · DARK RAVEN ELDERS
"They insist it's a compliment."
Bishops and archbishops of the Church of the Eversworn Beast, serving under the Ageless Goat, the Vicar.



The Church of the Eversworn Beast — Adoration Room & Wandering Mirror

Greetings, Storyteller. The Church presents itself the way any community religious organization does — bake sales, a congregation already mid-service, and in the Adoration Room a black, bleeding, beating heart impaled on an ancient spear, filed under sacred objects, permanent (nobody has asked how long it has been beating, which is the correct number of questions). Beneath the sacrifice chamber sits the Lock-In, about which the brochures are silent and the Elders are warm. And somewhere in the building wanders a mirror that declines to stay hung — it shows the darkest truth about whoever looks, and, here only, something larger about Montavera itself. (Filed apart from the mirror-smiler doctrine: this one shows truth, not smiles. The distinction is maintained by persons unknown.)

The rite of entry is printed on a friendly card in the Narthex: dip your fingers in the Shaded Water of Orgun, and you will find a little creature on your hand afterwards. Cute, right? Now insert him into your left ear and proceed to the chapel. Service will begin soon. The building also keeps conversation rooms — the Index has not been invited into one, and files this under mercies, small.
Anchor quests 

Quest: The City's Petition
- Asker: the Excommunicant himself, Church of the Eversworn Beast, the Apokalypse. (Second drawer, under the bake-sale minutes.)
- Goal: Give him a lawful answer to the city's petition — excommunication from Montavera; applicant: the city; subject: the city; receiving authority: (no box for "nowhere").
- Reward: He rules on it — lawfully, whatever the ruling is — and the Church's doors open to the party: "Not yet" absolution by omission, good standing, bake sales without precautionary confessions.
- Consequence: The review dissolves his office — thirty-one years of "Not yet" ends; the Elders conduct themselves as they please; the petition stays in the drawer, unanswered, gaining signatures.
- Beats: (1) The review: a position never exercised may not be a position. (2) The petition: every signature complete, every appeal exhausted. (3) The problem of the receiving authority — nowhere has no box. (4) The weddings he's been attending: choosing carefully, on the record. (5) The ruling: what he says, to whom — and what the watch shows afterward.
- Supporting cast: Quillwright Sable (his pen-maker, thirty-one years); the Dark Raven Elders; the wedding couples.
- Crossover: none — Lil Anthony carries the Apokalypse crossing; Ansel bridges to the Excommunicant.
- Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: the petition is the city's. Unfiling stays a cousin, never the subject.

Quest: The Twelfth Filing
- Asker: Sister Adjourn herself, the Deferred Office. (The tea has been ready for twenty-six years.)
- Goal: Get her retirement paperwork processed — the twelfth filing — before the backlog finishes sliding toward her desk.
- Reward: She retires — the deferred things stay deferred, by her last signature; she names the party in her will as people who may always have tea.
- Consequence: The paperwork is deferred a twelfth time — the ledger writes its newest entry, and the city's postponed consequences arrive all at once, starting with the party's.
- Beats: (1) The backlog is noticing her — deferred things deferring themselves, no paperwork. (2) The ledger: Things That Will Happen Eventually, writing itself. (3) The retirement filing, eleven times deferred — the Office cannot process the departure of the person its entire backlog is sliding toward. (4) The contingency form: the longest form in the city, never completed. (5) The choice: process her out, or keep the magnet in place.
- Supporting cast: a Deferred Office clerk; the Courts (the twenty-year docket); the Prisons' transfer schedulers (they schedule around her).
- Crossover: none.
- Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: the trial of the city is a ledger entry, nothing more. The deferred page is never mentioned.
Carries (Inner City → Prisons): her transfer-day route runs Inner City → the Gray; the Prisons build their calendar around her mornings.

Quest: The Audit Nobody Commissioned (the Apokalypse's crossing quest)
- Asker: Señor Lil Anthony himself — dice-repair counter, bake-sale treasury, the Apokalypse. (Sign reads WE FIX DICE (WORSE).)
- Goal: Carry his invoice to Loch Chesva and watch the Lochwarden's face — prove the Church's silver catch was paid for and never delivered.
- Reward: The audit lands — the Elders' books balance without his help for the first time; Lil Anthony fixes the party's dice worse than ever, free, forever.
- Consequence: The Elders bury it — the bake-sale treasury pays the party in Teeth to lose the invoice; the silver catch keeps not arriving, and the lochs keep being paid.
- Beats: (1) The treasury: lay, devout, quietly audited — by its own treasurer, uncommissioned. (2) The silver-catch purchases: paid in full, every season, for a catch that never arrived. (3) The invoice, carried to Loch Chesva; the Lochwarden's face. (4) The Elders' preference: that he fixed dice. (5) The ledger that balances.
- Supporting cast: the bake-sale treasury volunteers; Dark Raven Elders; Head Lochwarden Maddoch.
- Crossover: Apokalypse → Loch Chesva — Señor Lil Anthony → Head Lochwarden Maddoch. This quest IS the crossing.
- Slow-river tag: none.



Brother Ansel's crossing quest — The Forty-Second Notebook — is filed under the Old Roadswirl.

Adventures 

The Wall That Remembers · D (deep-history)
A wall on the Rebuilders' demolition list repeats the last sentence anyone said while leaning against it. The Rebuilders call it a hazard. The Ruin-Keepers call it the district's only honest archive. Both are correct. Under the plaster, the oldest sentence is in a voice from before the scheduling error.
- Goal: decide the wall's fate before the Ruin Review.
- Routes: the mortar layers, one decade each; a bake-sale volunteer who leaned there as a child; Mattie Dawes's diary, which records what the wall said on mornings she cannot remember.
- Reward: an explorable ruin — and the record of one pre-apocalypse civic dispute that nobody won.
- Consequence: one faction loses its symbol. Whatever a PC last says against the wall is what it keeps.
- GM: both factions are right about the danger. What happened at the scheduling error is DECLINED.

Moonsday, Attended · M (music-growth)
Moonsday Night Service. Chanting in foreign tongues. Heads vibrating at impossible frequencies. Attendees leave refreshed and slightly altered forever. The Elders insist the altering is the refreshment.
- Goal: attend the full service and keep your own tempo throughout.
- Per-PC: each PC holds a different thread of their own tempo through the chanting — breath, pulse, step. The hearing of Fear in a crowd resolves fully only when all are heard; short-handed, the PC hears it thin, and the service keeps the difference.
- Reward: the PC learns to hear Fear in a crowd — what a gathering pulls away from.
- Consequence: slightly altered forever. The Storyteller and player choose the alteration together. The Church files the PC as a congregant.
- GM: the frequency is never named. Theil's nature is untouched.

Also run in the Apokalypse: the Adventure Companion's Describe, in Your Own Words… Spare seed: Most Theologically Ambitious — the bake-sale pastry judgment (see the district's Hook).



5. The Arkademia

Fig. 5.8 — The Arkademia.

"May you fail your way to Chaos."

Crooked towers, lecture halls that rearrange seating when unobserved, run by a faculty tenured in chaos and emeritus in excuses — plus the Education/Miseducation Agencies, which can't agree which runs the place and both collect tuition.

Senses: Old paper, ozone, singed robes; shouted lectures through walls, under a music-box waltz at the wrong speed. Services: The Tenured Bed (checkout requires defending a thesis); the Infirmary of Unfortunate Experiments (spell backlash, metatarsal fraud, acute embarrassment — walk-in "curiosity cases" welcome, gawking permitted); The Quad (counterfeit Oracle metatarsals; "study aids" that are haunted teapots with footnotes — the city's non-students shop here); The Dean's List parlor, invitation-only, ante in academic credit.



VOCAB BOX · THE ORACLES
"Authenticated."
Practitioners of metatarsal-divination: the old art, casting sticks and reading the cracks in broken turtle shells, except the sticks are foot-bones and the shells are whatever the city stepped on. As an institution they authenticate things — a signature, a relic, a Tuesday. Their stamp is final. Their stamp has never been wrong. Their stamp is why the forgers' guild meets in the basement.



The Night Lectures are public and cheap, held in the Quad: faculty demonstrate spells failing on purpose, and citizens attend the way other cities attend theater. The weekly public disputation draws bettors from three districts; the faculty loses on purpose, badly, for the tuition money. Danger: The Sullen Society — failed wizards and witches, cloaked and singed, desperate to reclaim student status. Law: Any spell failing on university grounds becomes university property, resold to the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune at a markup.



SIDEBAR · FROM THE NIGHT LECTURES — RUNIC DEGRAVITATION
"Mind the paper."
A recent demonstration: a sheet of paper bearing ancient runes, held beneath an object, causes the object above it to ignore gravity. The faculty file the working under symbol-work — a cousin of the True Name doctrine, in which the written mark is the instruction and the world, obligingly, reads. The object was returned. The gravity was not billed.



Neighbors: The Infirmary's surplus embarrassment is bought by Jovia's merriment medics, who call it "raw material." The Sullen Society recruits in the Old Roadswirl's loops, where the lost are plentiful. The Dept. of Strategic Misfortune is the faculty's best customer and worst graduate.

Hook: A Sullen Society member offers genuine Oracle metatarsals — the prophecy names one player, dated yesterday.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Twentieth Household
Asker: Miss Aurelie Thorne, governess — currently gifted to a family on the Oscu Estate's lands, after midnight, by letter.
Goal: Teach the Oscu child who has learned nothing in three weeks — or discover what the child already knows that she cannot teach over.
Reward / consequence: Success — Thorne teaches each PC one thing learnable in a session (a trade's knack, a language, a verse; it lasts while she stays), and she accepts the Arkademia's lectureship on the party's word. Refusal or failure — the child stays untaught and the Estate's interest sharpens; or Thorne is gifted again, possibly to the party's enemy, and everything she taught the party leaves with her.
Plotline (beats): 1. The letter after midnight — the party is asked to witness a legal gifting, wrapped. 2. Three weeks, nothing learned — the first pupil in nineteen households who cannot learn; she suspects the child already knows something she doesn't. 3. The Arkademia's eleventh offer — a lectureship, provisionally accepted, the starting day undisclosed. 4. The twentieth household — someone must keep her, or gift her onward; the party decides which, and to whom.
Supporting cast: the Oscu child (who knows something); Dean Fessel (who made the offer); the Clerk of Returning Things (who took the failed return personally — twice as a kindness, once as a settlement).
Crossover: none (Fessel carries the district's crossing). Secondary thread: the Clerk's twice-failed return (Cemetery).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Frost in Her Handwriting
Asker: Grandmother Light — she never speaks; the asker is the frost spreading on the PC's windowsill, in a handwriting nobody taught her. (She attaches to one PC at Turn Zero; the Arkademia claims her because she may have been a Gifted Grace teacher.)
Goal: Find where the rest of her went — read the frost-patterns before the cold spreads past the windowsill.
Reward / consequence: Success — once per arc, her light meets a danger (anything it touches is seen clearly, and chilled), and she teaches the PC her song (Light and Desire; learnable only by that PC). Refusal — the cold keeps spreading, and both Agencies notice the frost and file it; the Miseducation Agency would dearly love a Gifted Grace teacher to study.
Plotline (beats): 1. She lingers a little longer after each danger, the way someone lingers who is trying to remember why they came. 2. The frost handwriting — small patterns, deliberate, untaught. 3. Both Agencies' interest — tuition offices don't usually file weather. 4. Tell her she can stop — or don't, and see what the cold spells next.
Supporting cast: the attached PC; an Arkademia records clerk (who wants the frost catalogued); Dean Fessel (who wants her as faculty and will not say why).
Crossover: none.
Slow-river tag: none.
GM note: never resolve whether she is alive. When she lingers, describe the frost, not the feeling.

Quest: One Curriculum, Privately
Asker: Dean Ottoline Fessel, Chair of Unfortunate Experiments, the Arkademia.
Goal: Carry her single curriculum — the truth she meant to teach before both Agencies started paying her — to Mister Crease in the Inner City to be folded, and bring back whatever comes out.
Reward / consequence: Success — Fessel teaches Dissonance, with the standard warning (the cheapest fragment, and the easiest with which to mistune oneself); the Agencies' annual debate is refereed and both sides lose, and any tuition the party owed is forgiven. Refusal — both truancy offices come collecting; or the curriculum is folded wrong, and the Arkademia teaches the party's own failure back to them.
Plotline (beats): 1. Two cheques, same day, different windows — both Agencies pay her salary and neither asks which truth she teaches. 2. The silver catch she buys each season to remember what she originally meant. 3. The trip to Mister Crease, Inner City, to be folded (crossover). 4. What comes back is not what she wrote.
Supporting cast: the faculty; both truancy offices; Mister Crease (Inner City).
Crossover: → the Inner City, Mister Crease. Receives a thread (Head Lochwarden Maddoch → Fessel): the Arkademia's doubled silver-catch order.
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

D — The Class of the 55th Age
The Arkademia's plaque at the Sunken Steps admits a failed experiment of the 55th Age. The register admits a class that never graduated. In one lecture hall the seating rearranges itself around a chair nobody sits in — marked present, for some time.
Goal: Find the student who never graduated, and graduate them.
Reward / consequence: The class register — Dean Fessel will trade nearly anything for it. Fail, and the register enrols a PC in the student's place; checking out of the Tenured Bed requires defending a thesis.
Routes: the register (the Dean's office, by appointment, appointments denied with enthusiasm); the seating plan (the lecture hall, after hours); the 55th-Age plaque (which admits the experiment and declines the subject).
GM: what the experiment was is DECLINED. The student remembers the lectures, never the subject. Recommended handling: let the graduation be real — a small ceremony, one diploma, filed. The Index loves a completed form.
Slow-river tag: none.

M — The Public Disputation
Every week the faculty loses a public disputation on purpose, badly, for the tuition money. Bettors attend from three districts. This week the faculty has invited a challenger. The challenger is expected to lose correctly.
Goal: Fail correctly in front of three districts — introduce Dissonance into the opponent's argument until its Desire disagrees with itself.
Per-PC voices: the opponent's argument carries three voices in play — Desire, Light, Drive — and each PC listens to a different one. The fragment teaches fully only when all three are heard; the table may resolve short-handed at a cost (the unheard voice argues back, later, with the PC's name on the receipt).
Reward / consequence: Dean Fessel teaches Dissonance, with the standard warning. Any working that fails on university grounds becomes university property — resold to the Department of Strategic Misfortune, with the PC's name on the receipt.
GM: PLANNED — the opponent's argument is a real one, supplied by the Storyteller; its Desire is genuine. Recommended handling: score the disputation like a debate the party is trying to lose beautifully.
Slow-river tag: none.

O — Dated Yesterday
Former Student Agathe Vilm offers genuine Oracle metatarsals. The prophecy names one player. It is dated yesterday.
Goal: Learn what the prophecy says the PC did yesterday.
Reward / consequence: A second reading, authenticated, tells the PC one true thing about yesterday they missed. Or: the Oracles un-authenticate the PC — no Oracle reading concerning them is valid for the arc.
GM: PLANNED — the prophecy is true and specific; it describes something the PC did without noticing. The Oracles as an institution stay undefined beyond this transaction.
Slow-river tag: none.



6. Sirenia Lake

Fig. 5.9 — Lake chart. Soundings declined.

Fig. 5.10 — Sirenia Lake. Do not swim.

"The lake provides."

The lake itself and its boardwalk fringe, claimed by the Mooring Board on the surface — what lives under it never filed a claim, which under lake law means it owns everything.

Senses: Cold water, tar, sugar-grease of tentacle burgers with glowing green slaw; the hum, with a Mood-Setter on a boathouse roof almost harmonizing, never quite. Services: Houseboat inns named after the harbormaster's ex-lovers — the ex-lovers run the lake's gossip exchange, and no secret crosses the water unpriced; no healers on the water (report injuries to the Board first; it meets monthly); night ferries for passengers who'd rather not exist on paper (the Pale Commuter rides every night — see Cryptids — and tips well); ferry Factions games, ante and alibis. The lake's real trade is placed objects — citizens throw things in to be fished out later: messages, wills, alibis, one (1) wedding ring, twice. The Mooring Board taxes the fishing and pretends not to read the messages. Danger: Swimming is discouraged by everyone, including the lake. Law: Anything fished from Sirenia Lake is the fisher's, including objects clearly placed there, including objects that are still someone.

Neighbors: Lakeview lives off the lake and denies the damp. The Inner City's Rapids Market sells what the lake provides, marked up, with the serial numbers filed off. The Mosquito Mafia rates the lake district's blood "thin, damp, disappointing" — the lake's review of the Mafia is unprintable.

Hook: A ferry passenger disembarked matching a player's description exactly — same face, same pin, one inch taller in time.



VOCAB BOX · INCHES IN TIME
"Time has dimensions. The Bureau measures them."
In Montavera, time can be measured spatially — in inches. The Bureau's instruments are calibrated, certified, and wrong. The actual measuring is done in Sirenia Lake, by a highly intelligent monstar (the spelling is his) who specializes in astrophysics and who does his work in the lake because the lake's properties permit it, with the glasses. What glasses. The file does not say what glasses. The Index has requested a description of the glasses four times. The requests are pending.



Anchor quests 

Quest: The Secret Without a Price
Asker: Harbormaster Oswy Tarrant, his office above the Rapids Market, Sirenia Lake.
Goal: Collect the thing he placed in the lake years ago, before the Rapids Market can buy it — and decide whether to tell him what it is. (He collects the tax on fishing and does not read the messages, in the way a man does not read his own name.)
Reward / consequence: Success — one secret the gossip exchange has never priced (his), freely given; free mooring and the six ex-lovers' goodwill. Failure — the Market buys it first: the secret is priced, sold, and gossiped; or the thing stays down, and one ex-lover stops speaking to him, and the exchange frays.
Plotline (beats): 1. Six houseboat inns, six ex-lovers, one gossip exchange — no secret crosses the water unpriced. 2. The thing he placed himself, years ago, that none of his former lovers will fish out. 3. The Rapids Market's standing offer, and Silvan Ost's lot 14. 4. Fish it up, read it or don't, and decide who owns a placed thing once it's fished.
Supporting cast: the six ex-lover proprietors; Silvan Ost (In-Transit House, Long River); the night ferrymen.
Crossover: receives a thread (Silvan Ost → Tarrant): what Ost intercepted in transit is the thing Tarrant placed.
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Lodger's Notes
Asker: Isolde Wrey, proprietor of the houseboat inn Isolde, Sirenia Lake.
Goal: Decide what happens to the retired Gurunkin's notes — the Shrine has sent Gurunkin No. 3,108 to collect them, and the gossip exchange has priced them with no buyer brave enough.
Reward / consequence: Success — Isolde's tenancy (a room on the largest houseboat, always held); the notes' one safe riddle — a riddle that is almost an answer to the bearer's own question. Refusal — the Shrine collects by other means (the 5,554 are patient); or the notes are sold, and the buyer reads what the Gurunkin saw.
Plotline (beats): 1. The only Gurunkin ever to retire — it sat a whole crossing beside the Pale Commuter, took notes, retired the next day, and pays its rent in riddles. 2. "It knows I know. We are both being polite." — and then, pages more. 3. Gurunkin No. 3,108 arrives to collect, polite and immovable. 4. Read the notes, return them, or sink them in the lake (the lake keeps what it's given; the lake does not return).
Supporting cast: the retired Gurunkin; Gurunkin No. 3,108; the gossip exchange (which priced the notes and cannot find a buyer).
Crossover: → Sollen's Shrine, Gurunkin No. 3,108.
Slow-river tag: none.
GM boundary: the notes must never describe the Pale Commuter. They describe the Gurunkin. That is why it retired. What the Commuter is stays ETERNAL.

Adventures 

D — The Unfiled Claim
The Mooring Board claims the surface. What lives under the lake never filed a claim, which under lake law means it owns everything. The Board has held the surface for generations on one assurance: its original charter, placed in the lake as collateral. Harbormaster Tarrant fished it up once, read it, and put it back. Last month someone fished it up again. It is now in Silvan Ost's In-Transit House, lot 14, auction at month's end.
Goal: Recover the charter before the auction — and decide whether it goes back in the lake.
Reward / consequence: Return it, and the lake goes on providing; the Harbormaster tells the party the one secret his exchange has never priced. Keep or sell it, and the collateral is void: the lake stops providing — what the party places in it is never fished up again, by anyone.
Routes: the auction catalogue (lot 14, honest); the Harbormaster's memory of what the charter said (he read it; he won't repeat it twice); the Board's own minutes (which admit the pledge and decline the details).
GM: what lives under the lake is ETERNAL. The charter says what was pledged, not to whom.
Slow-river tag: none.

M — The Whole Crossing
A Gurunkin once sat beside the Pale Commuter for an entire crossing. Its notes read: "It knows I know. We are both being polite." It retired the next day.
Goal: Ride a full night crossing beside the Pale Commuter — without speaking, without leaving the seat.
Per-PC voices: the subject is the crossing, never the Commuter. Its voices in play are Water, Fear, Light — each PC listens to a different one. Rest teaches fully only when all three are heard; short-handed, the PC learns a thinner quiet (it works, but friends notice them less, and not kindly).
Reward / consequence: The PC learns Rest — deliberate silence, the quietest fragment. Break the silence, and the Commuter begins riding the party's ferry, every crossing, beside them. (Tuning: the PC becomes easy not to notice, including by friends. A Bond may strain instead.)
GM: ETERNAL — the Commuter never speaks, never disembarks, never explains. It responds to Rest and to courtesy, and to nothing else.
Slow-river tag: none.

O — One Inch Taller
A ferry passenger disembarked matching a player's description exactly. Same face. Same pin. One inch taller in time.
Goal: Find the passenger before they use the PC's name for anything binding.
Reward / consequence: The passenger pays the PC a Twist to be left alone. Or: the passenger's debts arrive at the PC's address, correctly addressed.
GM: PLANNED truth — the passenger acquired the PC's identity at Amnesty Hour from someone who claimed to be the PC; identities worn long enough stretch in time. What an inch of time is stays ETERNAL; the table doesn't need the definition, only the debt collector.
Slow-river tag: none.



7. The Cemetery

Fig. 5.11 — The Cemetery. The dead commute politely on Moonsdays.

"Teeth are currency here. Do not ask whose."

Montavera buries its dead the way it does everything: with paperwork, in triplicate, slightly early. Run by the Clerk of Returning Things — every burial, exhumation, and return — who will tell you which graves are empty for a fee paid in teeth.

Senses: Turned earth, chrysanthemums, registry-office paper; a detuned music-box lullaby, very slowly, forever. Services: The Quiet Plot (for mourners and those avoiding becoming mourners — the visitor's log is public, and citizens read it over tea like a newspaper); cemetery healers for "posthumous consultation" — asking the deceased what hurt; the registry's back room (pre-dated death certificates, genuine grave dirt — do not substitute); Six Feet Ante, where the regulars play very slowly and never concede. The Clerk holds a weekly unclaimed-returns auction: bodies nobody filed for, sold with full paperwork, teeth extra. Danger: The dead are restless the way Montaverans are restless — bureaucratically. An improperly filed burial produces a poltergeist; unapproved ones stay wild. Law: A body buried without Form D-CESSD is legally "a visitor" and may be asked to leave. Most do.

The log's most faithful signer visits every Moonsday, signs a name no registry contains, and leaves teeth for a plot that has been empty eleven years. The Clerk accepts the teeth. Neither of them discusses it.

Filed: the Reliquary Charnel was once Montavera’s most prestigious address — the Raduga Gold Era, when citizens paid for golden prosthetics grafted as civic status symbols. Now it processes duplicate cards into bone dust.  Whether this peace was earned or simply survived is a point of quiet local disagreement.

Neighbors: The Old Farms' wheat walked here once and the Compact still wants it back — the Clerk wants it filed, the wheat wants something it won't say. Ghoul warrens run below to Deep City; the dead commute, the living pay fares. The Bone Institution's Szhonpak headquarters takes orders by mail; the local Dispensary takes teeth over the counter.



VOCAB BOX · SZHONPAK
"Write it down. Pronounce it never."
The Bone Institution's headquarters. The word is used untranslated out of respect and out of fear, in that order. It means "the final night-night." The Index notes that a headquarters named the final night-night tells you everything about the Bone Institution's customer-service philosophy, and the Institution has asked the Index to stop noting it.



Hook: The Clerk has lost a body — filed, paid for, teeth collected — yet the grave is empty, the registry insists it's occupied, and something keeps signing the visitor's log.

[violet ink, the Widow:] The visitor's log is the only honest book in this city. Read it accordingly.

The Locked Room & the Public Figure at the Charnel

The Reliquary Charnel keeps two doors the tours don't cover: a locked room at the One-Horned Tavern, and a public figure who frequents the Charnel's intake counter and is not, the ledgers insist, a customer. Pull the thread from either end — the tavern end or the Charnel end — and it tightens around the same small fly. Mote is in the middle. Ask him directly; he answers one yes-or-no question, lands on an eyebrow, and the eyebrow is yours. (For Mote, see Chapter 9.)
Anchor quests 

Quest: Seventeen Discrepancies
Asker: Skolar, Soul Diffuser, Licensed Payer of the Mortality Tax — the Cemetery (Office of Unicornic Bereavement).
Goal: Audit the mortality-tax ledger independently and find where the grief is going — with Notary Argent's seventeen discrepancies, each of which reads both ways, as theft and as mercy.
Reward / consequence: Success — Skolar pays one PC's mortality tax (a death settled without an estate; the unicorns' auditors owe the party). Refusal — the skim continues, and the Council collects outstanding grief from whoever stood nearest; or Argent decides alone, and decides wrong.
Plotline (beats): 1. Four hundred and twelve receipts in a cigar box — one per death, his, each on a debtor's behalf. 2. This year the ledger doesn't balance: the unicorns receive less grief than the deaths warrant, in the Council's own units. 3. Seventeen discrepancies, and Argent polishes the seal and says "interesting." 4. Follow the skim (GM-only: it runs through Hallowell & Daughters, laundered as grief — reveal it on your schedule, never as a lecture).
Supporting cast: Notary Argent (the sealkeeper auditor); the unicorns' auditors (who appointed Skolar because they don't trust the Office); Hallowell & Daughters (offstage, for now).
Crossover: none (Petra carries the district's crossing).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Shelf and the Wheat
Asker: Keeper Petra Lorn, Licensed Keeper of Stored Grief, her house on Mourning Row, the Cemetery.
Goal: Deal with the walking wheat that arrived unfiled at the Cemetery — she has no shelf space, the Clerk wants it filed, the Compact wants it back — by releasing it onward (via the Clerk of Returning Things) to Farmer Lisbet Quenn in the Old Farms, or by finding it a shelf no one will regret.
Reward / consequence: Success — Petra holds one PC's grief (filed, shelved, retrievable on written request — parties use her the way other cities use banks), and the Clerk owes the party one favor. Refusal — the twelve-year griefs keep leaking through the floorboards and the neighbors keep weeping at breakfast over nothing; or the wheat is filed wrongly and the party are listed as its custodians.
Plotline (beats): 1. Four hundred griefs, filed by year, in her immaculate hand — and out of shelf space. 2. The wheat walked in: unfiled, unwanted, and heavy with someone else's tiredness. 3. The Clerk wants it filed; the Compact wants it back; Lisbet Quenn wants her field back. 4. Release it to Quenn through the Clerk — or carry a grief for a night yourself and learn what a shelf costs.
Supporting cast: the Clerk of Returning Things (who sends Petra the griefs nobody claims); Farmer Lisbet Quenn (Old Farms); the Church's lawyers (who want the deconsecrated chapel back, and the Church does not negotiate with keepers who are winning).
Crossover: → the Old Farms, Farmer Lisbet Quenn, via the Clerk of Returning Things (the wheat walked to the Cemetery; the Clerk wants it filed).
Slow-river tag: none.
GM-only: the leaking isn't age — it's hers. Her own unfiled grief is the pressure in the walls. If she ever filed it properly, the house would settle. She won't. Play her warm, efficient, dry-eyed; she has not cried in twenty years. Let the players notice before she does.

Quest: The Waiting List
Asker: Miss Velvet, of the registry's back room — via the Clerk, who charges a booking fee. The Cemetery.
Goal: The undying have started booking the whisper as a service, and the waiting list is longer than the dying list. Someone with standing must tell her what she is — or what to do about the list. She has asked the Clerk, the widows, the ghouls, and once, it is whispered, the dead. She keeps asking, politely, between appointments.
Reward / consequence: Success — one perfect, painless ending to anything that needs ending (a doomed plan, a suffering animal, a negotiation that should never have started), properly asked and waited for; Velvet's trust. Refusal — the list keeps growing, and the city keeps booking, the way it asks for rain; or someone with a cause gets the whisper, and the cause ends mid-sentence, sweetly, and no one minds. (That's the horror. No one would mind.)
Plotline (beats): 1. The back room; the wings whisper like dust on velvet. 2. The undying's appointments — relief, booked like dentistry. 3. Fen the Doubler, across the thin wall, selling return at double cost — the Cemetery's politest war. 4. Tell her what she is, take a number, or strike the list.
Supporting cast: the Clerk of Returning Things (booking fees); Fen the Doubler (rival and foil); the waiting list itself (longer than the dying list, and no one at the registry will say what that means).
Crossover: none.
Slow-river tag: pencil, late-and-light — the waiting list's top entry, in handwriting no one recognizes: "When she's ready." Leave it alone. Never explain it.
GM boundary: what she is stays ETERNAL. Never let her whisper on-screen unless the table has earned it — the whisper is the most expensive sound in the book. Spend it once.

Adventures 

Also set in the Cemetery: the Adventure Companion's Reginald Mourne, the Charnel Appraiser; Pip's Phantom Card; and The Designed Card.

D — The Oldest Visitor
A body buried without Form D-CESSD is legally a visitor and may be asked to leave. Most do. One has not. Its plot is in the registry, on a page older than the registry.
Goal: Serve the visitor notice — or file its D-CESSD at last.
Reward / consequence: The founding registry page, and the Clerk owes the party one favor. Served and evicted, the visitor goes into the city and stays, politely, wherever the party sleeps. Filed wrongly, the party are listed as visitors.
Routes: the registry (the page older than the registry — the Clerk will show it once); Mourning Row (Petra's shelves hold four hundred griefs; one of them is the visitor's); the visitor's plot (bring the form; bring exact change for the filing fee; bring manners).
GM: the visitor's name is in the registry. The Cemetery's founding is explorable. Nothing before it — False Genesis holds.
Slow-river tag: none.

M — Sweet Dreams, Love
Miss Velvet asks everyone what she is. Her voice shakes only when she asks. The waiting list is long, the Clerk is charging, and Fen the Doubler is selling return across a thin wall — but none of that is the adventure. The adventure is an appointment.
Goal: Sit with Velvet through one full appointment — not the whisper, the sitting, the waiting-room hours — listen honestly, and tell her one true song you heard.
Per-PC voices: the subject is the song she sings to the dying. Its voices in play are Desire, Water, Flesh — each PC listens to a different one. Cadence teaches fully only when all three are heard; short-handed, the PC learns the ending but not the offering (it ends things; it doesn't ask first).
Reward / consequence: She teaches Cadence — an ending, offered. Or: tuning toward endings — the PC finishes things early, and Fen the Doubler courts the PC as a client.
Beats for the GM: 1. The booking (the Clerk's fee is non-refundable; the queue is the adventure's antechamber). 2. The sitting (hours; the wings; the other waiters, who are not dying). 3. The song (one verse each; no one hears the same verse twice). 4. The telling (one true song back to her — it must be true).
GM: ETERNAL — listening reaches one song, the one she sings to the dying, never her symphony. What she is stays unstated.
Slow-river tag: none.



8. The Old Farms

Fig. 5.12 — Earth leverage survey. The wheat walks; the leverage is municipal.

Fig. 5.13 — The Old Farms. The wheat walks. Let it.

"The wheat walked to the Cemetery."

Past the city's lean: patchwork fields, leaning barns, farmhouses with hungry-eye windows, run by the Farmers' Compact — prices by ancient barter law, enforced with pitchforks and better lawyers. The soil grows things never planted. Happy bread is baked here — loaves giggle when sliced; bakers giggle when paid.

Senses: Fresh soil, manure, warm bread laughing at you; wind through wheat whispering in Unicornic, under a fiddle tune changing key with the weather. Services: The Giggling Sheaf (the Moonsday bread course — ticketed, tourists, the loaves perform); farm wives treating everything with poultices, soup, and unsolicited life advice; the hayloft trade (unlicensed seed stock; happy bread without a giggle license); barn tournaments, ante in livestock and harvest futures. The Compact's soil court sits weekly — disputes settled by asking the soil, Gurunkin interpreter, fees apply, spectators welcome, rulings final; the soil is never wrong, and the soil is sometimes funny. Danger: The crops. Some of them walk. The Compact calls it "free-range agriculture" and charges a premium. Law: Anything grown here belongs to the soil first, the farmer second; disputes are settled by asking the soil (Gurunkin interpreter; fees apply).

Neighbors: Everything the city eats walks, floats, or is carried in from here — the Inner City marks it up, Jovia deep-fries it, the lake provides the tentacles. The Cemetery is one night's walk for an ambitious wheat field. The Compact's lawyers have beaten the Oscu Estate twice; the Estate sends larger lawyers now.

Hook: A farmer's wheat field stood up last night and walked to the Cemetery — the Compact wants it back, the Clerk wants it filed, and the wheat wants something it won't say.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Forty-First House
Asker: Mr. Gideon Lodge — currently crashing at a farmhouse on Compact land, the Old Farms. (Introduced as a favor someone asks of the players. Do not warn them.)
Goal: Help him leave before the house becomes his — find him a home that is legally his, or teach him how to leave a place. He doesn't know how.
Reward / consequence: Success — the deeds, debts, and paperwork of any property he's lived in (he knows them all; forty houses of clean title intelligence), and the woman's gratitude — her house stays hers. Failure — the deed migrates, legally, without a forged signature; the woman becomes the guest, and Gideon is very kind about it, which is worse. (Do not throw him out violently. When someone kills him, he moves into his killer.)
Plotline (beats): 1. He just needed a place to crash — cheerful, tidy, grateful, asks nothing. 2. Within a week the post arrives in his name; within a month the parrot-scratchers record the house as his residence. 3. The Oscu Estate's notice — his first landlord, three centuries ago, still trying to evict him; the latest notice is nailed to a door he no longer owns. 4. Leave, or stay and mean it — he has fallen in love with the woman who took him in this spring, and he's trying to leave before her house becomes his.
Supporting cast: the woman who took him in; an Oscu Estate lawyer (larger than the last one); Margit Seven (he's worn forty names; she can tell — secondary thread, the Streets).
Crossover: none (Thresk carries the district's crossing).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Third Filing
Asker: Recording Steward Odo Thresk, the Farmers' Compact, the Old Farms.
Goal: Win the Compact's third case against the Oscu Estate — find the barter law's first precedent before the hearing, and survive the larger lawyers.
Reward / consequence: Success — the Compact wins (farm-wife soup, indefinitely; the Compact's lawyers owe the party; one winning brief the party may cite anywhere, once). Failure — the Estate takes acreage, and the party's Stance shifts whichever way they argued; or the larger lawyers find the precedent first, and cite it at the party.
Plotline (beats): 1. Two wins, a pitchfork in the corner of the room (as precedent requires), and a larger pitchfork on order. 2. The leaning barn, and the first price ever agreed. 3. The soil court sits weekly — disputes settled by asking the soil, through a Gurunkin interpreter; the soil is never wrong, and is sometimes funny. 4. The hearing — Compact v. Oscu, third filing.
Supporting cast: the Compact's lawyers; the soil court's Gurunkin interpreter; Mrs. Hannelore Dunmow (Old Roadswirl — her memory buns only work with Compact flour, and the contract has no signatory).
Crossover: → the Old Roadswirl, Mrs. Hannelore Dunmow: the flour contract with no name on it.
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: What the Wheat Wants
Asker: Farmer Lisbet Quenn, her empty field, the Old Farms.
Goal: Learn what the walking wheat wants, and settle where it belongs — her field back, the Cemetery's filing, or the wheat's own terms.
Reward / consequence: Success — harvest futures, paid in Teeth; the wheat's goodwill (it remembers kindness, the way fields do). Failure — settle it badly and the wheat follows the party instead: free-range, with opinions; or the Compact and the Clerk both file claims, and the party is named in each.
Plotline (beats): 1. Her wheat field stood up last night and walked to the Cemetery — she has the empty field and the bill for seed. 2. She told the field, aloud, that she was tired of it. (She has not told the Compact.) 3. The Compact wants it back; the Clerk wants it filed; Keeper Petra Lorn has no shelf for it. 4. Ask the wheat — it will not say, but it will show; escort it home, or release it.
Supporting cast: the empty field; her neighbor's nervous barley; the Clerk of Returning Things; Keeper Petra Lorn (Cemetery).
Crossover: receives a thread (Cemetery → Old Farms: the Clerk → Quenn, via Petra's release).
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

D — The Ancient Price
The Farmers' Compact sets prices by ancient barter law. The Compact has beaten the Oscu Estate twice. The Estate has filed a third time, with larger lawyers. Somewhere in a leaning barn is the first price ever agreed.
Goal: Find the barter law's first precedent before the hearing.
Reward / consequence: The Compact wins — farm-wife soup, indefinitely. Without it, the Oscu Estate takes acreage, and Stance with the Estate shifts whichever way the party argued.
Routes: the leaning barn (it leans worse when lawyers approach); the Compact's archive (two wins' worth of briefs, and Thresk's pitchfork); the Estate's discovery request (their larger lawyers will share — for a price).
GM: the first price is a real number, for a real thing, between real parties. What barter was, before the Compact, stays DECLINED — the price is the adventure, not the economy's origin.
Slow-river tag: none.
Note: interlocks with Thresk's quest (The Third Filing) — the quest is the campaign; this is the expedition. Run together or standalone.

M — Soil Court
The Compact's soil court sits weekly. Disputes are settled by asking the soil, through a Gurunkin interpreter. Fees apply. Rulings are final. The soil is never wrong, and is sometimes funny.
Goal: Win a case the soil decides.
Per-PC voices: the subject is the soil's testimony. Its voices in play are Mineral, Water, Desire — each PC listens to a different one. Hearing Mineral teaches fully only when all three are heard; short-handed, the PC hears the ruling but not the joke (and the soil notices).
Reward / consequence: The PC learns to hear Mineral in earth — what endures. Lose, and the soil rules the PC "grown here": things never planted grow where the PC sleeps.
GM: the docket is real (three cases; the party's is second). The interpreter charges by the question; the soil answers what it was asked, which is never what was meant. Recommended handling: let the soil be funny on purpose — the comedy is the procedure working exactly as designed.
Slow-river tag: none.

O — Free-Range
Farmer Lisbet Quenn's wheat field stood up last night and walked to the Cemetery. The Compact wants it back. The Clerk wants it filed. The wheat wants something it won't say.
Goal: Learn what the wheat wants, and settle where it belongs.
Reward / consequence: Harvest futures, paid in Teeth. Settle it badly, and the wheat follows the party instead — free-range, with opinions.
Routes: the empty field (the furrows point; follow them at walking pace); the Cemetery's intake (the Clerk's filing, still warm); Lisbet herself (she hasn't told the Compact what she said aloud).
GM: PLANNED truth — Lisbet told the field, aloud, that she was tired of it. It went where unwanted things are treated with respect. The wheat's answer, when asked properly, is a showing, not a saying.
Slow-river tag: none.
Note: interlocks with Quenn's quest (What the Wheat Wants) — the quest is the relationship; this is the field investigation. Run together or standalone.



9. The Long River

Fig. 5.14 — Wind currents. Ostravel's sky, charted approximately.

Fig. 5.15 — The Long River. Ostravel's sky; the weather is doing something.

"Anything the river carries past the third bridge is legally 'delivered' — including people, including you."

The river cuts the city in half and, on certain nights, in thirds. Patrolled by the Riverwardens in longboats — and by smugglers in faster longboats who pay the Riverwardens' salaries, which everyone understands.

Senses: River mud, fish, ozone from the Rapids Market's spell-scarred stalls; rushing water under a drowning hurdy-gurdy. Services: The Eddy, a floating inn never in the same place twice ("the blue one near the third bridge, probably"); river Gurunkin for drowning-adjacent injuries; the Rapids Market (ATOO literature, unregistered poltergeists in jars, mirrors with the smiles still in them); Undertow parlor, where the stakes are literal and the house cut is collected by the river. Danger: The current has opinions. Disrespectful swimmers are found downstream, dry, holding a pamphlet they don't remember receiving. Giant Turtles cruise the slow reaches, and divers swim among them, scoping out the best ones for the upcoming properties. The turtles have not objected. The turtles have not been asked.

Neighbors: Three bridges join the banks — the Inner City's contracts cross hourly, the Streets' smugglers cross nightly, and the river collects its cut from both. Every crossing is a negotiation: the Wardens collect the toll, the smugglers collect the faster toll, and the river collects from both, in water. The Rapids Market undercuts the Counterfeit Quarter and overcharges tourists; the Quarter has filed a complaint, which the river is currently carrying past the third bridge. The Market knows the tide of delivery — when the current brings the good salvage; smugglers and Wardens both plan around it, and both deny it exists. On Thirding nights the east bank splits again and the Riverwardens charge double, "for the inconvenience of geography."

Hook: A sealed jar surfaced at the third bridge: an angry ghost, a Factions deck, a note reading "ANTE UP" — and the ghost insists it was winning.

Filed — Incident Report, Riverwardens' Office: Ex-Montaveran members of the Beast and Water followings were apprehended in illegal collaboration — manipulating fish and water to grow a river where none existed. The work was stopped in progress; the published map remains accurate. The reporting officer's remark is retained without comment: There's something fishy about this. Reminds me a lot of Chaos Magic.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Ledger's Oldest Entries

Anchor: Constance Hallowell, Senior Daughter, Hallowell & Daughters, Primers
Asker: Constance Hallowell herself, at the firm's offices on the river — discretion is the only product, and she is running short of it.
Goal: Read the ledger's oldest entries — in her mother's hand — and find who buys the firm's laundered grief.
Reward (success): Hallowell primes one situation for the party: a deed arranged so it happens by circumstance rather than choice. The Obligators will find nothing missing in the ledger.
Consequence (failure or refusal): The ledger gets a new entry anyway — the party's own visit, primed and filed. Someone, someday, will read them the way Constance is reading her mother.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The reading. Constance has begun reading the ledger. The oldest entries are in her mother's hand, and they don't read like business — they read like confessions. Or instructions. She needs witnesses who aren't family.
2. The new product. Her "kind removals" — people removed gently, with replacements arranged, for clients who want someone gone without anyone grieving. A client is waiting. The party is asked to vet the arrangement: is it still discretion, or has it become cruelty with better stationery?
3. The budget line. The firm launders grief as well as guilt, through a double-cost budget line Constance shouldn't name. The excess grief is sold. She doesn't know who buys it. She has started to want to know — the most dangerous thing a Hallowell can want.
4. The buyer. (PLANNED.) The grief is bought by a broker who sells it on to the city's mourning trades — a name, a ledger of their own, a door the party can knock on. What the broker does with it is their business. What the firm does about it becomes the party's.
5. The instructions. The mother's earliest entries, read last, stop reading like confessions. They read like a primer's final arrangement — primed across five generations, with the reader as the last term. Constance must decide whether to complete it or file it unfinished.
Supporting cast: Her mother (dead; present in the ledger, in her own hand) — wants to be read correctly, whichever way that lands. Margit Seven (licensed identities are the firm's replacements) — wants the replacement trade kept clean. The grief-broker — wants the supply uninterrupted and has never asked where it comes from.
Crossover: Receives Roda from Town Square (Roda → Constance Hallowell). The Bank sees where the teeth go, and the grief money moves in teeth — Roda arrives with a depositor's complaint that opens beat 3.
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: this is about grief, money, and a daughter reading her mother. Keep it there.

Quest: The Polite Crate

Anchor: Silvan Ost, Auctioneer and Recruiter, In-Transit House (dual anchor — the Old Roadswirl and the Long River; a fellow with many hats, and very busy)
Asker: Silvan Ost himself, at the In-Transit House — tea always on, everything almost yours already, and a crate in the back that has started ticking. Politely.
Goal: Get the ticking crate off his hands, with his name nowhere near it.
Reward (success): Anything lost in transit is probably in his warehouse — he'll sell one item back, cheap, no questions — and he owes the party a favor, which from Silvan Ost is a liquid asset.
Consequence (failure or refusal): The ticking stops being polite. Or the crate's addressee collects after all — and Silvan's name is on the intercept log, which it was always going to be, the moment anyone looked.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The crate. Intercepted six weeks ago, addressed to the Shrouded Merchant. Silvan can't auction it, can't send it on, and has started checking the locks twice. He offers the party money to take it somewhere he has never been.
2. The defectors. One of Silvan's recruited defectors — smiling, grateful, gone from their old job — knows a route the addressee doesn't watch. The defector will draw it, for old times' sake, which is to say for a price.
3. The auction. Month-end. Someone bids on an unlisted lot, in teeth, without looking at it. The bid is for the crate. Silvan has to decide whether the bidder is a solution or a second problem.
4. The handoff. Where can a thing go that the addressee never looks? The lake (what the lake provides, the Rapids Market sells). The Quiet (forms go in; people come out filed). The party chooses, and carries.
5. The silence after. Delivered or hidden, the ticking stops. Silvan goes back to checking the locks once. He will remember who carried it. So, probably, will someone else.
Supporting cast: The defector (route-drawer) — wants their old life to stay lost. A Riverwarden clerk — wants the unlisted lot listed, properly, in triplicate. The blind bidder — wants the crate and will not say why, which in this city is a complete biography.
Crossover: To Harbormaster Tarrant, Sirenia Lake (Silvan Ost → Harbormaster Tarrant). The lake route in beat 4 runs through the Harbormaster's gossip exchange — no secret crosses the water unpriced.
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: the crate is never opened, and the addressee's identity is never discussed. This quest is about the handoff, not the contents. The ticking stays polite.

Adventures 

The Third Bridge Was First · D (deep-history)

A bridge plaque lists the third bridge as the first crossing built. The Riverwardens say this is impossible — but their payroll ledger has been paying maintenance crews for all three bridges since before two of them appear in the records. Somebody's count is wrong, and the river charges by the count.
Goal: Identify which crossing existed first, and why the river's count changes.
Routes: The toll receipts (one bank's go back further than the bridge); a smuggler's faster route (the smugglers count crossings the Wardens don't); the Third Bridge Troll — it remembers, and bills for remembering, itemized, in teeth. (The Troll is district presence, not an anchor; it will absolutely send an invoice.)
Reward: A crossing the party may use once without toll — and a witness from the first bridge crew, who has been waiting to be asked for some time.
Consequence: The evidence decides, and one bank's official history becomes untenable. The exposed bank disputes the finding, loudly, and names the party in the dispute. (Both branches are real: the truth comes out either way — what differs is who the city believes paid for it.)
GM: DECLINED — why the river's count changes. The ledgers record that it does. The plaque, the payroll, and the Troll agree on the facts and disagree on what they mean; let them.

The Thirding · M (music-growth)

On certain nights the Long River opens a second channel, and the city is in thirds until morning. The Riverwardens charge double, "for the inconvenience of geography." Their boat-song changes on those nights. They will not say why.
Goal: Cross on a Thirding night and return before morning.
The subject's voices: The boat-song carries three voices, and each PC hears a different one — Drive (the oars' pull, the river insisting onward), Water (what the second channel carries that the first doesn't), Mineral (the bridge-foundations' hum underneath it all, holding). No PC can hear another's voice for them; the crossing needs all three kinds of listening.
Reward: A Riverwarden teaches Counterpoint — the fixed fragment for this district. A river keeps moving. It moves elsewhere. (The fragment teaches fully only when all three voices were heard; a table that resolves short-handed learns it incomplete — the PC's counterpoint sometimes moves them elsewhere when they meant to stay.)
Consequence: Fail to return before morning, and a PC's route home moves elsewhere. They arrive one district off, every time, for the arc. (The river keeps moving. It moved them.)
GM: ETERNAL — why the river thirds. The Wardens charge double and will not say why; keep it that way.

The Rapids Market Audit · O (open)

The Rapids Market sells what the lake provides. That's the arrangement, and it's printed on the market's charter. This week a stall sold something the lake never provided — sealed crates, Riverwarden tally-marks filed off, contents personal: papers, keys, a name. The Riverwardens want the stall audited. The stall-holder wants the party to do the auditing, because the Wardens audit the way weather happens.
Goal: Determine where the goods came from, and decide what the market does about it.
Routes: The stall-holder (a defector's cousin — Silvan Ost's recruits smile, defect grateful, and sometimes smuggle their old lives out in crates); the filed-off tally-marks (one is filed almost off — the In-Transit House lot number shows through); the crate's owner, who has been looking for it since before it was lost.
PLANNED truth: The crates are defectors' severances — old lives, crated by the In-Transit House for auction, diverted to the market by a clerk who decided an auction was no way to sell a life. The clerk meant kindly. Kindly is not a defense the Wardens recognize.
Reward: The crate's contents go to their owner (papers, keys, a name — a whole life, returned), and the Riverwardens owe the party one unlogged crossing. Silvan Ost, informed, is delighted — his intercepts are usually less sentimental.
Consequence: The audit goes the Wardens' way instead: every stall's provenance is questioned, the market closes for a season of paperwork, and the party's own goods — everything they're carrying — get inventoried, in triplicate, in public.
GM: No pre-dating anywhere in this adventure. The crates were lost last month. The paperwork is current. The kindness was recent.

---

10. The Inner City

Fig. 5.16 — Old City Hall, interior. The restrooms are the one camera-free room. Gavage's valve.

Fig. 5.17 — The Inner City. Binding in triplicate.

"Any contract signed here is binding in triplicate — one copy per party, one for the Council, which the Council reads aloud at parties."

The dense mercantile heart: pulsing cobblestones, shopfronts stacked three deep, the Printing Company looming like a promise. This is where Montavera's #1 product is made: Factions, printed and packed under the eyes of the Education/Miseducation Agencies.

Senses: Ink, hot paper, fried street food, and rat feathers — the lifeblood-currency smells metallic and sweet; presses, bells, haggling in four languages and one silence (the Nawns). Services: The Gilded Misprint (wallpapered in misprinted cards; rates negotiable in rat feathers); licensed chirurgeons (licenses framed, slightly forged); the Counterfeit Quarter (fake cards so good the Printing Company buys them back by mistake, twice); The House of Ante, the city's oldest parlor — treasure packs are won, not bought. Danger: Counterfeit inquisitors. Price wars that become actual wars (briefly, alternate Zipdsdays). The Book of Chaos is rumored to pass through here — the book that literally turns people into cards.



VOCAB BOX · BOOK OF CHAOS
"In Gornola's handwriting."
A book of chaos. It exists differently in each dimension and holds all truth about all things and the ways they change — which is why no two readers agree what it looks like, and why they are all correct, and why the Index charges by the argument. Its last page is in Gornola's handwriting because she signed off on it, as all oracles and writers must. The signature is the only part of the Book that is the same in every dimension. The Index finds this reassuring and has decided not to ask why.



Neighbors: Everything flows through here and is marked up: lake salvage, farm bread, Under-Market teapots, Apokalypse memorabilia "made last Tuesday." The Printing Company holds quarterly misprint burnings in the square — misprinted cards burned under supervision; collectors attend to steal them, which the Company expects and prices into the ceremony. The Citadel rises directly overhead — petitions go up, decrees come down, the Iron Ante's clerks play after hours. The Oscu deed vaults are under the cobblestones; the cobblestones pulse; nobody has connected these facts in a way the Estate will confirm.

Hook: A misprinted card is circulating with a player's face on it — stats, flavor text, collector's number. The Printing Company wants the plate. The player wants to know their toughness.

[pencil, M.:] The pulse is the vaults breathing. Do not ask what they're breathing in.

The Mattress Depot Staff — Somna, Noct, Lethar, Dormer

The Mattress Depot sells mattresses that are portals to customized personal hells, calibrated to the buyer's unresolved regrets — the intake interview asks about sleep position and means your worst moments, and the sales team is, appropriately, terrifying. Somna appears slightly behind you at the precise moment you've decided; Noct is already talking when you enter and knows something about the locked room; Lethar is difficult to observe directly, and the showroom recalibrates around them; Dormer the Manager is a life-size marionette whose strings disappear through the ceiling, and nobody looks up. The Owner has never been seen and communicates only through a waist-height slit in the locked-room door, in braille, though no one in the building is blind. Occasionally a premium mattress opens onto someone else's hell — the Wrong Hell — and the customer service annex treats this as a warranty matter, which, technically, it is. (The Depot's staff appear in Chapter 9.)

The Proprietor of the Laundromat Cafe

The Laundromat Cafe launders money the way it launders shirts — in bulk, on a cycle, with a Proprietor who will discuss neither. The back utility door goes where you need it to go; that is not a mystical answer, that is the actual answer, and the second key is colder than the first for reasons filed under maintenance. The washers thud slightly off-rhythm, like something that learned to imitate a washer by watching one. (See also the Laundromat's Shadow-Beings, below; the Proprietor's mental drawer is in Chapter 9.)

The Laundromat's Shadow-Beings and the ATM Horoscope

Filed under Strange, Municipal: the Laundromat's ATM prints a horoscope with each transaction, and the shadow-beings flicker near the machine precisely when the horoscope is accurate — often enough that the regulars have stopped calling it coincidence and started calling it the forecast. One regular pays for coffee every Zipdsday and never orders it; the cup is poured anyway, and the Proprietor's ledger balances to the sip. None of this is explained. All of it is filed. (See the Proprietor of the Laundromat Cafe, above.)

The Controlled Pressure Valve

The Old City Hall restrooms are the one camera-free room in the building — the cameras were off, are off, have always been off, per the technicians' corrected statement — and Mayor Barado speaks in complete sentences only there, four minutes at a time, while the popcorn machine screams next door. Storyteller, the rebellion was the design: Gavage, Head Handler, authored the surveillance-free designation himself, approved it, and maintains it, because a controlled pressure valve requires precise knowledge of what it releases. Every leak the party thought was contraband was metered outflow, and Gavage knows the full content of eleven years of restroom confessions. He is letting the party discover this. The valve needs to know what they do with unmetered truth.
Anchor quests 

Quest: The Sunny Wall

Anchor: Grandfather Tymm, of the Slow Ward (filed as Tymm, E., Elder — mobile, conditionally)
Asker: Tymm himself — slowly, over tea that cools mid-pour, while he asks to be read to. The petitions, mostly.
Goal: Get his six-year-pending petition granted: relocation beside the sunniest wall in the city, for his hip.
Reward (success): His one side-switch. A petition approved, and your enemy's luck crawls — crops fail slowly, duels are fought at half speed, good fortune arrives late and out of breath. He is a siege engine that looks like a nap.
Consequence (failure or refusal): The Merchant's offer is still on the table — the sunny wall, no petition, no queue, tomorrow, for a favor. Tymm has been considering it for two years. If the party walks away, he stops considering and starts accepting. (The favor is never specified. It doesn't need to be.)
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The reading. Tymm is going blind. He needs someone to read to him — the petitions, mostly. He likes hearing what people want badly enough to file for. Want, he says, is the fastest thing left in this city. The party reads. The queue is eleven petitions long.
2. The queue. Half the city's feuds are queued behind the Petition to Relocate the Elder — moving Tymm next to your enemy is a formal procedure, in triplicate, decided quarterly. Every petitioner is kind to Tymm, just in case. The party learns the shape of the city's hatreds from the order of the queue.
3. The wall. The sunniest wall in the city is held by someone who won't give it up — and their reason, when read aloud slowly, is better than the party expects. (The Index declines to say whose wall. The party will find out by asking, the slow way.)
4. The offer. The Merchant has offered him the wall — no petition, no queue, tomorrow. For a favor. Tymm has been considering it for two years, the way he does everything. He asks the party, honestly, what they would trade for the sun.
5. The switch. Granted the wall — or not — Tymm spends his one side-switch. His hip hurts. He has been saving this. Everyone knew. That was rather the point.
Supporting cast: The eleven petitioners — each wants Tymm moved next to their enemy, and each is unfailingly polite about it. The wall's holder — wants the sun they have, and has a reason. A Deferred Office clerk — wants the queue kept orderly, which is to say, wants no one to win quickly.
Crossover: None required (the district's crossing character is Sister Adjourn). Tymm's petition queue is its own map of the city — any feud the party cares about is already in it.
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: this is about a hip, a wall, and eleven petitions. Keep it there.

Quest: The Unfoldable Plan

Anchor: Mister Crease (the tea house ledger lists him as Folder, Quiet Office — resident; no one has ever heard him speak)
Asker: Crease himself — by folded note, left on his table at the Steeped Hour. He does not speak. The note is the ask.
Goal: Bring him a plan he can't fold — and decide what to do about the sealed killing-plan sitting on his table like a held breath.
Reward (success): He folds one plan of the party's. It will work. It always works. It just won't be their plan anymore. (And for one full second, his hands stop — the fourth time in his life. The party will know they brought him something real.)
Consequence (failure or refusal): The sealed fold sits. Sealed folds hold — that is all anyone knows about them, because Crease has never opened one to check. Whatever was planned keeps its shape, patiently, on the table where everyone sets their tea. And the bag on his shelf keeps unfolding overnight.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The sealed fold. Last week someone brought him a plan to kill someone. He folded it — twice across, once under, sealed. It sits on his table. Nobody will say whose plan it was. Everybody sets their tea near it, carefully.
2. The parties. The would-be killer (hands were steady, the plan was written clean) and the intended (who may or may not know). The party can find both. What they do with the knowledge is the adventure's first fold.
3. The unfoldable. What resists folding? A plan with no desired outcome. A plan that's already happened. A plan the planner doesn't want. The party must bring him something his hands can't close — ten thousand napkins were rehearsals; this one has to be the performance.
4. The bag. One bag on his shelf won't close. It arrived without a label and unfolds overnight. It holds the name he folded away when he stopped being a Writer — the price of quitting. He folds it shut every morning. The party may look, or not. (The Index will not record what they see. Some folds are load-bearing.)
5. The fold. He folds the party's plan, or he doesn't. Either way, something in the Inner City happens the way the fold says — which was always going to be true. The difference is whether the party chose the paper.
Supporting cast: The Steeped Hour's patrons — want their plans folded, and pretend not to watch the sealed one. A Printing Company buyer — wants Crease to fold a production schedule, and is afraid of what comes back. A Counterfeit Quarter fixer — wants to know if a folded plan can be unfolded. (It can't. That's the whole of it.)
Crossover: Receives Dean Fessel from the Arkademia (Dean Fessel → Mister Crease). The Dean arrives with her single curriculum, asking to have it folded — and what comes back is not what she wrote, which is the point, and also the problem.
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: the Book of Chaos is never mentioned. This is about paper, hands, and the fourth time they stopped.

Quest: The Lost File

Anchor: The Registrar, Keeper of the Pre-Formatted Citizenry (cross-city figure)
Asker: The Registrar — formally, by appointment, in the archive's civic stacks. Bring your own pencil. The archive provides the forms.
Goal: Restore a lost citizen's file from the city's scattered civic records — before the citizen becomes a discrepancy.
Reward (success): Access to the archive's civic stacks, and a disciplined account of one official record versus the claims made about it — the difference, documented, which in this city is a kind of wealth.
Consequence (failure or refusal): The citizen remains a discrepancy — everything they were permitted to be, unpermitted, quietly. And the Registrar records the case as requiring preservation. The party is logged as witnesses. (Witnesses aren't bound. Witnesses are merely recorded. Forever.)
Plotline (4 beats):
1. The discrepancy. A citizen whose file was lost — not taken, lost — is experiencing it as the disappearance of everything they were permitted to be. Appointments unmake themselves. Their name slides off forms. The Registrar considers this neglect, and neglect is the one disorder the Registrar cannot abide.
2. The scattered records. The file exists in pieces across the city: a Census page, a petition signature, a Bone Bank dust deposit, a Factions tournament registration. None of them agree. The party must assemble a citizen the way the city assembles mornings — from parts.
3. The beneficiary. Someone benefits from the file staying lost. (PLANNED: a petitioner whose own claim improves if the citizen is unpersoned — a small, legible, entirely human motive. No conspiracies. The Index declines to make this interesting in any other way.)
4. The filing. Restored, stamped, the citizen re-permitted. The Registrar asks the party, the question the archive asks everyone eventually: if preservation requires the preserved to stay, and they no longer wish to — who is the archivist serving? The party's answer is filed. It will be read back to them, someday, by someone they don't recognize.
Supporting cast: An assistant clerk — wants the stacks kept orderly, which is to say wants no one to ask what "orderly" costs. The citizen — wants to be permitted again, and is frightened of what the party will find in the pieces. The petitioner — wants their claim, and has never thought of it as unpersoning someone.
Crossover: None (cross-city figure; the district's crossing character is Sister Adjourn).
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: this quest never mentions the Book of Chaos, ATOO, the party-shaped holes, or Ordio. It is about civic records, a lost file, and what neglect costs. The archive has many rooms; the party is shown exactly one.

Quest: Clause 14(c)

Anchor: Imelda Prosk, Undersecretary for Continuity of Operations, Office of Standing Orders
Asker: Petrik, her deputy — limping, noticeably, in a way she can't stop noticing. He brings tea she'll forget to drink, and a request.
Goal: Find who wants her hurt, before Petrik runs out.
Reward (success): Her signature. Continuity — one arrangement the party names continues regardless of who resigns, dies, or is replaced. Her signature delegates consequence. (An Instrument of Standing, in one sentence: the approved arrangement outlives its participants.)
Consequence (failure or refusal): Petrik takes another one. This time it's the falling municipal clock — the one with intent. Or the party takes the open junior-clerk positions, and learns what delegation feels like from the inside: the grogginess, the long meetings, the agreements nobody remembers agreeing to.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The limp. Petrik has absorbed four of her injuries. Four. He's started limping. Imelda's eyes keep going to it in meetings, the way you'd watch a crack travel across glass. The junior clerks are resigning faster than she can hire.
2. The pattern. Stabbed twice, poisoned once, struck by a falling clock — and each time, a subordinate took it. Clause 14(c), in full: Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. Someone is testing the clause. Repeatedly.
3. The liking. She has started liking Petrik. This has never happened before — in twenty-two years, no one has made it past the grogginess, past the clause, past the sheer administrative fact of her. She doesn't know what to do with it. This is the most dangerous beat in the quest. Play it kindly.
4. The attacker. (PLANNED.) Director Oswin Laud, her superior — testing whether Clause 14(c) applies upward. If it does, he's untouchable through her. He has run the Office thirty years without an accident, and intends to keep the number.
5. The cost. Confronted or exposed, the attacks stop — or they don't, and Imelda finally gets what she's been privately wanting: to be hurt once herself, so she knows what it costs. Before Petrik runs out. The party decides whether to let her.
Supporting cast: Petrik — wants her safe, and wants her to stop watching the limp. Director Oswin Laud — wants the clause to apply upward, and has thirty years of no accidents to protect. The resigning clerks — want out before they're the ones who take it.
Crossover: None required (the district's crossing character is Sister Adjourn).
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: this is about a clause, a limp, and what things cost. Keep it there.

Adventures 

The Cellar That Was Never Built · D (deep-history)

Three contracts refer to the same cellar. The building has no basement. The cobblestones pulse when the third contract is read aloud — slowly, the way a held breath pulses.
Goal: Determine what the contracts describe, and whether the cellar should be entered, sealed, or treated as a legal fiction.
Routes: The Oscu deed vaults (the Estate's copy is the oldest, and the most annotated); a Printing Company misprint (the cellar appears in a floor plan that was never approved for printing); an old City Hall floor plan (the cellar is drawn, measured, and initialed by someone whose initials appear nowhere else).
Reward: Access to a hidden archive — and evidence of a prior Inner City layout, streets the current maps don't remember.
Consequence: The cellar becomes officially real. It gains a property claimant (the Oscu Estate has already prepared the paperwork — it always has), and whatever the cobblestones are breathing gets a landlord.
GM: DECLINED — what the cobblestones are breathing. The contracts describe the cellar; the archive proves the layout; the breathing stays unidentified. Some discrepancies are load-bearing.

The Counterfeit Symphony · M (music-growth)

Counterfeit cards from three printers share a tiny rhythm in their cutting marks. A mirror-smith hears it. The Printing Company calls it a manufacturing defect. The defect is in time.
Goal: Notice the pattern, answer it, and decide whether to expose its source.
The subject's voices: The cutting rhythm carries a voice per printer, and each PC must notice and answer a different one — the first printer's downbeat (hurried, cheap stock), the second's off-beat (careful, almost proud), the third's rest (a silence where a cut should be — the most deliberate of the three). No PC can hear another's part for them.
Routes: The card-cutting marks themselves (bring a loupe, or better, a mirror-smith); a mirror-smith's tuned object (it hums the rhythm back, slightly sharp); a counterfeit inquisitor's seizure file (three printers, one rhythm, no explanation anyone will sign).
Reward: Individualized lexicon clues — each PC takes a different fragment of the pattern's vocabulary — and one object tuned to detect the rhythm. (Existing systems only: the earned lexicon, a tuned object. No new fragment for this district.)
Consequence: The market adapts to the party's discovery. Someone loses a livelihood — one of the three printers, and not the one the party would have chosen. (The counterfeiters are not uniformly malicious. The Index declines to say which one deserved it.)
GM: No new system. The examiners, inquisitors, and mirror-smiths all use the manuscript's existing music and Tuning practices. The rhythm is evidence, not a mechanic.

---

11. Loch Chesva & Tivea

Fig. 5.18 — Loch Chesva & Tivea. Dark water, pale water, one canal. The lottery queue is not optional.

"The lochs give advice. The advice is usually good — that is the dangerous part."

Twin lochs — one black (Chesva), one silver (Tivea) — joined by a canal no engineer admits to building. Watched by the Lochwardens, hereditary fisher-folk keeping the catch ledgers, the drowning ledgers, and the third ledger they won't discuss.

Senses: Peat, cold silver water, pipe smoke; water on stone, wind in reeds, a bagpipe-like drone the Council calls "atmospheric conditions." Services: The Twin Hooks (guests sleep in shifts; the beds are also boats); lochside wise-folk for "taken" conditions via peat poultices and stern talking-tos; the Reed Trade ("silver catch": Tivea fish granting ten minutes of perfect memory); Still Water parlor, where talking during a match is fined and blinking is noticed. Danger: The lochs give advice. The advice is usually good.

The silver season — two weeks a year when Tivea's catch grants ten minutes of perfect memory: the whole city descends, the Wardens ration the catch by lottery, and a black market sells "remembered" memories of things that never happened. The Wardens' third ledger exists to settle the standing dispute — Chesva's advice vs. Tivea's: which loch binds? Both lochs have advised on the question. The advice disagreed. The Wardens won't discuss the ledger, which is the closest thing to an answer anyone has.

Neighbors: The silver catch is bought by the Arkademia (study aids), the Church (confession preparation), and the Unveilers, who are banned from the Reed Trade for asking the fish about the Council. The Lochwardens sell phrasebooks for thanking your catch in its own tongue; the lochs have never complained about anyone's pronunciation, which the Wardens find suspicious. During the silver season the Reed Trade runs day and night, and the Wardens' lottery line is the district's true main street — pickpockets, prophets, and memory brokers working the queue.

Hook: A fisherman was caught and released this morning — by the lochs, briefly — and returned with ten minutes of perfect memory of a crime that hasn't happened yet.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Silver Season

Anchor: Head Lochwarden Ewan Maddoch, eleventh of the name — keeps the catch ledgers, the drowning ledgers, and the third ledger; discusses the first two
Asker: Maddoch himself, at the lottery queue — he sells the party a phrasebook and corrects their pronunciation for free, which is how he starts every difficult conversation.
Goal: Run the silver season: ration the silver catch by lottery, fill the Arkademia's doubled order, and keep the third ledger closed for another generation.
Reward (success): A silver catch of the party's own — and ten minutes of perfect memory, which is what a correctly thanked catch grants. (The Wardens will also remember who kept the season orderly. The Wardens remember everything; it's the job.)
Consequence (failure or refusal): The third ledger opens a page. The Wardens owe the lochs for the entry — and the party's next advice from a loch is collected as payment. (The lochs collect. They always collect. The phrasebook doesn't cover the verb.)
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The doubled order. The Arkademia buys silver catch as study aids, and this season the order doubled. Maddoch's family has rationed by lottery for eleven generations, and none of them has ever entered the lottery. The queue is long. The queue is patient. The queue is watching.
2. The invoice. Señor Lil Anthony — three feet tall, enormous sombrero, the Church's lay treasurer — arrives with an invoice and a question. The Church's silver catch has been paid in full every season, for a catch that never arrived. By agreement with the lochs. Nobody commissioned Lil Anthony's audit, which is exactly why it's working.
3. The lottery. The party works the queue: who gets a place, who thanks correctly, who mispronounces. The Other Swan is present — giving advice, warmly and wrongly, as is its custom. (The Swan is district presence, not an anchor. It will bite a phrasebook in half if consulted directly. It has done it before.)
4. The season. The catch, the rationing, the Arkademia's crates. Somewhere in the middle of it, someone asks the third ledger for a ruling — not the party, someone else, someone with a dispute the first two ledgers can't settle. Maddoch has to decide whether to let the page open.
5. The closing. The ledger stays closed for another generation — or it doesn't, and the Wardens owe the lochs, and the debt is denominated in advice. Maddoch, eleventh of the name, does what the ten before him did: keeps the books, corrects the pronunciation, and discusses the first two ledgers.
Supporting cast: The Wardens — want the season orderly and the third ledger shut. The lottery queue — wants its place, and wants the Maddochs to enter it for once, just once, to prove it's fair. Señor Lil Anthony — wants a ledger that balances without his help, and has begun quietly auditing the Elders' books.
Crossover: To Dean Fessel, the Arkademia (Maddoch → Dean Fessel). The doubled order is the Dean's — both Agencies pay her salary, and both want study aids. She pays in cheques, on the same day, at different windows.
Slow-river tag: None.

Quest: The Ten Minutes

Anchor: Fisherman Rory Kell — the lochs caught him and released him; he came back with ten minutes of perfect memory of a crime that hasn't happened yet
Asker: Kell himself — or his wife, if he's gone pale again. He recognizes a PC in the lottery queue and goes white. Start there.
Goal: Settle the ownership of the ten minutes — before the memory brokers buy them.
Reward (success): The memory itself, kept: ten minutes of perfect memory, which is a window the party can look through whenever they choose. Or Kell's gratitude, which is a fisherman's gratitude — a silver catch, a lifetime of thanked water, and someone on the lochs who will always pull them out.
Consequence (failure or refusal): The brokers buy the ten minutes and sell them as "remembered," to strangers. And the crime's date approaches — with the party in it, because Kell remembers them at the scene. (This quest is the lead-in to Caught and Released; the adventure is the prevention. The quest is the ownership.)
Plotline (4 beats):
1. The recognition. Kell sees a PC and goes pale. He remembers them — at the scene, at a date that hasn't happened. He has told the Wardens. The Wardens have told him to thank the water. He has thanked the water. It hasn't helped.
2. The wife. She wants him to stop remembering. She has watched him go pale for a week. She will pay — not in teeth, in the things fishermen's wives have — to make it stop.
3. The brokers. The memory brokers want the ten minutes. Their offer is generous, precise, and written down, which in their trade means it's a threat with good stationery. Ten minutes of perfect memory of a future crime is worth more than the crime.
4. The date. Approaching. The party must decide: keep the memory (and the warning), sell it (and the warning), or give it back to the water — thank it, properly, in its own tongue, and let the lochs keep what they caught.
Supporting cast: His wife — wants him to stop remembering, at any price she can pay. The memory brokers — want the ten minutes, and have never asked what remembering costs the rememberer. A Warden — wants the forms observed: caught, released, thanked, in that order.
Crossover: None required (the district's crossing character is Maddoch).
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: this is one of the city's three pre-dating stories (with Dated Yesterday in the Arkademia and Time Served in Advance in the Prisons). Keep the device rare.

Adventures 

The Third Ledger · D (deep-history)

Which loch binds, Chesva or Tivea? Both lochs have advised on the question. The advice disagreed. The Lochwardens keep a third ledger to settle it, and will not discuss it — which is the closest thing to an answer anyone has.
Goal: Get one entry in the third ledger: a ruling on one specific dispute the party brings.
Procedure: The party asks both lochs. The ledger records which advice binds — in that case only. It never rules generally. Bring the dispute in writing. The Wardens will check the handwriting.
Reward: A binding entry. The dispute is settled — citywide, cited by Wardens for a generation.
Consequence: The Wardens owe the lochs for the entry. The debt is denominated in advice: the party's next advice from a loch is collected as payment. (The lochs will choose the occasion. They always do.)
GM: ETERNAL. The book never states which loch binds. The ledger records that one bound, in one case, once. Do not let the procedure become a general ruling — the moment it does, both lochs advise against it, and they agree, which has never happened before and must never happen again.

In Its Own Tongue · M (music-growth)

Anything caught and released must be thanked in its own tongue. The Lochwardens sell phrasebooks. The lochs have never complained about anyone's pronunciation, which the Wardens find suspicious.
Goal: Win a place in the silver-season lottery, catch, and thank the catch correctly.
The subject's voices: The silver catch sings in three voices, and each PC must hear a different one — Desire (what the catch wants, which is to be released), Flesh (the shiver of it, the cold weight, the body's own recognition), Water (what it carries from the loch it came from — Chesva's or Tivea's, and the difference matters). The thanking has to be in its own tongue, and its own tongue has all three.
Reward: Head Lochwarden Maddoch teaches Motif — the fixed fragment for this district: a short phrase of a thing's own music, played back at it. The correctly thanked catch grants ten minutes of perfect memory. (The fragment teaches fully only when all three voices were heard; short-handed, the PC learns it one note off — and the Other Swan will correct them publicly, warmly and wrongly, which is worse.)
Consequence: Mispronounce it, and the Other Swan corrects the PC — publicly, warmly, wrongly. The PC learns Motif one note off, and the note is the Swan's. (Getting it out takes a season, a phrasebook, and an apology the Swan will also correct.)
GM: The lochs never complain about pronunciation. The Wardens find this suspicious. Both facts are true. Let them sit next to each other, unreconciled.

Caught and Released · O (open)

A fisherman was caught and released this morning — by the lochs, briefly. He returned with ten minutes of perfect memory of a crime that hasn't happened yet. He has told the Wardens. The Wardens have told him to thank the water.
Goal: Prevent the crime Rory Kell remembers.
PLANNED truth: The party are the victims. Someone they trust steals a PC's silver-catch memory in the lottery queue — the ten minutes, lifted the way a pickpocket lifts a watch, except what's lifted is remembered.
Routes: Kell's ten minutes (what exactly does he remember?); the lottery queue (who was standing where, and who trusts whom); the memory brokers (who already has a buyer for "remembered" goods).
Reward: The memory is kept — ten minutes of perfect memory, and a silver catch besides. Kell stops going pale.
Consequence: Fail, and the memory is sold on the black market as "remembered," to strangers — and the crime happens on schedule, with the party arriving exactly as remembered, which is the worst part.
GM: This is one of the city's three pre-dating stories. The device appears here and in two other places only; keep it rare. The crime is in the future; the memory is in the present; the Wardens' advice — thank the water — is the only instruction anyone will give twice.

---

12. The Prisons — Natural and Unnatural

Fig. 5.19 — The Prisons. Natural and unnatural.

"You were never here."

Two prisons. One holds bodies. The other holds the idea of bodies. Do not confuse them; the transfer paperwork is murder.

THE NATURAL PRISON — "The Gray." A squat basalt fortress on the eastern edge: barred windows, honest despair, run by Warden Ilsa Vex — never smiled, framed commendation for it — and guards ex-Guild of Gloom, hired for their posture. Senses: Cold stone, boiled cabbage, disinfectant; keys, boots, and a Mood-Setter playing something that sounds like a sentence. Services: The Visitors' Yard (overpriced tea, underpriced information); the prison chirurgeon (treats inmates, and — bribe filed as "charitable donation" — anyone else); the Laundry (contraband in folded sheets); yard Factions for cigarettes, commissary credit, and reduced sentences (the Warden denies the last; the yard keeps records). Danger: Shivs, gangs, the Family Syndicate's "orientation program" — and the Gray's clocks run fast, so sentences are served in full.



VOCAB BOX · GUILD OF GLOOM
"Hired for their posture."
The Guild maintains the city's general air of gloom — by any means necessary. Its former members make excellent guards, on posture alone: years of upholding the gloom straightens the spine the way grief straightens everything else. Members leave when they can no longer stand the guilt of the things they did to keep the city sad. The gloom itself is the air of sad tranquility, like what you feel when someone beloved dies. The Guild's charter calls it "atmosphere." The leavers call it other things, in the small hours, where the Index cannot hear.



THE UNNATURAL PRISON — "The Quiet." Not a place — a condition, administered from a small office above a bakery in the Old Roadswirl by the Office of Unnatural Sentencing: three clerks and a raven that has never blinked. For crimes against laws that don't exist. Inmates aren't locked in cells; they're filed — names, faces, and Tuesdays removed from the record. Senses: Fresh bread from downstairs, old paper, nothing else; the quiet is the point. Services: None, officially. Unofficially, the bakery sells "memory buns" — eat one and remember someone the Office filed away. Danger: Being noticed by the Office. Asking about the Office. The Office files preemptively.

Neighbors: The Gray's laundry does the Citadel's whites — the stains tell stories the clerks won't. The Visitors' Yard is the district's true market — overpriced tea, underpriced information, and the yard's Factions book runs deeper than the commissary's; first-timers come for a visit and leave with a network. The Quiet's bakery supplies half the Old Roadswirl; the Dept. of False Identities buys memory buns in bulk and denies it. The buns have regulars: the ones eating to remember someone the Office filed away. They always order two. They always eat alone. Transfers between the prisons require both wardens' signatures; Warden Vex has never signed one, and the Office has never asked twice.

Hook: An inmate is serving time for a crime the party hasn't committed yet — paperwork already filed, teeth already collected. Or: a memory bun remembers a party member — older, filing a form the party has never seen, in an office above a bakery they've never visited.

Anchor quests 

Quest: Read the Blanks

Anchor: Tess, Form T-117 (the staff call her Tess)
Asker: Tess herself — in boxes, checkmarks, and the occasional coffee ring. She never speaks. The request arrives as a form with every box filled except one: FIELD: request. VALUE: [blank].
Goal: Read the blank "reason for transfer" boxes — and the DISTRICT ZERO destination — and tell her what they say, so she can decide whether completing herself means stopping.
Reward (success): One transfer: anyone, anywhere, between the Prisons. No questions, no trial, just paperwork. (Getting out is a different form, and she doesn't know that one. Don't ask her to learn it.)
Consequence (failure or refusal): The blanks keep spreading to other forms — and one blank gets filed with a party member's name in it. The Prisons don't check. They receive.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The spread. Tess has started leaving the "reason for transfer" box blank, and the blank is spreading to other forms. A blank doesn't distinguish — and she only transfers the sentenced, which is where it gets dangerous.
2. The humming. Larkin hums to her — has for eleven years, ever since the form woke hearing it. When Larkin once stopped for a year, three forms fell asleep mid-transfer with people stuck between the prisons. Tess keeps the transfers moving so Larkin doesn't have to carry that again. The party will need to understand this before they read anything.
3. The error. Last week she transferred a prisoner who wasn't a prisoner — a visitor, a mother, mid-sentence. The Quiet accepted her, because the form was in order. She is the dead prisoner's daughter. She is reunited now, the only way a form knows how. Tess doesn't know if she's sorry. The party may have opinions. Tess will file them.
4. The destination. One entry on her schedule is marked DISTRICT ZERO, in handwriting that changes every time she unfolds it. She unfolds it often. (ETERNAL — what the destination is. The handwriting changes. Let it.)
5. The reading. (PLANNED, for the blanks only.) The blank boxes say what the filer couldn't — the transfers the city needed but couldn't order, the sentences that didn't fit the forms. Read aloud, they are a shadow schedule of mercy. Tess listens. Then she decides — complete herself, which means stop existing, or keep going, which means keep choosing. The party doesn't get a vote. They get to have read it out loud, which is rarer.
Supporting cast: Larkin the Humming Prisoner — wants to know whether the form woke because of the humming or in spite of it. The wardens who sign — want the forms obeyed, and want no one to ask why they sign what they don't understand. The dead prisoner's daughter — wants her mother, and has her, the only way a form knows how.
Crossover: Secondary thread Tess → Mrs. Dunmow, the Old Roadswirl. The Quiet is administered from the office above Dunmow's bakery; a transfer order with Tess's handwriting arrives there monthly, addressed to no one.
Slow-river tag: None. Recommended handling: never connect her to the Book of Chaos. She is a form. Forms are enough.

Quest: The Stamp

Anchor: Larkin the Humming Prisoner — Tess's Origin (Prisoner 114, Gray Prison; the humming one)
Asker: Larkin herself — quieter every year, because she is afraid of what "found" means.
Goal: Find out what the stamp on her transfer papers says — the one she doesn't recognize, from four years ago. Is she free?
Reward (success): Everything she knows: every route between the prisons, ridden eleven years — and Tess will carry one name gently, wherever it needs to go. (If Larkin hums a name, the form carries it gently. This is the only deviation Tess allows.)
Consequence (failure — or success, depending): The stamp says what the party fears it says: her sentence ended four years ago. If she stops humming, the forms fall asleep — people stuck between the prisons, the way they were that year. If she keeps humming, she never learns she's free. The party must decide whether to tell her. (Both branches are real. The Index declines to say which is kinder.)
Plotline (4 beats):
1. The stamp. Four years ago her transfer papers came back with a stamp she didn't recognize. She's been afraid to ask. Some questions you don't ask, because the answer might mean the humming was never the point — and then what would she do with her mouth?
2. The ride. Between, in the dark, with her. Listen: sometimes Tess slows. Like she's listening for something else now. Last Tuesday she slowed for a whole minute. Larkin thinks she heard it.
3. The year. Once, for a whole year, she stopped. Three transfers fell asleep mid-route. People, stuck between. She started again. She has not stopped since. The party meets one of the people who was stuck. They have opinions about humming.
4. The telling. The stamp, read aloud: sentence ended, four years ago, filed and forgotten like everything else. What the party does with the knowledge is the quest's last beat, and the Index will not hurry them. (Let the players discover it. Don't resolve it for them.)
Supporting cast: Tess — wants to keep going, which means keeping Larkin humming, which means never telling her. Prisoner 114's cellblock — wants the humming to continue; it is the only music in the Gray. A Quiet clerk — wants the paperwork reconciled, and has been waiting four years for someone to ask.
Crossover: None required (the district's crossing character is Warden Vex).
Slow-river tag: None.

Quest: The Unsigned Transfer

Anchor: Warden Ilsa Vex, the Gray — has never signed a transfer; holds a framed commendation for never smiling
Asker: Vex herself — which is unusual, because she doesn't ask. She offers the party a visit to a prisoner they've never met, who asked for them by name. The visit is the ask. The ask is the test.
Goal: Find her a transfer she can sign in conscience — her first signature.
Reward (success): The signature itself: one release, of the party's choosing. Her first. The Gray has never seen it happen. The paperwork will remember.
Consequence (failure or refusal): She signs nothing — and Tess keeps moving prisoners without her, on a schedule nobody wrote, while the Wardens' authority erodes one unsigned form at a time. Or she signs the wrong one, and the Citadel's laundry stains turn out to implicate exactly the person she was trying to protect.
Plotline (5 beats):
1. The calendar. Transfer days are scheduled around Sister Adjourn's route (Sister Adjourn → Warden Vex — the Prisons schedule transfer days around the Peacemaker's mornings). Vex has never signed. The ex-Guild of Gloom guards have excellent posture about it.
2. The bypass. Tess is moving prisoners without her. The forms are in order — the forms are always in order — but the Warden's signature isn't on them, and everyone can see the gap where it should be. Vex reads it the way other people read obituaries.
3. The laundry. The Gray does the Citadel's laundry. The stains tell stories the clerks won't — petition numbers, in the whites, in order. Vex reads them every week, and files them. One stain, this week, is a transfer order. Unsigned. Hers to sign, if she dares.
4. The prisoner. The one who asked for the party by name. Their case is the one clean file in the Gray — sentenced properly, served fully, no blanks, no errors. Almost suspiciously clean. Vex has been saving it. Everyone saves something.
5. The signature. She signs — or she doesn't. If she does, the pen shakes, once, and the framed commendation for never smiling stays on the wall, because some things don't change. The transfer goes through. The Gray exhales. Somewhere, a form wakes up and notices it was obeyed properly, for the first time, and doesn't know what to do with the feeling.
Supporting cast: The ex-Guild of Gloom guards — want the Warden's authority intact, and stand very straight about it. The Visitors' Yard tea-sellers — want the visiting hours kept, and know every prisoner's visitor before the visitor does. Sister Adjourn — wants her transfer-day calendar honored; the Gray's schedule is built around her mornings.
Crossover: To the Clerk of Petitions, the High Citadel (Warden Vex → the Clerk of Petitions). The laundry goes up; the stains come back down with petition numbers. Someone in the Gray is answering petitions. Vex knows who. Now the party does too.
Slow-river tag: None.

Mattie Dawes (dual anchor, Deep City + Prisons) — her quest Don't Let Them Take Him Apart is filed under Deep City; her transfer-day route runs through the Prisons.

Adventures 

The Cell Before the Prison · D (deep-history)

The oldest occupied cell predates the prison building. Its door opens only for visitors who bring a record of someone never formally sentenced. Nobody has asked what it was before it was a cell. The Gentle Removals ledger has a page for it. The page is older than the ledger.
Goal: Learn who the cell was built to hold — and whether the present prison inherited the purpose or just the address.
Routes: Larkin's humming (she's ridden past it eleven years; the hum changes key near that door, and she doesn't know why); a released prisoner's account (someone who was held there, briefly, between sentences, and remembers the walls being wrong); the Gentle Removals ledger (the page older than the ledger — bring gloves, and a witness).
Reward: An old prison map — the institution's first policy, drawn the way it was meant, before the buildings grew around it — and a witness to that policy, who has been waiting to be asked.
Consequence: Publish the cell's record, and a current sentence is revealed to depend on the inherited classification — someone is serving time under a purpose nobody voted for. Keep it sealed, and the classification stands, unexamined, the way it has for longer than the prison. (Both branches are real: the truth comes out or it doesn't — what differs is who serves what, knowing it.)
GM: PLANNED — who the cell was built to hold. DECLINED — whether the prison inherited the purpose or just the address. The map shows the first policy. What the policy meant is the party's to decide, and the Index will file their decision either way.

The Hum · M (music-growth)

Eleven years ago Larkin was moved on Form T-117, and she was afraid, so she hummed. The form heard her. Forms don't hear. This one did. Now Larkin wants to know whether to keep humming — and the only one who can answer is the form itself. But forms don't answer. They transfer.
Goal: Help Larkin decide whether to keep humming — by hearing what Tess hears.
The subject's voices: What Tess hears has four voices, and each PC must hear a different one — the schedule's rhythm (transfers, on time, nobody wrote it), the blank boxes' silence (where the reasons should be, and aren't), Larkin's hum underneath (eleven years, quieter every year, holding it all up), the coffee-ring static (the occasional ring on a form, which is Tess thinking). No PC can hear another's voice for them; the decision needs all four kinds of listening.
Reward: The PCs learn to listen to the music of a written thing — a form, a contract, a letter. Played back, paperwork hesitates, kindly. (No new fragment for this district; the reward is the listening itself, which is the manuscript's existing music. The listening comes clear only when all four voices were heard; short-handed, one PC hears only static, and the static has opinions.)
Consequence: A second form wakes. The Storyteller chooses one the PC handled this session — a transfer order, a petition, a receipt. It has opinions about the PC. (Never the PC's own file. The Index is firm on this point, and so is Tess.)
GM: Larkin's decision is hers. The party can hear, can advise, can hum along — but the humming is eleven years old and it belongs to her. If she stops, the forms fall asleep. If she continues, she never learns she's free. Do not resolve this for the table. File what they choose.

Time Served in Advance · O (open)

An inmate in the Gray is serving time for a crime the party hasn't committed yet. The paperwork is filed. The teeth are collected. The inmate is polite about it, the way people are polite about weather.
Goal: Get the inmate released.
Routes: The filed paperwork (in order — the teeth are collected, the sentence is itemized, the crime is described in the future tense, which the form accepts without comment); the inmate (who would like to be released, and who has some thoughts about the crime, which they haven't committed, which they keep saying); Warden Vex (who has never signed a transfer, and who reads this file the way other people read obituaries — this could be the one).
Reward: The sentence is spent. One crime of that description is already paid for — filed, stamped, served in advance. (The Index notes: this is a receipt, not a permission slip. Spend it the way you'd spend any receipt: carefully, and only once.)
Consequence: Free the inmate improperly — wrong form, wrong signature, wrong day — and the crime becomes required. The paperwork insists the party commit it. The teeth have been collected. The teeth are never refunded.
GM: This is one of the city's three pre-dating stories. The device appears here and in two other places only; keep it rare. The crime is in the future; the sentence is in the present; the inmate is polite about both. Do not let the party spend the receipt on something the description doesn't cover — the form is specific, the way weather is specific.

---

13. The Old Roadswirl

Fig. 5.20 — The Old Roadswirl. Do not correct the map.

"Do not correct the map."

Where the city's roads give up and spiral: roundabouts, cul-de-sacs, streets looping back out of spite. The Nawn Coalition maintains the maps personally, and even they now add "OTHER" to the compass rose out of humility.

Senses: Dust, horse, GOAT stables; a roundabout waltz in 5/4. Services: The Lost Turn (findable only by getting lost; regulars refuse directions on principle); a GOAT-driver-turned-bonesetter at the stables, cheap and fast; the Spare Wheel ("alternative maps" — wrong in useful ways); Dead End parlor, where every match ends with someone conceding "I never should have come this way." The Cartographers' Despair issues permits and loses arguments with the Nawns; GOAT drivers know the real routes and sell them by the ride. Danger: Getting found by the wrong people in the loops is a profession here; the Masked Marauders descend at midnight, and the roundabouts give excellent cover. Law: Any vehicle circling the Grand Roundabout more than nine times is legally "a resident" and must register with the Dept. of False Identities.

Neighbors: Every road in Montavera eventually gives up here — the Streets' smugglers, the Farms' wagons, the Citadel's couriers, all spiral through. Entering the district, the road stops arguing and starts spiraling: first-time visitors always take the third exit, which does not exist, and arrive anyway. The GOAT stables are the city's transit heart; the drivers' real routes are the city's true map, sold by the ride, never written down — and every Zipdsday they auction guaranteed-lost rides: tourists pay to be lost professionally, regulars pay to be found. The Cartographers' Despair holds a weekly map surrender — citizens bring corrections; the Nawns stamp them all, file them under Helpful, and change nothing. The Quiet operates above the bakery; the neighborhood has agreed not to notice, and charges extra for the discretion.

Hook: A GOAT driver offers a shortcut on no map — it arrives before it departs, and he charges extra for the time saved.

[red crayon, the Child:] the middle of the roundabout is a drawing of a door. i knocked. something knocked back in my mom's voice.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Forty-Second Notebook (the Roadswirl's crossing quest)
Asker: Brother Ansel himself, above the chandler's shop, the Old Roadswirl — he can't open it alone. (His clerk Sable keeps the fund's books; Ansel speaks to no one. This is the point.)
Goal: Open the forty-second notebook with him — read the verse with a name in it — carry it to the Excommunicant in the Apokalypse, and learn whether a verse never spoken counts as testimony.
Reward: The Excommunicant rules on it — in writing, which for him is practically a miracle. The ruling becomes a small precedent the party can cite whenever silence is entered as evidence. And the verse, read in time: a week's warning, usable this once. The chandler stops selling the true ones as lamp-lighting prayers.
Consequence: The verse comes true unread — the named thing happens; Ansel stops writing, and the liturgy keeps changing without a witness. Or the verse goes uncarried, whatever it was about happens without a witness, and the Church's released-brothers fund closes its books on Ansel for good.
Beats: 1. The liturgy is changing; forty-one notebooks; he's stopped reading them in order. The fund's ledger: three entries, three verses, three outcomes, all true. A fourth line is blank. Ansel has been standing at his window for a week. 2. The chandler's shop: three verses came true where she sells them — as lamp-lighting prayers. The forty-second notebook: a name, felt through the paper. 3. Learning the verse without Ansel speaking it — his landlady knows which candle he didn't burn; the chandler knows the shape of the silence. He communicates the way a held breath communicates. 4. The crossing: the party carries the unsaid thing to the Apokalypse, where the Excommunicant — his own review pending, not neutral — must decide if unspoken testimony is testimony. 5. The ruling, and the opening: who the verse names, and whether a week's warning is a gift or a debt. Whatever he decides, Ansel's window goes dark for one night — the only acknowledgment on record.
Supporting cast: Quillwright Sable (wants the fund's books to balance; files everything twice); the chandler (his landlady — soup, and the verse trade); Ansel's landlady (wants her tenant fed; leaves soup); the Excommunicant (read a whole notebook standing up once and said "Not yet").
Crossover: Old Roadswirl → the Apokalypse — Brother Ansel → the Excommunicant. This quest IS the crossing.
Slow-river tag: none. Recommended handling: the verses come true a week early — that is the whole of it. Who edits the liturgy is DECLINED. The Book is never named.

Quest: The In-Transit Auction
Asker: Silvan Ost himself — at the In-Transit House, the Old Roadswirl (and, on alternate days, the Long River; he is a fellow with many hats and very busy, and the hats have hats).
Goal: Before the hammer falls at the In-Transit House's monthly auction, determine the rightful owner of Lot 14 — a traveler's papers, a sealed itinerary, and a name nobody will say aloud.
Reward: The rightful owner pays in the house's own coin: one future transit, anything, anywhere, no questions — plus Ost's professional regard, which is worth more than it sounds.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The lot sells to the wrong bidder, and the name in the papers becomes traceable. The traveler it belongs to is never seen again, and Ost — who hates an ugly auction the way other men hate weather — remembers who let it happen.
Plotline (beats):
1. Two claimants, both with paperwork, both genuine, both incomplete. The papers describe a route that doesn't exist yet.
2. Ost, mid-auction-catalogue and mid-recruitment-drive, asks the party to do the one thing he can't: slow down and read. (He is also, simultaneously, trying to recruit one of the PCs. He recruits everyone. It's reflex.)
3. The sealed itinerary, opened properly, names a third party — someone being followed by their own paperwork, who cannot afford to be found by either claimant.
4. The hammer. The party names the owner. Ost's gavel has never been wrong, except the three times it has, and he counts those the way other men count children.
Supporting cast: The two claimants (each wants the lot; neither wants the third party found); a GOAT driver (wants the route kept off the maps; knows the itinerary's roads); a Nawn monitor (wants every paper filed; will file the party too, if convenient).
Crossover: none required (Ost's crossing runs Long River → Sirenia Lake, via his river business — see his Long River work).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Nameless Contract
Asker: Mrs. Hannelore Dunmow — at her bakery, downstairs from the Office of Unnatural Sentencing, the Old Roadswirl. (She asks in a whisper, while kneading. The kneading does not stop.)
Goal: Find someone who can sign the flour contract — thirty years unsigned, no signatory — without learning what the Office upstairs is doing.
Reward: Dunmow's memory buns, on the house, for a season: eat one and remember someone the Office filed away. (The regulars order two. They always eat alone. You will understand.)
Consequence (refusal/failure): The Compact's flour stops coming. The buns stop working. The regulars keep coming anyway, out of habit, and the habit curdles into something the Office upstairs will eventually have to file.
Plotline (beats):
1. The contract: thirty years of Compact flour, no signature, perfectly honored. The Compact's lawyers want it signed before someone notices it never was.
2. Dunmow's one condition: she must not know what the Office upstairs does. Anyone who tells her will be served a bun and asked to leave.
3. The party must find a signatory with standing in the Compact who can sign blind — the soil court's Gurunkin interpreter can witness a signature given in good faith and translate the intent without the content.
4. The signing. The pen is provided. The flour keeps coming. Nobody upstairs looks down, which is the arrangement, and the arrangement holds.
Supporting cast: The three clerks upstairs (want the bakery to stay open; their raven wants the crumbs); the regulars (want two buns each; want to eat alone); a Compact lawyer (wants a signature; does not want to know why there isn't one).
Crossover: none required (receives Old Farms → Roadswirl, via Steward Thresk — the flour is Compact flour).
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

The Fourth Plaque · D
Beneath the Grand Roundabout, three plaques disagree about the Sunken Steps — the Arkademia's, the Church's, the Oscu Estate's. A fourth has appeared overnight. It is blank except for a child's red-crayon door, and underneath, in a careful hand: "knock twice."
- Goal: Learn who hung the fourth plaque, and what claim it makes.
- Routes: the plaque's mounting brackets (new brass, old wall); the crayon (a specific school, a specific child, both deniable); the three institutions' surveyors, each suddenly very interested in a door.
- Reward: The party may write the plaque's text. It becomes a fourth reading the city will cite — carved, mounted, argued over.
- Consequence: The party is credited with the plaque regardless. The Arkademia, the Church, and the Oscu Estate each file a complaint, and the complaints disagree with each other, which the Index finds delicious.
- GM: ETERNAL. What the Steps are stays unstated. The Child stays unidentified. Knocking twice produces a knock back, never an open door. The deep history here is the district's own: three institutions, three accounts, one door nobody will claim.

Guaranteed Lost · M
Every Zipdsday, Goatgrim Oddysifur auctions guaranteed-lost rides. Tourists pay to be lost professionally. Regulars pay to be found. The goats know which is which.
- Goal: Buy a guaranteed-lost ride and come back without asking directions.
- Routes: the auction (bid in Teeth, or in stories — the goats prefer stories); the ride itself (the road changes when noticed); Agathe Vilm, waiting at the ninth exit, who buys the lost.
- Per-PC: each PC hears a different aspect of the road's Drive — one hears its impatience, one its memory, one its appetite. The way home teaches fully only when all are heard; a party that comes back short-handed arrives knowing less of the road.
- Reward: The PC learns to hear Drive in roads — a road has Drive without Desire. In the Passage Procedure, the unfamiliar way stops being a guess for this PC.
- Consequence: Circle the Grand Roundabout more than nine times, and the PC is legally a resident. They must register a new name with the Department of False Identities. Agathe Vilm is waiting at the ninth exit, and she is very good at waiting.
- GM: Why the goats know is ETERNAL. What the ninth exit leads to is PLANNED (Vilm's classroom — see the Arkademia's work).

Carry the Envelope · O
Driver Yarrow sells the real routes by the ride and never writes them down. Today he is not selling. He is asking: carry a sealed fare envelope through the checkpoint. It contains no money. It contains the name of a person who should be exempt from the fare — a passenger with wrong papers, being followed by their own paperwork.
- Goal: Get the passenger through the checkpoint, with the envelope intact and the name unspoken aloud.
- Routes: the checkpoint's Nawn monitor (files everything; can be filed around); the passenger's wrong papers (wrong in a way that is almost right); Yarrow's goats, who know which travelers are which.
- Reward: A real route, sold never, given once — plus Yarrow's professional trust, which at checkpoints is legal tender.
- Consequence: Speak the name aloud and the passenger becomes traceable — the paperwork will find them by nightfall. Refuse the job and the passenger tries the checkpoint alone, with papers that are wrong in exactly the wrong way.
- GM: The name is PLANNED (the Storyteller chooses someone the party has met — never a PC, never anyone the slow river has touched). What Yarrow refuses to carry, and why, is ETERNAL.



14. Raduga Cove & the Jovia District

Fig. 5.21 — Raduga Cove & the Jovia District.

"By unwritten, undated, undeniable Council decree, the Cove 'is not to be discussed, measured, or leaned over.'"

The Jovia District is pastel facades, street performers, suspicious cheerfulness — the festival quarter, run by the Jovia Revels Committee, where the bake sales never end and the Mood-Setters play almost in tune. At its edge, past the last streetlamp, lies Raduga Cove: a black chasm in the rock, wide as a cathedral door, deep as a secret. Every night, the Council of Nine trots down to the Cove and leaps in. Every morning, they are back in City Hall. Unseen. Unremarked. No one dares ask. (Form Q-CHASM exists. No one has ever filled it out twice.)

A ten-minute walk from the Cove, the Revels Committee maintains the city's most beloved hole: Black Hole Park. A stable miniature black hole, municipally fenced to the regulation distance, humming at a pitch the Department of Public Works has formally described as "reassuring." Visitors throw coins for luck — the luck has never been observed, but the throwing is traditional. Children lose toys to the hole as a rite of passage; every Montaveran under twelve has a story about the one that got away, and the hole keeps all of them. There are safety rails, a painted safe-viewing line (repainted monthly; it keeps straightening itself, which the Department denies), vendors selling certificates attesting that the bearer survived the Event Horizon, pre-signed and pre-dated, school field trips with an unfinished worksheet, and a brass plaque explaining the science in terms the Department has disputed with itself — a smaller plaque beneath it disputes the first, and a third, smallest, disputes the dispute. The park operates under Municipal Paradox Policy, citing the same provision as the late iced-tea ban. Tourists routinely confuse the Park's hole with the Cove. The unicorns visit the Park nightly to check the fencing. The fencing is fine.



SIDEBAR · CHLOROPHOTS
"Little guys. Intensifiers."
At the Cove's wooded edge, where the rainbow forest thins toward the chasm, the Chlorophots pop up — little creatures, bright as spilled paint. Leprechauns eat them to become more leprechauny. Unicorns eat them too, to become more unicorny. Eating one intensifies what you already are. The Index recommends deciding what you are before lunch.



Senses (Jovia): Sugar, face paint, rain on warm stone; laughter, juggling pins, near-joyful music. Senses (the Cove): Nothing — witnesses call it "the worst smell"; the wind going down doesn't come back up. Services: The Painted Grin (every room festival-themed; checkout involves confetti); "merriment medics" (laughter therapy, then bandages, in that order); the Backstage (unlicensed joy, maps to the Cove that stop one inch short); The Big Top parlor — matches performed as theater; the audience bets on the game and the drama. Danger: The Cove. Stand at its edge after midnight and you may hear the Council land — or rather, not land.

The Merriment Mandates — the Revels Committee issues weekly civic decrees of mandatory joy: this week, juggling on Zipdsday; smiling at ravens; the confetti tax. The Masked Marauders enforce them at midnight, joyfully, with masks. Noncompliance is fined in laughter. The Backstage's almost-maps are a standing trade — each stops one inch short of the Cove, and collectors buy the set. The Big Top runs nightly: the audience bets on the match and the drama, and the drama usually wins.

Neighbors: Jovia buys the Apokalypse's despair at a discount and sells it back as theater. The Backstage's almost-maps are the Spare Wheel's best sellers in the Roadswirl. The Council's nightly trot passes through the southern Streets; the Family Syndicate clears the route and bills the Citadel, which pays in silence, which the Syndicate spends.

Hook: Last night the Council didn't come back by morning — at noon, nine unicorns and one Mr. Black trotted in through the front door, damp, saying nothing. The ravens are deleting the footage. Someone saved a copy.

Anchor quests 

Quest: Pause My Street
Asker: A Jovia residents' committee — at Mrs. Quarle's ledger-desk, Raduga Cove. (Mrs. Quarle herself does not ask. She waits, which is a form of asking that charges interest.)
Goal: Argue before Mrs. Quarle that Beggar's Row should be paused — no deliveries, no new faces, no tomorrow — to dodge the Revels Committee's laughter fines, which the street cannot produce.
Reward: The street pauses, the fines lapse, and the residents pay the party in the only currency Quarle's ledger respects: Twists, saved up over years of almost-laughing.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The Revels Committee fines the street in laughter it cannot produce. The arrears compound. Within a season, Beggar's Row owes merriment it will never feel, and Quarle pauses it anyway — over the residents' objections, which is worse.
Plotline (beats):
1. The committee's case: a paused street has no tomorrow, and fines are levied on tomorrows. It is the only loophole anyone has found, and Quarle invented it by accident.
2. Quarle's terms: she accepts only Twists, and the application must be filed in triplicate, and the triplicates must disagree slightly, "for the record."
3. The Revels Committee objects — a paused street still owes its Zipdsday juggling under the Merriment Mandates. The residents are juggling what they have. It is not enough. It is almost enough, which is worse.
4. The pause. No deliveries. No new faces. No tomorrow. The residents exhale for the first time in years, and the exhale is audible from the next street over.
Supporting cast: The committee's chair (wants the pause; has rehearsed gratitude); a Revels inspector (wants the juggling; genuinely loves juggling); Mrs. Quarle (wants the arrears; accepts only Twists; is never hurried).
Crossover: none required (receives Lakeview → Jovia, via Merry → Felicity).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Licensed and the Hated
Asker: Sir Percival Lumm himself — at the Heroic Oversight Board's waiting room, Jovia. (He has rehearsed this request. He rehearses everything. It is the licensed thing to do.)
Goal: Arrange a meeting between Lumm — the licensed adored — and Citizen Dregg — the legally hated — that the Council, which prefers they never meet, cannot quite forbid.
Reward: Lumm owes the party one clean rescue — which, from Lumm, is a binding instrument, witnessed by the Board, redeemable anywhere in the city.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The Board, learning of the request, issues Lumm a standing instruction: he is not to rescue, meet, or acknowledge Dregg, ever. Dregg's one Conscientious Non-Hatred filing proceeds without its only sympathetic witness, and fails the way those filings always fail.
Plotline (beats):
1. Lumm's problem: the Board licenses his rescues, and the Board has opinions about Dregg. The opinions are filed. The filings are unanimous.
2. Dregg's problem: he wants one thing only — for the repeal hearing to have a witness the Council can't dismiss. The most hated citizen, vouched for by the most beloved. It would be devastating. (Dregg knows this. It is why he asked.)
3. The party must find a venue the Board hasn't thought to prohibit: the one place neither the licensed nor the hated has standing is the fog between the Fog Docks and the lake. Neutral water. Nobody's jurisdiction. Everybody's paperwork.
4. The meeting. What passes between them is not the party's business. What the Board does about it is.
Supporting cast: A Board adjudicator (wants the meeting not to happen; wants Lumm's license clean); Bag-Clerk Tull's office (wants the hatred properly filed; the empty bags are Tull's problem, not theirs); Dregg's night walkers (want Dregg seen; want him safe).
Crossover: Jovia → the Streets, Lumm → Citizen Dregg (the meeting is the thread).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: No-Burial Days
Asker: Ondine Sorrell — at her copyist's desk, Jovia. (She copies in triplicate: one for the client, one for the record, one for the sister.)
Goal: Get the Clerk of Returning Things, in the Cemetery, to post the no-burial days privately — so Ondine can sit with her sister at the end, on a day when nothing is being buried.
Reward: Ondine's copies, done properly: she will copy anything the party needs copied — including things that shouldn't exist in triplicate — and her copies are better than the originals, which is a professional secret.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The Clerk posts the days publicly, as is proper. Ondine's sister's end happens on a burial day, in a queue, and Ondine — who has been punctual about everything for years — is late to the one thing that mattered.
Plotline (beats):
1. Ondine's situation: her sister is at the end. The Cemetery buries on every day except the no-burial days, which the Clerk posts. Ondine will only visit on a day with no burials. The days are posted publicly, and the public includes people Ondine cannot afford to meet there.
2. The Clerk's price: the books must balance before dawn, and a private posting is an unbalanced book. He wants something filed in return — specifically, the wheat. (The wheat walked to the Cemetery. The Clerk wants it filed. See the Old Farms' work.)
3. The party carries the request, and the wheat's filing status, between Jovia and the Cemetery. Proprietor Hallow, who posts nothing and knows everything, has opinions.
4. The private posting. One day, no burials, no queue. Ondine sits with her sister. The party is not invited. This is correct.
Supporting cast: Proprietor Hallow (wants the calendar kept; knows why Ondine can't come on burial days); the Clerk's Pocket Window (wants the books balanced; accepts wheat as an entry); Ondine's sister (wants Ondine there; wants nothing else).
Crossover: Raduga Cove & Jovia → the Cemetery. Ondine Sorrell → the Clerk of Returning Things.
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

The Gold Era · D
The Reliquary Charnel was once Montavera's most prestigious address. That was the Raduga Gold Era, when citizens paid for golden prosthetics grafted as civic status. A golden hand has surfaced at the Big Top, holding a card.
- Goal: Trace the golden hand to its first owner.
- Routes: the Charnel's old prestige ledgers (filed under "prestige," which is a category); the Big Top's lost-and-found (everything is lost; nothing is found); the heirs, who have opinions about gold and about hands.
- Reward: The owner's story — and the gold, worth a great many Teeth. (The story is worth more. The Index has appraised both.)
- Consequence: The heirs reclaim the gold from whoever holds it — including from a PC who had it fitted. The fitting, the Index notes, is the easy part. The reclaiming is traditional.
- GM: Felicity asks whether the card in the hand is hers. It is not. What the Gold Era cost, and who paid it, is PLANNED (the Storyteller chooses from the Charnel's prestige ledgers). The Cove's founding stays DECLINED — this is district history, not origin.

The Big Top · M
At the Big Top, matches are performed as theater. The audience bets on the game and on the drama. The drama usually wins.
- Goal: Play the drama in one Big Top match — and keep one secret through it.
- Routes: the bookmakers (odds on the game, odds on the drama, odds on the odds); the performers (all playing someone; some playing themselves); Master Nero's circus, applauding.
- Per-PC: each PC hears a different aspect of Light in the performance — what it reveals, what it conceals, what it charges admission for. The hearing teaches fully only when all are heard; a party that keeps its secrets short-handed keeps fewer of them.
- Reward: The PC learns to hear Light in a performance: what it reveals and what it conceals.
- Consequence: The audience owns the ending. Whatever they bet on, one concealed thing about a PC is revealed — and the reveal gets applause, which is worse than silence.
- GM: What the audience does with the revealed thing is PLANNED (the Storyteller decides — it always returns, usually as a chant).

The Authentic Relic · O
Fry-Master Ludo's stall does brisk business in Apokalypse memorabilia, fried. A tourist has paid in advance for one specific "authentic" relic: a scorched hymnal, supposedly from the first Moonsday. It is not a relic. It is a personal possession someone left behind during an evacuation — and the owner has just walked past the stall and recognized it.
- Goal: Settle the hymnal's fate before the tourist returns with the rest of the money.
- Routes: Ludo (wants the stall open; the workers need the income); the tourist (has paid; wants authentic); the owner (may not want it back; definitely doesn't want it fried); a Crater Exchange seller (will authenticate anything, for a fee, including the truth).
- Reward: Whichever settlement the party brokers holds: the owner's gratitude (and the real story, which is better than the relic), or the tourist's fee, or Ludo's complicated truth told well — each pays differently.
- Consequence: Expose the fake and the stall's workers lose a season's income. Return it quietly and the tourist files a fraud claim against the whole market. Help Ludo sell the complicated truth and the owner becomes the unwilling face of someone else's story.
- GM: What the evacuation was is PLANNED (the Storyteller chooses — it must be someone's, not the city's). Whether the hymnal is genuinely old is ETERNAL, and Ludo will never ask.



15. The High Citadel

Fig. 5.22 — The High Citadel. Petition received. Unanswered, 31 years.

Fig. 5.23 — The Citadel, site plan. The tiers have eye-windows. Petition received.

"Any citizen may petition the Council on any matter, and the Council may answer in riddles, silence, or interpretive trotting. All three are binding."

The seat of power, rising over the Inner City in tiers of black stone and gold leaf — sharp angles, windows like hungry eyes. The Council of Nine (nine unicorns, plus one token non-unicorn, Mr. Black) holds court here, or doesn't: hoof of iron, velvet cloak of mystery, schedule classified, chambers unmapped.

Senses: Old stone, candle wax, the ozone of absolute authority; near-silence — the Citadel's Mood-Setters are the city's best, so you never hear them, only feel watched. Services: No inns — visitors sleep in the Petitioners' Barracks (stone bunks; first-come, first-forgotten). Citadel chirurgeons treat Council staff and those the Council finds interesting (a diagnosis with a survival rate). No black market — instead a gray market of favors: petitions expedited, Ravens bribed with polished lenses. The Iron Ante: clerks play after hours; beating one is legal, and inadvisable. Danger: The Council's attention. The white-clad authorities. The petition-hall mirrors, which show petitioners' reflections signing things.

The Barracks society — the Petitioners' Barracks is a shantytown with its own economy: professional queue-holders, expediters (fees in favors), riddle-translators for Council answers, and a black market in other people's petition slots. The weekly Reading of the Decrees is public and theatrical — the Clerk reads the week's new laws aloud, citizens attend to learn what is now illegal, and the Mood-Setters score it. One petitioner has waited thirty-one years. He has forgotten the petition. He remembers the queue number. It has not been called.

Staffing note: The Citadel's courthouse is run by sea lions, hired for the purpose. One was found this morning prancing on the pranceway instead of sitting. Lazy, lazy sea lions.

Neighbors: The Inner City labors directly below — contracts go up, decrees come down, rat feathers flow up, silence flows down. The Gray does the Citadel's laundry. The Family Syndicate clears the Council's nightly route to the Cove. Everybody petitions; nobody's petition has ever been answered, which the Clerk of Petitions calls "a perfect record of consideration."

Hook: A decree arrives nailed to a player's door — in Unicornic, which the player suddenly can read — summoning them to a midnight audience. The ravens deny issuing it. The nail is still warm.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Empty Bags
Asker: Bag-Clerk Tull himself — at the Hatred Registry, the High Citadel. (He carries the empty bags with him, to show people. Nobody wants to see them. He shows them anyway.)
Goal: Carry Tull's audit — the empty bags, where filed hatred should be — to someone with standing to act on it, before the Registry files the audit itself as a rounding error.
Reward: Tull's gratitude, which takes the form of perfect paperwork: anything the party needs filed, certified, or made to have always been true on paper, done properly, once.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The Registry absorbs the audit. The empty bags are reclassified as "hatred, pending." The trail that pointed upward — at Standing Orders, at the Council's own filings — goes quiet, the way trails do when someone important stops walking them.
Plotline (beats):
1. Tull's finding: bags filed full, found empty. Not stolen — unhated. Someone, somewhere, stopped hating on schedule, and the Registry kept the bags anyway.
2. The audit points upward: the authorizations for the empty filings carry Standing Orders countersignatures. (Imelda Prosk's office. The Inner City.)
3. Tull cannot carry it upstairs himself — a bag-clerk presenting an audit of his own Registry is, administratively, a bag auditing itself. He needs carriers with no standing to lose.
4. The delivery. Whoever receives it must decide what "unhated on schedule" means, and whether the city can afford the answer.
Supporting cast: A Registry auditor (wants the discrepancy to be a rounding error; has a family); a Council usher (wants the bags seen by the right eyes; knows which eyes those are); a raven observer (wants everything watched; is watched in turn).
Crossover: none required (the Citadel receives Prisons → Citadel, via Warden Vex → the Clerk of Petitions; Tull's thread runs Citadel → Inner City as a supporting line).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Answered Petition
Asker: The Clerk of Petitions — at the Petition Hall, the High Citadel. (He asks the way he does everything: formally, in triplicate, with the Mood-Setters scoring the request.)
Goal: Find who, in the Gray, is answering petitions — and decide, with the Clerk, whether a perfect record of consideration can survive one actual answer.
Reward: The Clerk's consideration, which is the only currency the Citadel mints: one petition of the party's own, considered — truly, fully, on the record — whatever that turns out to mean.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The answering continues, unexamined. Petitions start coming back answered, and the Barracks — thirty-one years of the unanswered — does what waiting crowds do when the waiting turns out to have been optional.
Plotline (beats):
1. The evidence: the Citadel's whites come back from the Gray's laundry with petition numbers in the stains. Somebody down there is reading them. Somebody down there is replying.
2. The Clerk's dilemma: "a perfect record of consideration" has held for longer than anyone can remember. One answer ends it. No answer, and the Gray keeps answering without him.
3. The party goes down to the Gray (Warden Vex's laundry; the stains tell stories the clerks won't) and finds the answerer — a prisoner, a trustee, or a stain that learned to write. (PLANNED: the Storyteller chooses, but it must be someone with nothing left to petition for.)
4. The decision, made with the Clerk: stop the answers and preserve the record, or let the record break and see what the Citadel becomes when petitions get replies.
Supporting cast: Queue-holders (want their numbers called; have waited longer than the Clerk has been Clerk); riddle-translators (want the answers translated; charge in favors); Warden Vex's laundry staff (want the stains read; file them weekly).
Crossover: none required (receives Prisons → High Citadel, via Warden Vex — the laundry is the crossing).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Dormant Account
Asker: Queue No. 7,331 himself — at his place in the queue, the Barracks, the High Citadel. (Thirty-one years in the same spot. He has forgotten the petition. He remembers the number.)
Goal: Verify — without waking it — that the dormant Bone Bank account still holds the Teeth his sold petition slot was paid in, all those years ago.
Reward: If the account holds: the old man pays the party from it, in Teeth that have been dormant so long they've gone quiet, plus his place near the front of the queue — "cheap, very near the front," as advertised, though what the front of is a separate question.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The account is checked improperly and wakes. Dormant accounts, once awake, remember everything — including the other dormant accounts. Roda, who minds the Dormant Depositor journal, will know who knocked, and the Bone Bank does not forget a disturbance.
Plotline (beats):
1. The situation: in the eleventh year, he sold his own slot. The buyer paid in Teeth, into a dormant account, "to be collected when the number is called." The number has never been called.
2. Roda's terms (Town Square, the Bone Bank): the Dormant Depositor journal can confirm the account exists without opening it — but the confirmation must be requested in person, by someone the account doesn't recognize, which is everyone.
3. The party carries the request to Town Square and back: Elara and June (Roda's staff) will help, for a consideration, and the consideration is always interesting.
4. The verification. The account holds. It has been holding for twenty years. It will hold for twenty more, or until the number is called, whichever the Bank finds funnier.
Supporting cast: The Barracks society (want the queue honored; run a market in other people's slots); the expediters (want the queue moving; sell shortcuts); Elara and June (want the journal balanced; want to be interested).
Crossover: High Citadel → Town Square. Queue No. 7,331 → Roda.
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

The Citadel's First Floor · D
A stairwell appears on a sealed floor plan — and nowhere else. A guard remembers working on it. The guard's pay records say they were never employed.
- Goal: Find the stairwell's history, and decide what its reappearance should mean.
- Routes: the sealed plan itself (sealed for a reason; the seal is recent); the guard's memory (reliable about the stairs, unreliable about the years); a petition denied on the wrong floor — there is no wrong floor, which is the point.
- Reward: Access to a restricted archive — and a witness to an earlier Citadel arrangement, someone who remembers when the floors were numbered differently.
- Consequence: Whatever the party decides, the stairwell becomes officially present — and therefore guarded. Some doors are safer as rumors.
- GM: Keep the cause uncertain (DECLINED: why the stairwell vanished). The deep history here is the Citadel's own: an earlier arrangement of power, remembered only by a guard who was never employed. Never the origin.

Interpretive Trotting · M
The Council may answer in riddles, silence, or interpretive trotting. All three are binding. Riddle-translators are a profession in the Barracks. The good ones charge in favors.
- Goal: Translate one trotted answer correctly — before it binds.
- Routes: the translators (the good ones, the cheap ones, and the one who only works in rhyme); the trotting itself (watch it twice and it changes; watch it once and you're sure); the petitioner it was addressed to, who has been waiting longer than the translators have been alive.
- Per-PC: each PC hears a different aspect of Water in the trotting — what it flows through, what it carries, what it erodes. The translation holds fully only when all are heard; a party that translates short-handed translates something, and that something becomes law for a season.
- Reward: The PC learns to hear Water: what flows through a thing, what it carries.
- Consequence: Mistranslate, and the party's translation becomes law for a season. The Barracks will quote it back at them, accurately, forever.
- GM: The unicorns speak in contradictions, and the translation honors that. It never resolves them. What the Council actually meant is ETERNAL.

The Warm Nail · O
A decree arrives nailed to a PC's door. It is in Unicornic — which the PC suddenly, briefly, can read. It summons them to a midnight audience. The ravens deny issuing it. The nail is still warm.
- Goal: Answer the summons — or prove it was never meant for the PC.
- Routes: the ravens (deny everything; know something); the decree's seal (genuine; misfiled); a petitioner with a name one letter different from the PC's, who has been waiting for their summons for years.
- Reward: A Scheduled Favor of the Council: bend one decree, once. (Chapter 8.)
- Consequence: Answer, and the audience is with the wrong office — Imelda Prosk's Office of Standing Orders now has standing orders about the PC, and standing orders, once standing, do not sit down.
- GM: PLANNED truth — the decree is genuine and misdelivered, meant for the similar-named petitioner. The PC reads this decree only; Unicornic stays a placeholder. (Keep it current: no years-ago misdelivery, no sold slot — those belong to Queue No. 7,331's quest.)



16. Sollen's Shrine

Fig. 5.24 — Gurunkin observation chart. They are watching. They are everyone.

Fig. 5.25 — Sollen's Shrine. The tea is at exactly the right temperature.

"By shrine custom, wisdom must be paid for in confusion — the gurus accept only bafflement as tender, and make change in riddles."

West of the city stands Sollen's Shrine, and in its dark, much-unknown halls roams Sollen — the guru of the shrine, eldest of sages, warmly known for stealing popular sneakers and dispensing profound wisdom in the most baffling ways. The West Wing is sealed. Somewhere in the deep halls lies the Bed of Sollen, mystical source of harvested poltergeists processed into Approved guides for the Ninth Circle.

Past the Outer Gate, the Antechamber keeps a single furnishing: a glowing book on a marble pillar, the Mystic Vessel. Open it, the gurus say, and the Great Guru of Yonder manifests before you. The Index files the manifestation without comment. It files most things about the Shrine without comment, which the Shrine appears to prefer.

The Shrine has always had portals. One older hyperdimensional portal can still be configured to lead into the Grove, though travel that way is currently disallowed by the Grove's keepers — for now, the notice adds, in smaller writing. The gurus are a persistent bunch. A further filing, hedged in the margin and never explained, holds that the Shrine itself stands outside space and time, and meets creatures from other worlds through those doors. The Index records the claim as the Shrine filed it: as Sollen's. It does not explain it.

Senses: Incense, old sneakers (the stolen ones are displayed), ozone; chanting in rounds that never resolve. Services: The Hall of Low Beds (donation-based, snoring-regulated); the gurus' infirmary for spiritual ailments — feather imbalance, reflection guilt, excessive certainty — via tea, riddles, and time; the Sneaker Reliquary (pilgrims buy back their own stolen sneakers at inflated prices; Sollen's signature doubles the price); The Guru's Gambit parlor, where the ante is a question and the house answers in riddles. Exactly 5,555 Gurunkin — Sollen's distributed existence — watch everybody's business: the city's rat-feather experts, cute to downright murdery. Danger: Sollen's teachings enlighten on one level and ensnare on another — the wise leave wiser, the unwary leave enlisted.

Office Hours — once a week, Sollen takes questions from anyone: one question per pilgrim, answered in riddles, and the queue is the district's social scene — vendors sell tea, riddles, and secondhand bafflement to the waiting. The Sneaker Reliquary's Moonsday buyback window draws pilgrims citywide: the line starts at dawn, the prices are inflated, Sollen's signature doubles them, and nobody has ever refused to pay. The gurus' infirmary takes walk-ins for spiritual ailments — feather imbalance, reflection guilt, excessive certainty; treatment is tea, and the tea is always almost an answer.

Neighbors: The Bed's licensed poltergeists ship to the Ninth Circle via Under-Market brokers; the unlicensed ones leak into the Cemetery and file themselves as visitors. Gurunkin staff every district's clinics, markets, and gossip — there is no neighborhood Sollen hasn't watched, which the Gurunkin call "pastoral care." The Shrouded Merchant has been seen at the shrine gates three times. He has never gone in. The gurus have never asked why. This terrifies everyone.

Below, in the basement, the little ones watch from the shadows. The gurus leave small offerings out for them, in the cheerful hope of luring them into the light. The Index has not named them further, and does not intend to. Elsewhere in the halls, a practice the Index was not permitted to record has spread from the first shrine to attempt it to a dozen shrines across the city; only the spread is filed. From the Shrine's upper windows, the Guru's saying holds: beyond the imagination are the realms of the not-yet-imagined, where things beyond our perception exist — clearly visible from here. Quite a view indeed. — The Guru



VOCAB BOX · SHROUDED MERCHANT
"He has never gone in."
A figure seen at the shrine gates three times; the gurus have never asked why, which terrifies everyone. A traveling merchant. His story is a mystery — and it stays one.



Hook: A Gurunkin has been following the party, taking notes, and finally approaches: Sollen has a question — the party's own deepest secret, asked back verbatim.



FILED NOTICE · THE SHRINE DESK
Residents converged on the Shrine to learn why the Mountain Guides had been summoned. A Paper of White, the notice says, was secretly unveiled, and the Guides are the ones with the answers. The Index has filed the answers under the same heading as the unveiling: withheld.



Filed bulletin: The Guru of Yonder stormed out last night and never returned to the Shrine. Word was sent to the Council. No reply has been received. The Index notes the silence without interpreting it.



THE SHRINE AT NIGHT
At night, cool winds sweep in through the windows, whistling through the halls. Unnatural things in the shadowy places sometimes grab those who walk by, dragging them into the dark. It's heavenly.



The Shrine, still: Cobwebs line the edges of the walls, and dust rises and settles again with the wind through cracks in the stained glass — the only sign of movement in the shrine.



The presence 

Sollen — the Storyteller's boundaries
Sollen is. A deity distributed across 5,555 Gurunkin, known informally as gurus. His self-aware form is Sollen, the guru of the shrine. He steals popular sneakers and dispenses wisdom in the most baffling way available. Once a week, he holds Office Hours: one question per pilgrim, answered in riddles. One Gurunkin, filing without enthusiasm, reports that Sollen has also been seen returning through a portal in borrowed finery no shrine tailor will claim — bright, impractical, and worn with evident devotion. The report is a single line. Nobody has asked for a second.
- He answers only in riddles that are almost answers.
- He never states what he is. (Expertise is not the same as innocence.)
- He never explains the Shrouded Merchant at the gates.
- What he is, and what the Bed is, stay ETERNAL. The West Wing stays sealed.
- His questions are never about the party's missing record. The Gurunkin call their curiosity pastoral care. The Index declines to translate the term.
- Recommended handling: Sollen is weather, not a quest-giver. Let the party attend Office Hours. Let them leave enlightened or furious, which in this city are the same thing.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Retired Notes
Asker: Gurunkin No. 3,108 — wherever it has been following the party, taking notes. (It approaches at last. It has been practicing the approach. The practice shows.)
Goal: Recover the retired Gurunkin's notes from Isolde Wrey's houseboat on Sirenia Lake — without waking the lodger.
Reward: The notes, delivered to the Shrine — and 3,108's gratitude, which takes the form of not taking notes on the party for one full season. (The other 5,554 continue. This is the best offer available.)
Consequence (refusal/failure): The lodger wakes. A woken retired Gurunkin remembers why it retired, and the remembering is audible, and the lake hears it, and what the lake hears the lake repeats at the Mooring Board's next hearing.
Plotline (beats):
1. 3,108's assignment: it was assigned the party — it does not know by whom — and now it has a second assignment: collect the notes of the only Gurunkin ever to retire, currently lodging with Isolde Wrey, paying rent in riddles.
2. Isolde's terms: the party may have the notes, but they may not wake the lodger. She has read the notes. She will not say what they say. Her houseboat is named after her, which she considers the Harbormaster's only honest act.
3. The retrieval: the notes are longer than "It knows I know." They describe the Gurunkin, not the Commuter — that is why it retired. Reading them is optional. Understanding them is not.
4. The delivery. Sollen files the notes with the observation chart. 3,108 returns to following the party, taking notes, as a devotional practice. Some devotions are surveillance. This one is both.
Supporting cast: Isolde Wrey (wants her lodger undisturbed; has priced the notes and found no buyer brave enough); the lodgers (want quiet; pay in various intangibles); the observation chart (wants the notes; wants everything).
Crossover: receives Sirenia Lake → Sollen's Shrine, via Isolde Wrey (this quest is the Shrine's end of the thread).
Slow-river tag: none. (The secret 3,108 carries — a PC's deepest secret, asked back — is personal, never the party's missing record.)

Quest: The Replacement Badge
Asker: Gurunkin No. 412, Registrar of the Bed — at the Bed's licensing office, Sollen's Shrine. (It issues badges. The poltergeists resent the badges. The resentment is filed separately.)
Goal: Deliver a replacement Approved-guide badge through the Under-Market brokers to the Deep City — without the badge being stolen, copied, or worn ironically.
Reward: 412's registry, amended in the party's favor: one Approved guide, licensed and badged, who owes the party one guiding — anywhere in the deep halls, including places the living aren't supposed to go.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The badge goes astray in the Under-Market. An unlicensed poltergeist starts wearing it. The Bed's count is off by one, and a count that is off by one is, to a Registrar, the same as a count that is off by everything.
Plotline (beats):
1. The returned badge: last week, a licensed poltergeist returned its badge by post, no note. The badge belonged to the poltergeist now living — unapproved — in Griselda Pott's back room in Deep City.
2. 412 needs a replacement delivered to the Under-Market brokers, who ship the Bed's poltergeists. The brokers will want a favor. The favor will involve screaming. (The teapots. It always involves the teapots.)
3. The delivery run: Under-Market brokers, screaming-auction bidders, and one replacement badge that every unlicensed guide in the market would kill to wear — except killing is against market policy, so they'll merely want to, intensely, at volume.
4. The handoff. The badge reaches its guide. 412's count balances. Somewhere, a poltergeist resents its new badge with fresh, specific resentment.
Supporting cast: Under-Market brokers (want their cut; want the screaming kept down); Approved guides (want better assignments; resent the badges); Griselda Pott (wants her back-room teapot off the books; authenticates everything except her own situation).
Crossover: Sollen's Shrine → Deep City. Gurunkin No. 412 → Griselda Pott.
Slow-river tag: none.

Adventures 

The Bed of Sollen · D
Somewhere in the deep halls lies the Bed of Sollen, source of harvested poltergeists processed into Approved guides for the Ninth Circle. Last week a licensed poltergeist returned its badge, by post, with no note.
- Goal: Learn why the badge was returned.
- Routes: the postmark (posted from inside the Shrine, which is the first problem); the Bed's intake ledger (every harvested guide is entered; one entry is smudged in a way that suggests a hand); Griselda Pott's back room, where the badge's former owner now lives unapproved.
- Reward: The badge itself — and an Approved guide who owes the party one guiding, licensed, badged, resentful, useful.
- Consequence: An unlicensed guide follows the party instead — wild, resentful about the badge it never had, and loud in the way only the unlicensed can be.
- GM: What the Bed is stays ETERNAL. The West Wing stays sealed. Why the badge was returned is PLANNED (the Storyteller chooses — it must be a reason, not a malfunction; the Bed does not malfunction). District deep history: the Shrine's own harvesting practice, explored, never explained.

Buyback Window · M
Sollen stole a PC's sneakers. They are displayed in the Reliquary with several hundred others. The Moonsday buyback window opens at dawn. The prices are inflated. His signature doubles them. Nobody has ever refused to pay.
- Goal: Buy back your own sneaker — which means finding it among hundreds, by the sound of your own step.
- Routes: the Reliquary's displays (organized by regret, not size); the other pilgrims (all listening for their own steps; the hall is full of listening); a Gurunkin docent, who will confirm nothing and imply everything.
- Per-PC: each PC hears a different aspect of Flesh in their own step — the weight, the wear, the want. The hearing teaches fully only when all are heard; a party that buys back short-handed walks out knowing less of itself.
- Reward: The PC learns to hear Flesh in their own body. The body's music counts: their stance becomes an instrument.
- Consequence: Sollen keeps the left one. The PC walks slightly differently, permanently. (The Index notes this is the most common pilgrim outcome, and the least complained about.)
- GM: Payment is in bafflement, per shrine custom — the Storyteller asks the PC a riddle and accepts confusion as tender. What Sollen does with the kept left sneakers is ETERNAL.

The Question Asked Back · O
A Gurunkin has been following the party, taking notes, as a devotional practice. It finally approaches. Sollen has a question. The question is a PC's own deepest secret, asked back, verbatim.
- Goal: Answer Sollen's question at Office Hours — or refuse it.
- Routes: Office Hours (one question per pilgrim; the queue is devotional); the observation chart (it knows what was asked; it will not say); the other 5,554 Gurunkin (all listening; all taking notes).
- Reward: A riddle that is almost an answer — to the PC's own question, the one they've been carrying. Almost.
- Consequence: Refuse, and all 5,555 Gurunkin know the secret. The Gurunkin call this pastoral care.
- GM: The secret is personal to one PC. It is never the party's missing record. What Sollen does with the answers is ETERNAL.



17. Town Square

Fig. 5.26 — Tourism survey. Nineteen buildings; the zoning is the content.

Fig. 5.27 — Newcomer orientation map. You were expected. The forms said so.

Fig. 5.28 — Town Square. Nineteen buildings, four rivers, three lights, one ledger.

"Nineteen buildings, four rivers, three lights, one ledger. The arithmetic is someone else's problem."

Town Square is the city's front door, its waiting room, and its intake form — the place every newcomer sees first and no citizen ever fully leaves. Nineteen named buildings ring the Ritual Grove, zoned and waiting (several still await interior content; the city has zoned them, and the zoning is the content for now). Four rivers run the east boundary, north to south — consult the compass, which reads N/S/L/P/SW/OTHER, as is proper. The Church of the Eversworn Beast stands on the grove's own floor, as churches do.

Senses: Incense and ozone; hot pavement cooling too fast; the particular silence of nineteen buildings pretending not to watch. Services: The Oracle House (Gornola's readings — cryptic, non-refundable; appointments recommended, walk-ins read anyway); Summer Breeze (Ashley's — wherever the most important thing is currently happening, which means the building has been relocated three times this year by municipal order, without moving); the Bone Bank (dust deposits by pneumatic tube; keys in five tiers, one TBD); the Factions card shop (Clan Wars Inc. — tournament offices upstairs, Allen's arrangement downstairs); the Timeline Bureau; the Dept. of Dream Monitoring; the Nawn Embassy; City Hall; the Mattress Depot; the Dynama Dojun; the Reliquary Charnel; the One-Horned Tavern; Montaco; the Theoretical Bakery; The Salted Verdict; the Norno Cane; The Minute Back; the Laundromat Cafe; and Praxis's desk — not a booth, a desk, in the open air, ledger always current, cup always at the correct temperature. Danger: Reading your own Withheld section. Finding your name on a deed. Being interesting enough that Ashley keeps you. The ground producing something with your name on it. Law: Finders Keepers — what the ground produces (coins, cards, small bones, regularly) is yours by statute. The Civic Reputation ledger starts everyone at zero, and it means it.

The arrival-night machinery: Every newcomer is processed the same way, which is to say processed by machinery nobody operates. Three lights orient each arrival — they have never pointed the same direction twice for two different arrivals, and the nine pages of documentation contain no thesis. Praxis, Civic Reputation Administrator, has recorded every arrival night: time, weather, crowd, which light the arrival looked at first. The data is clean. The pattern is there. The name for the pattern refuses to be named. What Praxis suspects, privately: each light corresponds to a nature — the Oracle's light draws those toward knowing, the Merchant's those toward observing, the third those toward being seen. The ledger has a back section Praxis does not administer: names in a handwriting that is not his, in slightly different ink, updated by no visible hand, of citizens whose reputation has crossed a threshold his section does not define.

Neighbors: The Inner City buys the square's salvage and sells it back at the Rapids Market. The Cemetery's dead commute through on Moonsdays, politely. The Streets' contracts get signed here in triplicate — the square is where the city's paperwork touches the ground.

Filed for the Square: the single building between the Bank of Filed Intentions and the Oracle House will go to auction shortly; bids are taken in Teeth and Twists, and the queue has already formed.

Hook: First session: stand a newcomer under the three lights, read them the Finders Keepers law, open the Civic Reputation ledger to zero. The city does the rest.

[blue ink, P.:] Most people don't ask where they stand. They ask what standing means. I have stopped answering the second question. The ledger hasn't.

The Dynama Dojun 

The Dynama Dojun stands in Town Square — a standalone martial-arts school belonging to Broosly, whom his students affectionately call Brooslyguru. It is not a shrine. The door is always warm. The tea is always at exactly the right temperature. This is not a haunting. This is administration.

Brooslyguru is currently training exactly three Barbarians for the Regal Rumble, and the Dojun has filed the number — three, no more, no fewer — as though the number were the technique. Techniques taught here in an earlier Age, when the mats were newer and the courtyard had not yet learned its own cleanliness, are still used by gurus today; the curriculum has outlasted its first students, which the Dojun considers a form of attendance. The Dojun also takes guest instructors, whose names are entered in the visitors' book and whose lessons are swept up with the rest — the practice is old, the guests are temporary, the form remains.

Víbora has trained under Master Brooslyguru, perfecting the barbaric, lethal art known as Black-Fang. The Dojun files this under encouragement.

Anchor quests 

Quest: The Ledger of Forgiven Rice
Asker: A Council court defendant — at the Dojun's gate, Town Square. (They have come to ask. Asking is the hard part. The pencil is provided.)
Goal: Get the defendant's name entered in the Dojun's Ledger of Forgiven Rice — being forgiven by the Dynama is a legal defense in Council court — before the hearing.
Reward: The forgiveness holds: entered, stamped, filed. In Council court, the defendant's grain of rice is produced, forgiven, and never eaten. The case ends the way those cases end.
Consequence (refusal/failure): Forgiveness, unasked for, is not filed. The hearing proceeds, and the Council's justice — which is thorough, which is fair, which is thorough — takes its course.
Plotline (beats):
1. The defendant's situation: the Council's case is sound, the evidence is filed, and the only defense on record is a ledger in the Dojun. The defendant has never asked anyone for anything. This is about to change.
2. Broosly is absent — deliberately. "My presence would make it smaller." The party must work the ledger's terms without him: forgiveness must be asked for, properly, in writing, with the pencil provided.
3. The asking. Most visitors find this the hardest technique in the building. The party must get the defendant to actually ask — not explain, not justify, not negotiate. Ask.
4. The entry. A grain of rice, once forgiven, is never eaten. The Ledger does not say where they go. The Index has stopped asking.
Supporting cast: The defendant (wants forgiveness; has never asked for anything); Twyman (wants the ledger's arithmetic respected; trains twice as hard every day); Los, the insurance-agent bard (wants to know if forgiveness is covered under the group policy).
Crossover: none required (the Dojun trio are Town Square anchors; the Square is the front door — every crossover passes through it).
Slow-river tag: none.

Quest: The Small Book
Asker: Captain Helen herself — at the Dojun's training floor, Town Square. (Seventeen-pocket jacket. A gun she doesn't use, under protest. She keeps the small book. The book keeps everyone else.)
Goal: Adjudicate a disputed entry in Helen's small book: one word about a visitor from her fifty un-discussed years — and the visitor says the word is wrong.
Reward: Helen's regard, which is a formidable instrument: a woman with seventeen pockets, fifty years of unfiled rooms, and opinions about the party's plans owes them one. (She will file those opinions appropriately — which is to say, destroy the current ones and install better ones. The party will thank her later. Or they won't.)
Consequence (refusal/failure): The disputed word spreads as written. One-word entries have a way of becoming the whole story, and Helen's book is read by people who file things.
Plotline (beats):
1. The visitor: someone from the fifty years Helen doesn't discuss has arrived, disputing their entry. The entry is one word. The visitor says it should be a different word. Both words are true. This is the problem.
2. Helen will not change an entry without adjudication — the book is the book. The party must hear both words, and the fifty years behind them, without Helen describing a single room. (She will not describe them. Not one room.)
3. The Department of Unretired Persons has filed on Helen's fifty unfiled years. Twyman filed it. The building has opinions. The adjudication must happen before the Department's hearing, or the book becomes evidence.
4. The ruling. One word stands. The other is struck — which, in Helen's book, means it is written smaller, in the margin, where the true things go.
Supporting cast: The visitor (wants their word; wants the fifty years left alone); Twyman (filed the Department's filing; wants the arithmetic respected); Dyna (her entry reads "decided"; she wants to know who decided).
Crossover: none required (Town Square anchor; the Square is the front door).
Slow-river tag: none. (Helen's Old Ones file exists — ETERNAL background, never opened in play, never a plot lever. The slow river stays offstage.)

Quest: Three Pendings
Asker: Dyna herself — at the Dojun's reliquary, Town Square. (Seventeen. The most dangerous fighter in the building. Banned from sparring by her father's note: "Dyna — no. Love, Dad.")
Goal: Get one of Dyna's three PENDING self-filed requests approved by the Dojun's internal review — which convenes on Whispersday, hears testimony, and serves tea at exactly the right temperature.
Reward: The request is approved: Dyna is permitted to teach — a class, in the open, under the review's eye. (Not the forbidden technique. That has its own adventure, its own ask, and its own price.) The review's approval, stamped, is a small precedent the party can cite whenever the Dojun's own rules need bending.
Consequence (refusal/failure): The requests stay PENDING. Dyna stops filing — and a Dyna who stops filing starts doing, and what she does first is spar, and she is banned from sparring, and the south wall has been rebuilt four times already.
Plotline (beats):
1. The three requests: Dyna submits internal requests to herself. All return PENDING. She has filed a formal objection to her own pending status, unsigned. The review will hear testimony on Whispersday.
2. What the review needs: testimony about what Dyna actually wants. She wants to teach because it is hers — not because it is powerful. Nobody has managed to say this on the record. Everyone has managed to say it off the record.
3. The party must gather testimony: Kaelandor (trains "the intending"; knows what it costs to be trained into someone else); Gorm (massive, quiet, processing something heavy); Chook (immortal founder, currently Tier 3, once kept a grizzly as a carpet — the preferred reading is that they are the same being).
4. Whispersday. The tea is served. The tea is the right temperature. The review hears. What it decides about Dyna, it decides about the Dojun.
Supporting cast: Kaelandor (wants to return to the Grave without being trained into someone else); Gorm (wants to finish processing whatever the lunch was involved in); Chook (wants to be the carpet; is the carpet).
Crossover: none required (Town Square anchor; the Square is the front door).
Slow-river tag: none.



THE CHAINS

Institutions too large for one district, too competitive for their own good. Every district has one of each. None of them agree what the others are for.

The Hospitals — the Chirurgeon Wars

Four medicines, four philosophies of healing, one city, no survivors of the debate. The licensed chirurgeons of the Inner City (licenses framed, slightly forged): the body is a machine; machines can be improved, and the improvement is billable. The bonesetters — Gurunkin in the Streets, a GOAT-driver in the Roadswirl: the body knows what it wants; the healer's job is to listen and get out of the way. The ghoul apothecaries of Deep City: the wound is a teacher and the hallucination is the lesson — you will see your own funeral, and you will be grateful. The farm wives of the Old Farms: the patient is a guest; feed them, scold them, send them home with soup — and their survival rates are embarrassing to everyone else, so nobody publishes them. The competition is expressed through competing cure claims, dueling poultice inspections, and one annual Suture Summit where the losers are stitched to the winners' banner. The farm wives have never lost. They bring soup to the summit. The soup is part of the strategy.

[pencil, M.:] Go to the farm wives. I don't care what's wrong with you. Go to the farm wives.



SIDEBAR · THE FAMILY NECROMAGE
"Dropped off. Awaiting diagnosis."
A citizen reports that his Check Torso light has been blinking nonstop ever since a tentacled thing burrowed back inside his wound. He has therefore dropped his torso off at his family necromage for diagnosis. The necromage files as the informal fifth medicine: unlicensed by the Wars, unbothered by them, and available, as families are, at the worst available hour. The torso will be collected when the light stops, or when it means something else.



The Banks — Teeth, Rat Feathers, and Twists

Fig. 5.29 — The Bone Bank, interior. No withdrawals without mood. The panic surcharge is not punitive.

Three currencies, three banks, three philosophies of ownership, one city that can't decide what money is. Twists (generated by the Council — no one knows how): each Twist is a minute of reversed time, sealed and strictly finite — spend one, undo a minute. (See Chapter 1: the rewind — a Twist buys thirty seconds of the past, played out, when preparation you never made becomes necessary.) You keep track of your balance by calling on a green pay phone: pick it up, dial your own unique code, and talk to the bank teller on the line. Do not ask the teller how the Twists are made. Teeth (First Bank of Teeth, Bone Institution — minted at Debtal Clinics): actual teeth, and whose teeth they were determines their value. When you know you're going to die, you go get them removed beforehand, to gift them to your loved ones — the clinics are financial institutions, after all. Which is why a corpse buried with its teeth still in it makes the news. A Montaveran spends a good deal of life increasing the value of their teeth; the bank handles deposits, appraisals, inheritances, the occasional disputed molar. Value is what you can bite; hoard it, count it, never smile with your mouth closed — its vaults are immaculate and its depositors never do. Rat feathers (the Inner City exchanges — where the underworld's money comes up to be counted): they aren't feathers — they're coins of an unidentifiable leather, minter unknown, counterfeits so hopeless the exchanges can smell them — and they're only passed from rat to rat, a rat being a holder of rat feathers, and that's the whole economy. They're called that because enough of them buy what rats call wings — which is to say, standing: make something of yourself, be owed, and rise out of the dark districts for greener pastures and a better life. They circulate among crooks, thieves, and anyone else who works in shadow, and every dealer keeps the honor code. Stagnant feathers molt, and the exchanges can smell it. The competition: Teeth hoard, Rat Feathers fly, Twists rewind — and each publishes exchange tables declaring the other two "novelty instruments." A tooth bought a house last year. The house is still paying off the tooth.

Filed: the kindergarteners of the School for Gifted Mini-Gurus once stole half the money from the Central Bank — an operation that produced a year-long recession, waves of unemployment, and a higher count of bankrupt small businesses than the city had ever recorded.  Forgive them; they were young. They are still young. That is the problem.



SIDEBAR · THE COUNCIL OF WHISPERED ECONOMICS
"Convened. Whispered. Adjourned."
The Council of Whispered Economics convened last Tuesday in an alley behind the butcher shop — the real one, not the decoy that sells meat. What was whispered has not been filed. The alley has been quieter since, in a way the nearby tellers describe as priced in.



The Banks' economists theorise that Montaveran investments smile because investments are legally required to be half-financial, half-sentient. They further note that Icaron once told a Bank appraiser the secret to joy, and that the appraiser sold it. The smile, they conclude, is not the secret. It is what is left.

Filed: after the Great Frownening of 2042, the Council inserted "grin clauses" into all trading contracts. The clauses remain in force. Smiling at a counter is now a contractual act, and is billed accordingly.

Not counted: the Mojo Bank, which the three banks do not list among themselves and the Index does not list among the three. Its customer instruction is posted at every branch that will admit to being one: If your investment begins to hum, return it to the nearest Mojo Bank or feed it a single drop of a father's sweat. The humming is not discouraged. It is merely returned.

Filed: the Office of Petty Superiority maintains Twist Reversal Zones at the border gates — public areas where any Twist transaction conducted within them is immediately un-done. The transaction happens. Then it has not. The Office considers this a courtesy. Travelers are advised to complete their business before the gates, or after them, but not, under any circumstances, at them.



CLIPPING · ECONOMIC FORECAST
Filed as published.
Teeth prices are up, down, sideways, and emotionally unavailable. Twists are holding steady, which in a Twist is a kind of motion. One thing is clear: Montaverans remain fully committed to proving that their currency is not just a medium of exchange — it is a tool of identity, dominance, and deeply unnecessary but elegant drama.





CLIPPING · FROM THE COUNCIL, BY TORCHLIGHT
By torchlight, and to the muted sobs of a confused tourist, the Council reached consensus: teeth and twists must become the most versatile currency in known and unknown dimensions. The tourist was offered a tissue. The consensus was filed. The dimensions have not yet replied.



The Eleven Millimeters

Filed as the Bank's ambient thesis: a patron stands frozen at the counter, eleven millimeters from completing the transaction — they have not applied the pressure, they are still deciding whether the transaction is what they want, and the building is fine with it. The tellers do not hurry them. The queue does not complain. Intent, suspended indefinitely, in triplicate. (Teeth accepted; the indecision is complimentary.)

Green Pay Phones — How They Behave

The green pay phones are colorless until they ring — and they ring when a Twist balance changes, whether or not anyone called, which is often. Pick it up, dial your unique code, and a polite teller will discuss your minutes of reversed time; do not ask how the Twists are made, the teller's pleasant voice goes pleasantly silent on the subject. They are needy the way stray animals are needy: answer, or they keep ringing, and the whole street pretends not to watch.

The Schools — Education vs. Miseducation

Fig. 5.30 — The Schools. Education vs. miseducation, surveyed.

Two Agencies, one student body, zero agreement. The Education Agency teaches reading, reckoning, and the approved history (revised quarterly). The Miseducation Agency teaches the same subjects wrong on purpose, "to build character and deniability." Both collect tuition. Both claim the Arkademia. The faculty cashes both checks. Students graduate with two diplomas that contradict each other; employers consider this "well-rounded." The Agencies' rivalry is fought through competing truancy officers, dueling curricula, and an annual debate where each side argues the other's position and loses on purpose.

It is that time of year again: students buying supplies, ordering textbooks, ordering spirit-traps, collecting human hair. Nothing like the first day of school.



PARENT NOTICE · PICTURE DAY
If your children have just started school in Montavera, do not forget that Feastday is picture day. This is an age-old tradition that REALLY gets them in the right mindset for learning… things. Dress them up nice.



The Gyms — the Form Wars

The Dynama Dojun teaches the perfect form: ascetic, silent, precise — students sweep the courtyard as meditation and the courtyard has never been cleaner. Sweat Equity, the Iron Form gyms, teaches the imperfect form loudly: shouting, iron, protein sold by the scoop, mirrors everywhere, the mirrors encouraged to shout back. The Dojun calls Sweat Equity "sculpture by accident." Sweat Equity calls the Dojun "a broom with tuition." Both claim their graduates win more Factions matches; both are correct on alternate Zipdsdays. The city's fittest citizens are the GOAT drivers, who belong to neither and mock both, from atop their goats.



VOCAB BOX · DYNAMA DOJUN
"Ascetic. Silent. Precise."
A school teaching the perfect form — ascetic, silent, precise.



The Museums — the Incompatible Exhibits

Three museums, three histories, three philosophies of truth, one city, no shared facts. The Museum of Filed Things (Council-adjacent): truth is what survived the paperwork — the exhibits are impeccable and the gift shop sells blank forms. The Museum of Unfiled Things (location unlisted, admission by rumor): truth is what the paperwork rejected — its prize holding is a drawer labeled "MISCELLANEOUS: DO NOT FILE," which hums, because it is right. The Museum of the Way It Was: truth is what should have happened — a past nobody else remembers, dioramas in loving detail of events the Canon Guide lists as "did not occur." Scholars from all three hold an annual symposium titled "You Weren't There." Attendance is mandatory for staff. Nobody has ever agreed what year it was held in.

Filed at the Museum of Filed Things: the skeletons' art, currently on exhibition, is to die for. In case you do die for it, visitors sign a waiver on entry, so the Museum may use your teeth and your skeleton for more art. The waiver is one page. The art, the Museum notes, is ongoing.



VOCAB BOX · CANON GUIDE
"Did not occur."
An in-world record of what happened, maintained by robots — automated, impartial, unappeasable. It lists some events as not having occurred. When the Canon Guide lists an event as not having occurred, the event did not occur. The Index has verified this personally on seventeen occasions and been wronged by it on three. Arguments with the Guide may be filed in triplicate. They will be stamped DID NOT OCCUR.



[alien script, untranslated — below it, in pencil:] I asked what this says. M. says it says "I was there." M. is lying or the museum is.

The Second W.A.X.

The Wax Museum keeps two keepers, two directions, and one catastrophe it will not name: the first W.A.X. — an event, unscheduled, not small — ended the other world's communications in the vocabulary of catastrophe, "not their analysis vocabulary, their personal vocabulary." The partial translation reads: the source is not a place, the source is a permission; the event was not a breakdown, it was a completion. A prophecy document described the conditions for a return; it disappeared after a Council visit. Ask Della about the first W.A.X. and she will smile. Ask Poe about the second, and she will stop smiling. Recommended handling: never resolve what the letters W.A.X. stand for.

The Passage Is Insurrection — The Revolution Building Toward

The Wax Museum's inner circle calls their passage "insurrection" and means it the way Montaverans mean everything: precisely, and on a schedule. They are building a revolution against a government whose foundations are already being replaced by something they don't have a name for yet — they are not wrong, they are not entirely right, and the event they are preparing for is not the event that is coming. The event that is coming is larger. (Companion to The Second W.A.X.; the revolutionaries' tragedy is the campaign's engine — run it as such, and do not resolve it.)

The Heartbreak House

The brothel that upends the concept and keeps it intact. The Heartbreak House sells no companionship — it sells conclusions. Clients hire professionals to break their hearts: exquisitely, precisely, on schedule, with witnesses and a certificate suitable for framing. The staff are experts in longing, timing, and the exact wording of a goodbye. Rival establishments — the traditional houses of Jovia — call it "a funeral parlor with better lighting." The House calls them "amateurs of the prelude." Both are correct; both are booked solid. House rules: no refunds on catharsis; the management is not responsible for hearts broken ahead of schedule; regulars get a loyalty card, eleventh heartbreak free.

The League — Clan Wars Franchises

Montavera's #1 pastime, and its most honestly corrupt institution. Twelve district franchises, twelve philosophies of victory — the Inner City Misprints (victory is surviving the misprint), the Cemetery Regulars (victory is refusing to lose: they play very slowly and never concede), the Jovia Big Tops (victory belongs to the audience), the Apokalypse Last Rites (victory is eschatological: every match as if it's the end of the world) — compete in a season that has no official end because the championship trophy was misprinted and the league is waiting for the corrected one. Players are local legends; referees are bribed in the open, by tradition, with the bribes announced and taxed. The Printing Company sponsors everything and prints the standings, occasionally misprinting a team's record, which the team must then earn retroactively. The fans are the city's most unified population. The fan clubs have filed restraining orders against each other.



SIDEBAR · THE MONTAVERA WRASSLING FEDERATION
"The cat is out of the bag."
The cat is out of the bag. The Index notes the cat was not consulted, and does not stay in bags on principle. Filed regardless: the Montavera Wrassling Federation — Wrassling, not wrestling; the distinction matters a great deal to the Federation and not at all to the cat — hosts its annual Regal Rumble, the League's loudest evening and its most carefully filed. The Rumble is coming. It is, by all available accounts, large. The Index has recorded the size. The Index declines to repeat the announcer's version of it.





SIDEBAR · NEW FROM MONTAVERA — THE SPORTS SEASON
"It only gets worse. Or better."
The sports season has begun. Early filings include: parallel selves, dirt-based swimming, missing players, and someone who bit their own shoulder at a Fifteenth Filing — the city's coming-of-age observance, at which biting is not scheduled and has been recorded anyway. It only gets worse. Or better. Depends which side of the ledger you're filed on.



The Cornic Confluence

Not a gaming convention. A convention of games — dark games, shadow games, the kind where the loser doesn't lose points but gets sent to a dark nether realm. And the Montaverans are thrilled about it. They queue for it. They bring snacks. They wave little flags. Somebody's husband just got banished to a lightless void for misplaying a card and she's asking the judges whether the void has a gift shop. The Confluence has rules, of course — extensive, beautifully printed, available in three languages, none of which explain what happens to the losers, because everyone already knows and nobody minds. Peter the Janitor set his trap at the Confluence. The Headmaster knew. The Headmaster always knows. He bought a flag.

Hook: A player loses a match at the Confluence. The judges are very polite about what happens next.

The Post — the Deliverers of Form 9-B

Somebody has to deliver the paperwork, and that somebody is the Post: couriers in brown wool (heavier than the civilian issue), parrot pins two inches in time, boots blood-repellent at cost. They deliver everything — forms, summons, bake-sale invitations, one (1) screaming teapot, registered — through raven airspace, Masked Marauder midnight, and the Old Roadswirl's loops, where couriers navigate by getting lost professionally. Their rivals: the ravens (who deliver faster but read everything), and GOAT parcel service (slower, but the goats remember your birthday). The Post's motto: "Neither rain, nor moondark, nor incorrectly filed Form 9-B shall stay these couriers." Their lost-letter office is the size of a district. It has its own postal district. The district is lost.

The Post also keeps a quieter route: each tortoise delivers its message to Mount Afterwards , where the messages are burned, filed, and whispered into the past by licensed Regret Clerks. The tortoises are not hurried. The past, the Clerks note, has already waited this long.

The Undertakers — Teeth vs. Paperwork

Two deaths, two systems, one corpse shortage (manufactured). The Clerk of Returning Things buries you with paperwork, in triplicate, slightly early — every burial, exhumation, and return filed, teeth accepted. The Bone Institution's Dispensaries — every district has one — will take the teeth first and ask about the burial later, offering "pre-need smile financing." Their competition is theological (is the deceased returned or rendered?), financial (teeth now vs. teeth at need), and architectural: the Clerk's registry grows one drawer per citizen; the Dispensary's vaults grow one vault per smile. Both attend the other's funerals. Both take notes. The deceased, properly filed, have no complaints on record.

The Yesterday Ward & the Tomorrow Wards

Two neighborhoods, one temporal disagreement. The Yesterday Ward (east bank, near the Gray) is forever stuck in the past: gas lamps, yesterday's fashions, residents who remember tomorrow's news with total confidence and are always wrong about the date. The Guild of Gloom holds its lease and its breath. The Tomorrow Wards (west bank, past the Roadswirl's outer loop) are forever stuck in the future: buildings half-built in styles nobody's invented, residents who speak of today in the past tense. Nobody knows who built the Wards; the builders left a note saying they haven't arrived yet. The Wards' rivalry is philosophical (nostalgia vs. anticipation), practical (the Ward borrows the Wards' tools; the Wards bill the Ward in advance), and chronological: they have never agreed what day it is, and the dispute is the neighborhood's oldest tradition — or newest, depending.

The Markets — the Shopping Centers

Four markets, four philosophies of value. The Counterfeit Quarter (Inner City): value is craftsmanship, not origin — its fakes are so good the Printing Company buys them back by mistake, twice. The Rapids Market (the river): value is what the river delivers — salvage, ATOO literature, mirrors with the smiles still in them, ozone included. The Under-Market (Deep City): value is what haunts — haunted teapots at stupid prices, Ninth Circle maps drawn by people who've never been. The Trader's Market (Right Next Door, technically outside the walls, spiritually central): value is the better fake — the counterfeits are better, so the originals now counterfeit the counterfeits, which everyone agrees is correct. Their competition is fought through price wars (briefly actual wars, alternate Zipdsdays), mutually assured undercutting, and the annual Bazaar of Second Prices, where everything costs what it should have cost and nobody can afford nostalgia.

Filed: one shop in the Markets — the Index declines to name it, as does the shop — keeps the town's best samples of ancient teeth. We all love ancient teeth. It also stocks wooden dolls that open to reveal they have swallowed another doll whole, who in turn is holding another doll inside its body. Truly heartwarming stuff.

Filed: at the Food Truck Park, Allen Clan serves the No-No Cone — eat the truth, lose a flavor memory, meet your parent, alive or otherwise. (“The no was never about being alive.”)  Allen tasted his own cone once. Both parents appeared. He lost the flavor memory of the moment he finally let their argument go. He still knows he let go. He cannot taste the letting-go.

Apocalypse Insurance — the Kiosk by the Crater

The Oscu Estate underwrites it; the Apokalypse sells it; the apocalypse, being already over, has never paid a claim — "a perfect record," says the kiosk. Policies cover: scheduled apocalypses (Form APOK-1 filed), unscheduled apocalypses (higher premium, lower definition), and witnessing an apocalypse (cheapest tier, most claimed). The Church calls it "betting against Theil." The Institution calls it "faith-based derivatives." The kiosk's best customer is a raven that buys a new policy every Moonsday and has never once been disappointed. Claims are processed in the order received; the queue is the crater; bring your own folding chair.

[blue ink, V.:] I bought a policy. The kiosk winked at me. Kiosks can't wink. I am filing a claim about the wink.



The Parks — the City's Lungs (Unlicensed)

The Verdancy Board maintains the official parks: trimmed hedges, permitted pigeons, statues that are supposed to stay still. Most do. One doesn't, and the Board has stopped filing reports about it, which the statue considers a victory. Their rival: the Wild Greens — unlicensed parks that grow where they want: a vacant lot that's now a forest, a rooftop meadow, a "park" that's just a very confident dandelion with excellent representation. The competition is over what counts as a park, fought through hedge-trimming raids and guerrilla gardening. In the official parks, one statue moves when unobserved. In the wild parks, all of them do, and they're friendlier about it. The ravens watch the official parks. They claim they don't watch the wild ones. The wild ones have better blackmail.

[red crayon, the Child:] the statue in the big park waved at me. i waved back. the board says statues don't wave. the statue says the board doesn't wave either.

The Old Estates — Behind High Walls

The Venerable Households: old money, older secrets, walls highest of all. The estates throw the galas the Family Syndicate's seating chart maps; they keep private ravens; they are widely believed to — the sentence always stops there, because nobody knows, and the families prefer it that way. The Unveilers hold seventeen theories, all libelous, three accidentally correct, which the families neither confirm nor deny, which the Unveilers take as confirmation. The estates compete in obscurity: whose secrets are best kept, whose invitations are hardest to forge (the forgeries are excellent; the families collect them and hang them in the forgery gallery — open to the public one day a year, and the city's forgers treat it as the championship). That day is Open Gates Day: one estate, one day, gardens open, the city's social event of the season — invitations forged, scalped, fought over; citizens may ask one question of the household, and the household may answer, and it never does, but the asking is the event. The estates hire through a public discretion agency — porters, gardeners, and (the posting is real) burglars. No estate has ever been burgled. Four burglars have been hired. None have been seen since, though one sends the family a card every Moonsday. The card always says the same thing: "You will see nothing."

The Deed That Waits (Summers Estate Records)

Behind the hidden staircase at the back of Summer Breeze — the room the building shouldn't have room for — the Summers Family Estate records keep three things, wired verbatim, no edits permitted: the timeline hopper (a what, not a who; the docs decline to elaborate, and so does the Headmaster), the player as a fixed point, and an estate deed, reserved, with the player's name already on it. The family has been waiting. Not for a hero — for a fixed point, something the timeline can hold onto while it hops. Ashley knows. Ashley has always known. That's why she said "walk with me."

The Oscu Estate — the Family That Owns the Deed to the City

The Oscu Estate owns the deed to the city — the actual deed, the original mortgage, the first thing ever securitized, filed under the Sunken Steps where the plaques disagree about it. Wooden parrots record every building; the recordings are kept; the Estate does not say for whom. Old money, older secrets, walls highest of all — and a discretion agency that hires porters, gardeners, and (the posting is real) burglars. (See also The Towers, where the Estate is the city's other landlord.)

The Towers — the Leasehold Wars

Montavera stacks its citizens vertically: residential towers where each floor is a neighborhood with its own customs, and feuds between floors are fought via laundry lines, cooking smells, and strategic ceiling-thumping. Two landlords compete for the city's tenants. The Oscu Estate offers leases in which everything is collateral, including the tenant — "a fully securitized residency." The Hearthkeep Collective is tenant-run, warm, suspiciously well-organized, and keeps winning the annual Stairwell Awards for safest stairs, which everyone agrees is a rumor the landlords started, though nobody can prove which landlord. The competition is fought through rent, obviously, but also verticality: whose tower is tallest, whose waiting list is longest, whose roof garden grows the most judgmental tomatoes. The tomatoes are the Hearthkeep's. They judge everyone equally.



SIDEBAR · THE FEMME FATALE TOWER
"Preparations, filed."
A recording stolen from inside the Femme Fatale Tower — one of the Leasehold Wars' quieter addresses, and not its safest — appears to show the ladies preparing for their fatal fatalities. The Streets, the recording suggests, may soon be colored crimson. The Index files this under preparations. Nothing has happened. Preparations are not an event, and the Index does not file them as one.





THE CITY'S CRYPTIDS

Tracked by the Society of Second Sightings, publishers of the quarterly The Second Look (mostly retractions). The Society's motto: "We saw it twice, which is once more than enough."

The Third Bridge Troll

Seen under the third bridge, collecting the river's cut in person. Denies being a troll — carries paperwork identifying it as a "bridge enthusiast, licensed." The paperwork is genuine; the licensing authority does not exist. The Riverwardens pay it a salary. The smugglers pay it a bigger salary. It endorses neither and cashes both. Society file: "Exhibit A: the paperwork. Exhibit B: the teeth. We decline to connect them."

The Other Swan of Tivea

A silver swan, larger than the lochs' reeds allow, that gives advice. The advice is worse than the lochs' — that is how you know it's not the lochs. It advised a fisherman to "thank the water in its own tongue," then bit the phrasebook in half. The Lochwardens' third ledger has a page for it. The page is blank, which the Wardens say is "the swan's handwriting."

The Filing Cabinet Beast

Lives in the Museum of Unfiled Things' prize drawer, "MISCELLANEOUS: DO NOT FILE." It hums. On quiet nights the humming harmonizes with the Citadel's Mood-Setters, which the Citadel denies and the Beast continues. Curators feed it misfiled forms; it eats the forms and files the curators' dreams. Two curators have resigned citing "excessive organization of the subconscious." The museum lists it as "installation, ongoing."

The Grate Whistler

Something beneath the Streets' grates that whistles the Mood-Setters' tunes back — always a half-step behind, always in a key the violin didn't know it had. The Mood-Setters deny hearing it and have all, independently, changed their routes. Deep City claims it as a ghoul; the ghouls filed a formal complaint denying it, which is the closest thing to an admission the city has. It whistled a player's name last Tuesday. The player has not been the same tempo since.

The Pale Commuter

Seen on the night ferries, every night, for eleven years. Never disembarks. Pays in teeth — from no visible mouth — and tips well. The Mooring Board lists it as "passenger, recurring, destination: pending." A Gurunkin once sat beside it for the whole crossing, taking notes. The notes read, in full: "It knows I know. We are both being polite." The Gurunkin retired the next day, the first retirement in Society memory.

The Cartographer's Shade

A faceless figure seen at the Spare Wheel, buying "alternative maps" — wrong in useful ways — and correcting them in the margins. The corrections are always right. The Nawns have a file on it under "Helpful." Travelers who have followed it report walking off the edge of its map and arriving somewhere with excellent property values and no name. The Coalition's position: "There is no shade. There is only OTHER, and OTHER is fully mapped, and the maps are available for 4 rat feathers."

[shaky green ink:] i bought a map from the shade. it shows my street. my street isn't on it. i live there.

Unattributed Sighting, Upper Town

Society field note, subject unfiled: Yes, yes, there have been sightings. The creatures of upper Montavera are typically seen around the upper part of town — these, and the ducks — wearing designer vestiges and chatting about politics. This sighting, regrettably, was a naked one. Yikes. The Society declines to name what was seen. The Second Look is pending.



THE RUINS — THE SUNKEN STEPS

Beneath the Grand Roundabout, under the loops and the lost, the roads spiral around something. The Cartographers' Despair will not survey it. The Nawns surveyed it twice and filed both surveys under "Helpful." What descends is older than the city. What it is depends on who you ask — and everyone asks loudly, in the building's own foyer, where three plaques hang side by side.

THE ARKADEMIA'S PLAQUE: "A failed experiment of the 55th Age — a campus that flunked out of reality. The steps descend into a lecture hall that taught subjects no student survived. We have sealed it out of academic rigor. Field trips by petition; petitions denied with enthusiasm."

THE CHURCH'S PLAQUE: "The First Drawer, from which all drawers descend — Theil's original filing, wherein the Beast filed the world and kept the receipt. The steps are the drawer pulled open. Do not push it shut. The bake sale funds its maintenance; the maintenance is the bake sale."

THE OSCU ESTATE'S PLAQUE: "The original mortgage — the first thing ever securitized. The city is built on this debt; the steps are the amortization schedule, descending. All present holdings derive from this instrument. Payments may be made in rat feathers, teeth, or Tuesdays. Late fees apply retroactively."

THE NAWN COALITION'S NOTICE (taped below, slightly crooked): "A clerical error. Load-bearing. Do not correct."

The steps go down farther than the Deep City's lowest grate. Expeditions return with souvenirs: a metatarsal (the Oracles authenticated it, then unbought it), a drawer pull (warm), a mortgage statement in the expedition leader's name, dated before their birth, stamped PAID. The Guild of Gloom holds that the steps are the past. The Tomorrow Wards hold that they are the future. Both leave offerings. The offerings vanish. The plaques remain.

Hook: A fourth plaque has appeared overnight — blank, except for a child's red crayon drawing of a door, and underneath, in a careful hand: "knock twice."



Hook: The Wax Museum is kept by two women — Della, the Maintainer, and Poe — who each have the whole of it from different directions. Ask about the first W.A.X. Della will smile. Ask about the second. Poe will stop smiling.

Hook: There is talk of an unofficial district — absence-white, light from everywhere and nowhere, casting no shadows, the only sound typing. The Index has no file on it. The Index would like one.

Hook: Chester Chaster, the court jester. There is no court, but Chester plays jester anyway. To him, the city is the throne room — and royalty deserves surprises.

VENUES — Places That Stand Alone

The Dynama Dojun

Fig. 5.31 — Dynama form study. Perfection of form, filed in triplicate.

Fig. 5.32 — The Dynama Dojun, interior. Be the carpet. The pencil is provided.

The Place

The Dynama are the only clan — everything else called a clan is an institution, and the Dynama would like you to sit with that distinction until it stops stinging. They are ascetics of form under Master Brooslyguru, and their Dojun — not Dojo; the word was corrected by the Master himself, in writing, with a stamp — pursues a single goal: perfection of form.

Brooslyguru built the Dojun in one afternoon. He has not been seen to hurry since the 54th Age. He reads the Dojun's energy from tea temperature, wrote civic ordinance 7-Broosly himself (filed, stamped, absolutely a real ordinance), and is absent whenever players visit — deliberately. "My presence would make it smaller." He arrives unexpectedly. He leaves right before you arrive. The door is always warm. The tea is always at exactly the right temperature. This is not a haunting. This is administration.

The philosophy is posted nowhere and practiced everywhere: Be the carpet. Not the bear. (Chook, the immortal founder, currently enrolled as a Tier 3 student, once kept a grizzly as a carpet. The preferred reading is that they are the same being. It is funnier, and the Dojun has ruled that funnier is a form of true.)

Admission is by the Trials: three days, no food, one riddle — "why are you here." There is no correct answer, which is the correct answer.

The Dojun keeps the Ledger of Forgiven Rice: being forgiven by the Dynama is a legal defense in Council court. Forgiveness, however, must be asked for. The ledger is open. The pencil is provided. Most visitors find this the hardest technique in the building.

The People

Dyna, Daughter of Brooslyguru (CANON) — the most dangerous fighter in the building, banned from sparring by her father's note: "Dyna — no. Love, Dad." The note was not punishment. It was to keep her technique hers. At seventeen she developed the forbidden technique alone, in four months. She wants to teach it to someone who asks because it is hers — not because it is powerful. The correct ask unlocks it. Nobody has managed the correct ask yet. Her three PENDING requests are the Dojun's slowest-burning fuse, and "come back Tuesday" — with the light left on — is the closest thing the building has to a love letter.

Chook — founder, immortal, Tier 3 student, holder of Dyna's old locker (CANON). Chook Notices circulate as ambient lines, never delivered by Chook himself: Death has a file on Chook. It is marked PENDING. The Kumate, he will tell you if asked, is a condition, not a place.

Hokester — a headband he will not discuss. He hears the Gallery: millions of them, audible only to him, usually right. He is seven explanations deep into a cold war with Dyna over a mismeant compliment.

Captain Helen — militant granny, seventeen-pocket jacket, a gun she doesn't use under protest. She came to the Dojun to stop becoming what fifty years of un-discussed work made her. She keeps the small book: one-word entries ("decided," for Dyna), four words about the player. She holds an Old Ones file whose missing section the Dojun's training is quietly completing. The Department of Unretired Persons has filed on her fifty unfiled years. Twyman filed it. The building has opinions.

Penny Painbringer — very small. Enormous hammer — bigger than she is; this has never been addressed directly. Dyna's most devoted observer, keeper of Dyna's extra forms. The lower wall dent, second dent, lower height, is hers: filed under Penny, ongoing. Her correlation study in the Hammer Notebook is the building's only science, and Dyna once wrote two words in it, which got it reclassified.

The roster — Twyman (trains twice as hard every day; the arithmetic is becoming structural), Gorm (massive, quiet, processing something heavy — his lunch may be involved), Wallace (the south wall has been rebuilt four times; he is never near it), Barrow (been to the actual Grave, came back, respects the card), Kaelandor the Unfloored (survived the Grave; knows what no-floor is), Bram the Executor (pink, sunglasses, executes excellently, working on the present), Teague (knocked down four hundred and twelve times; has stood up four hundred and thirteen; the Index is looking into the extra one), and Los, the Dojun's insurance-agent bard (ask about the group policy).

Running It

A visit to the Dojun is not a fight. It is an enrollment nobody remembers signing up for. Let the players drill. Let the drills teach things no living instructor taught — the Old Ones file is completing itself, and the newest body in the room always learns first. Let someone attempt the correct ask. Let everyone fail the correct ask. The failing is the curriculum.

The eight finished adventures in the Adventure Companion are the deep water: Follow the Tea (the Master), The Intending (the Grave trip), The Stillness Costs, Because It Is Hers, One Hundred Percent, Tuesday Is Enough, The For Is Arriving, and The Reason for the Note Has Changed — six of them interlock as a loose arc; all eight stand alone. This section is the shallow end. Wade in. The water is exactly the right temperature. It is always exactly the right temperature. Nobody will explain why.



DOJUN HAPPENINGS (d12)

Roll when the Dojun needs a moment. Each is a beat, not a plot — play it and move on, or pull it and see what unravels.


	The tea is already poured, at exactly the right temperature. The Master was here. The Master is not here. ("My presence would make it smaller.")

	Penny's hammer has left a new dent in the lower wall — second dent, lower height, filed under Penny, ongoing. She asks a PC to hold the hammer. It is bigger than they are. This is never addressed directly.

	Somewhere on the mat, someone whispers a Chook Notice: "The Bureau of Vital Records has returned Chook's death certificate twice, unopened." Chook himself, Tier 3 student, says nothing. He has Dyna's old locker.

	Hokester goes still mid-drill. The Gallery — millions of them, audible only to him — are chanting a PC's name. He is usually right.

	Captain Helen opens her small book and writes one word about a PC. ("decided." "still." "tuesday.") Four words, if the table has earned them.

	Twyman is training twice as hard as yesterday. Yesterday he trained twice as hard as the day before. The arithmetic is becoming load-bearing.

	Gorm is processing something heavy beside the heavy bag. His lunch may be involved. Do not rush him. The bag is waiting too.

	The south wall shows fresh plaster — the fourth rebuild. Wallace is nowhere near it. Barrow stands nearby, respecting the card, saying nothing about the actual Grave.

	A drill begins that no living instructor taught. Every student knows it. The newest body in the room knows it first. (The Old Ones file is completing its missing section.)

	The Ledger of Forgiven Rice lies open. A PC's name is written in it — in pencil. Forgiveness must be asked for. It has not been asked for yet.

	A PENDING slip bears a PC's name. PENDING is an answer. The answer is: not yet. (Brooslyguru filed the objection himself.)

	Dyna's golden trophy hums on its shelf at a frequency that does not occur in nature. Pip at the Reliquary Charnel could name it — if anyone thought to ask him.



The Montavera Fairgrounds

The city's newest venue, and — until its Grand Opening — its most anticipated. The Headmaster had the happy opportunity to accompany the Council on their visit to the new Fairgrounds, ahead of the opening. The grounds are ready. The stalls are ready. The Grand Opening is this Sunsday. It has been this Sunsday for some time, and the Fairgrounds see no reason to hurry a good thing. Imagine how excited the children will be. The Index has. The Index files the excitement under pending, happily.

ENCOUNTER TABLES



CROSSING THE CITY: THE PASSAGE PROCEDURE

Getting there is part of being there. The city charges for distance the way it charges for everything: specifically, and with interest.

When the party crosses a district or travels between important locations, the Storyteller may call for a passage. Not every street needs one — use it when the journey matters, when the route is uncertain, or when the city has been quiet for too long.

Establish four things:


	The destination, and what is risked by going there. Every arrival has a price of admission, even if the price is only attention.

	The route. The known way (safe, slow, observed), the shortcut (fast, costly — a memory, a favor, a form filed in triplicate), or the unfamiliar way (uncertain, interesting). The players choose.

	One event or discovery. Roll on the district's encounter table, consult a municipal instrument, or choose. A street takes the party past an office that has not existed since yesterday. A familiar route returns them somewhere they never visited. One thing happens. Not three. One.

	The arrival cost. What changed in transit: a circumstance altered, an opportunity spent, a complication acquired. They arrive somewhere, and somewhere is different for it.



Filed nuisance, standing: the portals. The city cannot get travellers to stop travelling through them — a passage the Index does not recommend remains, at present, the most reliably used route in Montavera, which is filed as the problem.

The procedure is not an encounter generator. Its purpose is to make distance, navigation, and the choice of route matter — without turning movement into a chore. The city is sixteen districts. Walking through it should feel like it.




Chapter 8 — Factions as Game Pieces
Greetings, Storyteller.

Elsewhere the Index introduces the factions of Montavera: who they are, what they want, whom they feud with over catering. That was the portrait gallery. This chapter is what the portraits do when nobody is looking.

Montavera does not pause while your players sleep. The Temple of the Suns does not stop wanting suns in courtyards because it is Tuesday. The Church does not stop filing. The drawer does not stop ticking.

What follows is the Index’s observed practice for keeping the city in motion between sessions. It is not a design. The Index does not design. It files.

—The Headmaster

Memorandum 8-T: On the Motion of Institutions

Recovered from the Bureau of Between-Sessions, filed under “Things That Happen While Nobody Is Looking.”

Institutions, like people, have music. They want things. They move toward them at their own tempo. They flinch from certain outcomes. A Storyteller who tracks none of this must invent the entire city from nothing, every session, forever. The Index considers this unsustainable and, worse, inefficient.

The practice is small. Between sessions, the Storyteller performs a rite of approximately ten minutes. Every session then opens with its reading: “Meanwhile, in Montavera…” The filings, read aloud, as news.

One Language

Storytellers have been observed squinting at this chapter’s vocabulary (clocks, forks, cascades, stances, hearings, duets, instruments) and mistaking abundance for complexity. It is one language, not twenty dialects. Everything here is four things:

Turn. The city moves.

Clock. The city wants.

Stance. The city remembers.

Hearing. The city is known.

Forks and cascades are clocks, completing. The Beat Law is stances, moving. Instruments are stances, made spendable. The Duet, the Approach, and the Song Changes are a Hearing, deepening. Edicts are the Council’s turns, dated. Learn four words and the city speaks.

One principle governs all four: the Storyteller does not invent the city. The Storyteller discovers what the city was already trying to become. Whenever a rule seems to ask you to invent something, read it again. It is asking you to notice something.

A razor for anything added later: every Hearing reward must read as understanding granting influence. Nothing else.

The Rite, Precisely

The Storyteller does not invent the city’s actions. The Storyteller reads them from the clocks, the numbers, and the dates.

Read the fallout. What did the party touch last session? Which clocks did their hands land on?

For each of the Eight, in order: look at its most-advanced clock. That is what it does next. Check the stance pressures: is the party at −2 or below? The institution moves against them. At +2 or above? It moves for them. Check the Council edicts with approaching dates. Take the one action the clock demands, and write it in one line on Form 8-T, Notice of Institutional Motion.

Tick the rest where the fiction demands. Nothing more.

Move the numbers. Whatever the party did to anyone’s clock moves stance, by the one sentence below.

Check the drawer.

The form has three fields: institution, action, result. Storytellers who skip the form invariably forget what the city did. The Index is disappointed every time.

The Rite on One Page

BETWEEN SESSIONS

☐ Read the fallout. What did the party touch?

☐ For each of the Eight: most-advanced clock says what, stance pressures say toward whom, edict dates say by when. One action. One line. Form 8-T.

☐ Resolve cascades from any completed clocks.

☐ Tick the rest where the fiction demands.

☐ Move the numbers. Move their clock, move their number.

☐ File every discovery. Read it aloud. Hand them the 7-V.

☐ Open the session: “Meanwhile, in Montavera…”

☐ Check the drawer.

Clocks

A clock is a checklist with a name. That is all it is, and the Index begs you not to make it more.

Each institution pursues its goal through one to three clocks. A clock has a name (“A Sun in Every Courtyard”) and a number of boxes. When the institution advances toward the goal, fill a box. When every box is full, the thing has happened, and the city is different now.

The Storyteller draws the clocks where the players can see them, except ATOO’s, which are drawn where the players cannot. A visible clock is a promise.

How clocks end: the fork

A clock rarely completes the way it was drawn. How a clock fills determines what its filling means, and the city remembers the difference.

Each great clock therefore carries two resolutions: what happens if it fills one way, and what happens if it fills another. The Storyteller does not track the path separately. The stance numbers already remember who helped and who was harmed. At completion, read the numbers, and let the city answer accordingly.

What completions cause: the cascade

No clock completes alone. Every completed great clock pressures one or two named other clocks, listed with each clock below. A finished Sun clock sues the Flora Institution into action. A won arbitration buries the Wind Institution in new forms. The city is an ecosystem of checklists, and completion is contagious.

Between the forks and the cascades, the Storyteller never wonders what happens next. The clocks say.

Stance

Every one of the Eight holds an attitude toward the party, measured from −3 to +3. At −3, the institution wants the party unmade. At +3, it would break its own rules for them. At 0, the party is a rumor it hasn’t filed yet.

The numbers are independent. The party may stand at +2 with the Temple of the Suns and −2 with the Church simultaneously, the way a citizen may be beloved in one district and wanted in another.

The whole of the system is one sentence, and the Index suggests memorizing it:

Move their clock, move their number.

Help an institution tick a box on its clock: +1 with them. Block a tick, or undo their progress: −1. Fill an entire clock for them, or smash one apart: ±2. The Storyteller judges the magnitude. The clock is the yardstick.

Two consequences, filed for the record.

The institution notices results, not manners. If what the party did touched no clock, the number does not move. The institution does not care that the party was polite to the clerk. It cares whether the drawer got closed. (The clerk may care. People are handled in Chapter 9.)

Rivalry moves numbers for free. Institutions’ clocks conflict. Helping one often harms a rival’s, so a +1 with the Temple of the Suns may arrive carrying a −1 with whoever wanted that courtyard dark. No extra rule is required. It is geometry.

Each of the Eight below carries its ladder: what −3, 0, and +3 look like at that institution’s scale. The Storyteller interpolates the rungs between.

Stance begins at 0, adjusted once for the party’s concept. A party of ex-clerks might open at +1 with the Church. A party that arrived on a stolen sun-barge might open at −1 with the Council. Adjust, file, begin.

The minor institutions carry no stance numbers. They are clock-only. The Index considers this merciful.

Hearings

The Music (Chapter 4) establishes that institutions, like people and objects, have True Names: complete scores by which their music continues to be performed. No Storyteller can score a whole institution. But three voices are enough to play with: Desire (what it wants), Drive (what moves it, its tempo, independent of the target), and Fear (what it pulls away from). Know an institution’s three, and you can move it.

Each of the Eight therefore carries a musical sketch: one line each of Desire, Drive, and Fear, as overheard. They are not complete scores. Nothing the Index files is complete.

The sketches begin blank. Three empty staves on a card, filed where the players can see them. Blank staves itch. The players will go listening, and there is no more addictive sentence in Montavera than “we’re going to find out what the Church is afraid of.”

The Index files this under Hearings. The thesis is simple: knowledge itself is loot.

Learning a Voice. Voices are not found the way memos are found. Investigating an institution (infiltration, interviews, archives, bribes) yields truths of many kinds: a hidden cascade, a completed clock, an Obligators’ report, a Family connection, a Council memo. Still true, still useful, but not necessarily a Voice. A Voice is yielded by Listening: attending, properly, to what the institution is actually singing, by the routes of the Hearing Rule. Listening is never a dead end. The expedition produces the lead. The moment of hearing produces the Voice. (Deliberate listening receives a voice, a meaningful absence, or a reason. Investigations receive whatever is true.) The discovery is written on the sketch card, read aloud, and filed on Form 7-V, Notice of Discovery, which is handed to the players physically.



VOCAB BOX · OBLIGATORS
"The Obligators come in the night."
A known body: reports, a door, night visits. What they are: an anchor. The degree to which the city's people know the Obligators determines how firmly the timeline is held in place — knownness is load-bearing, and the Obligators are load-bearing, and reality is the load. Should the Obligators begin to vanish, or to be destroyed, reality itself stands in danger of spontaneously shifting. The Index lists them here the way you list the foundation under "miscellaneous."



One Voice known: the Hearing Opens. The party can now play the known Voice to ask the Storyteller one question through it, once per beat, and the Storyteller must answer truthfully. Know the Fear: “What is it most afraid of right now?” Know the Desire: “What would most please it?” Know the Drive: “What is it about to do?”

Two Voices known: the Duet. (Listening is never neutral. It is always a duet.) The party may now play the two known Voices together for a concrete, visible consequence, once per beat: make the institution hesitate and skip its next turn, or tick, or block, one box on one of its clocks. The Storyteller must honor it with something the table can see.

Hearings make noise. The first Voice is only listening. But the Duet is playing, and playing is reciprocal: the institution feels itself being played, and the city notices who is holding the instrument. When the party first uses the Duet, the Storyteller ticks one box on an appropriate clock or moves one stance to show who noticed. The Family’s Seating Chart gains a box (who are these people?). The Council’s Filed City takes an interest. Power draws attention.

Three Voices known: a Complete Hearing. The Index certifies it. The sketch card is read aloud in full, and the table marks the occasion the way Montavera marks everything: with paperwork and feeling. The party gains a single Invocation: not a spell cast, but the moment you finally know exactly where to push. Rewrite one clock outcome: choose which fork a completing clock takes. Fill or clear boxes on a clock by speaking. Move stance ±2 with that institution immediately, no clock-touch required. One use. It is spent like a treasure, because it is one.

Examples, not rules. Speak the Temple of the Suns’ completed sketch and choose the volunteer-joy fork, so the courtyard parties happen instead of the permits. Speak the Church’s Fear at the Obligators’ door and clear two boxes from Every Drawer Closed. Speak the Oscu Estate’s Drive and move its stance +2 in a single sentence, then watch the deed vaults’ office call you.

The Souvenir. A Complete Hearing also leaves something permanent. The party gains True Hearing of that institution: from now on, they always know when it, or anyone speaking for it, is lying. The sketch may change its song, but the institution remembers being truly heard, and so do they. The Index files it as a permanent Instrument of Standing.

A note on order. Where honesty permits, the Storyteller reveals the second Voice as the one that most recontextualizes the first, and the third as the one that overturns the table’s theory of the institution. Partial sketches breed theories. Let them. A confidently wrong theory, sincerely heard, is fuel. The last Voice should land like a correction: oh. We’ve misunderstood them all this time. If the table speaks its theory of the missing Voice aloud and the reveal proves it correct, the Hearing is Harmonious: the Song Change comes gently, and the institution, truly known, changes with the party rather than against them. There is no sealed envelope and no adjudication.

The Approach. When one Voice remains unknown, the institution begins behaving strangely around the party, and the Storyteller offers no explanation. NPCs hesitate mid-sentence. Songs skip notes. Clerks quote lines no one spoke. Clocks behave oddly. The thing being heard can feel itself being heard. The Index has observed the table go very quiet at this point. Every time.

After the Invocation: the Song Changes. An invoked institution is never quite the same song, and the change is not cosmetic. This is Tuning at institutional scale: you cannot play something without being played by it. The institution was played, so it changed. The Storyteller is not revising history but reporting a new fact. The alteration should recontextualize, not merely adjust. The Fear they learned to play turns out to have been the mask over a deeper Fear. The Desire they courted was the decoy for the true one. And the Storyteller does not announce the change. The Storyteller demonstrates it: the institution’s first action after the Invocation must embody the contradiction. The Obligators intentionally leave a drawer open. The Temple of the Suns petitions against a courtyard sun. The old card is filed. The new card is blank. The players, who swore they were done with the Church, go listening again, a little less sure of themselves. Somewhere in the city, something begins singing differently.

The Eight

A note on terminology, filed without warmth: of the eight great powers below, only one is a clan, the Dynama. The rest are institutions, and are filed as such. The Index notes the distinction once, here, so it need never be noted again.

The Temple of the Suns

Lord Solastron, the Temple of the Suns

“The party is never hugged again.”

Eternal optimists. Their platform: everything is fine and will work itself out. Their secret: under their stewardship, it usually does. Their newest initiative is zoning cheerfulness. Courtyard brightness is now a municipal metric, and dim courtyards receive pity casseroles and citations.

Goal: universal brightness. A sun in every courtyard.

If nobody stops them: nobody remembers what true darkness looked like. Every courtyard bright, every shadow filed as a rumor, every citizen smiling with the particular exhaustion of people who have forgotten there was ever an alternative.

Clocks

A Sun in Every Courtyard (6). Fork: filled by decree (permits, inspections, ribbon-cuttings), the Council stands taller and the installations are flawless and somehow joyless. Filled by volunteer joy (neighbors hauling suns up stairwells, singing), the Unveilers declare it a cover-up, and courtyard parties break out in twelve districts. Cascade: Flora’s The Sunlight Lawsuit immediately begins (or +2 boxes if already begun; the gardens are furious). The Guild of Gloom’s The Great Grumble +1.

The Solstice Picnic (4, returns). It happens every year. It is always lovely. The Guild of Gloom glares at it from across the street, which the Temple of the Suns counts as attendance. Cascade: pressures the Broken Heart Brigade’s Ten Heartbreaks (+1; picnics are devastating for the romantically doomed).

Sketch. Desire: “a sun in every courtyard.” Drive: the relentless cheerful tempo, pity casseroles at dawn. Fear: a courtyard that prefers the dark.

Stance. −3: the smiles continue. The Temple closes its doors. At the picnic, a place is set for the party and left empty, where everyone can see it. The casseroles stop, and that, the Index notes, is when it truly hurts. 0: citizens. The picnic is open to all, as always. +3: beloved. A sun installed in the party’s courtyard, no forms filed, casserole priority for life.

Its turn asks: “How do we brighten today?” It looks like raising a sun, delivering casseroles to a rival (pity or genuine; the Index cannot tell the difference), or petitioning the Council for courtyard access.

The Dynama

Master Brooslyguru, the Dynama Dojun

“Brooslyguru has not been seen to hurry since the 54th Age.”

Ascetics of form, and the only true clan. The dojun keeps a Ledger of Forgiven Rice, and being forgiven by the Dynama is recognized as a legal defense in Council court. A grain of rice, once forgiven, is never eaten. The Ledger does not say where they go.

Their goal is perfection of form: every kata exact, every grain accounted for and then forgiven.

Left alone, every movement in the city is a kata. Citizens bow at the correct angle. Children are corrected in the street, gently, by strangers. Spontaneity is classified as rudeness, then as noise, then not classified at all.

Clocks

The Perfect Kata (4). Fork: perfected through teaching, the form spreads, and a generation of students moves like water. Perfected through seclusion, the form is flawless and hoarded, and the dojun door stays closed a season longer. Cascade: the Masked Marauders’ The Next Prank immediately begins (sloppiness must answer perfection). The Wind Institution’s Chart Every Current +1 (someone must document the form).

The Trials (3, returns). Three days, no food, one riddle, in a voice like gravel in honey. There are always candidates. There are never enough.

Sketch. Desire: “the perfect form.” Drive: stillness that outlasts hurry. Fear: sloppiness, chaos without discipline.

Stance. −3: the dojun door is closed, and the party’s form is taught to junior students as the cautionary example. Senior students cross the street when the party approaches, not from fear but from curriculum. 0: polite indifference. +3: Brooslyguru nods once. Among the Dynama, a nod is a parade.

Its turn asks: “What is imperfect?” It looks like holding the Trials, forgiving rice, and declining, with perfect courtesy, to acknowledge a rivalry.

Dyna, Daughter of Brooslyguru.  The most dangerous fighter in the dojun — banned from sparring by her father, which tells you everything about both of them. At seventeen, alone, in the dark, she developed a forbidden technique; its nature is filed under Ordinance 7-Broosly and has not been observed twice by the same witness. It was Dyna who gave Chook his locker. She submits internal requests to herself. All return PENDING.

Hook: In the dojun’s reliquary sits Ostravel’s Armor — delivered by Davor, emissary of the Dragon Lords, as a gift against the coming darkness. It is doing something. The Dynama have filed no complaint.

The Oscu Estate

The Oscu family, the deed vaults

“The Oscu Estate does not punch; it repossesses.”

Oscu is a name that carries weight in Montavera. A heavily guarded house on a hill houses the Oscu family, and no one has ever seen the family. They own the deed to the city. They deal through letters, and only after midnight, and before dusk. People say they must be vampires. No one knows. The Estate's vaults also hold the deeds of the under-city, below Deep City South. The Estate has never issued a statement about the under-city. The Estate has never issued a statement about anything, and the city has stopped expecting one, and started behaving as though the silence were the statement.

The deed vaults are not a metaphor: a series of downtown buildings holding every land deed — and detailed histories of everything that happens in every building on those lands, nearly 95% of the land in the city, as recorded by the indestructible wooden parrots attached to the insides of most buildings and homes. Smile for the parrot. It’s already filed you.

The Earth Institution is gone. Its last head, Lord Varrica, died recently — and left behind a great many secrets and notes. The notes are still surfacing. The secrets are worse.



VOCAB BOX · MOJO
"Spent resonance, redeemable."
MOJO is creative power made physical: what a person's resonance precipitates into once spent — slimy, glowing yellow orbs, excreted from fleshy glowing sacks the body grows for the purpose. People of influence value it enormously. The city licenses exactly one exchange for its redemption, and the Exchange's assayers wear gloves, and the gloves are burned daily. The Index has no further comment on the sacks.



Goal: MOJO, land, and leverage, in that order, forever. The charter is one sentence: “Get it in writing.”

Unchecked, every home requires collateral. Every marriage has equity. Every friendship has contractual obligations. The party will one day realize their favorite tavern charges them for the stool, the conversation, and the memory of the evening, itemized, fairly, forever.

Clocks

Who Owns the Sky (8). Eleven years in arbitration over where the sky starts. Both sides bill hourly. Fork: won by ruling, the Oscu Estate owns the airspace and leases it back to the Wind Institution at rates the Index declines to print. Won by purchase, the Estate simply buys the disputed claim, and the Wind Institution’s scholars spend a generation pretending this was the plan. Cascade: the Wind Institution’s Petition 4,001 gains 2 boxes (the paperwork multiplies). One box of the Council’s The Filed City is now the Estate’s to fill (new airspace, new forms).

Everything, Collateralized (6, returns). Loans called in, mortgages acquired, catering contracts secured. The ledger never closes. It only compounds.

Sketch. Desire: “leverage, forever.” Drive: the ledger’s patient compounding. Fear: an asset that cannot be priced.

Stance. −3: foreclosure. Every contract the party holds is called in. Their names appear in the ledger under liabilities, where the ink is red and permanent. 0: a client like any other. Terms are terms. +3: underwritten. Credit extended, vaults opened, introductions made to people who do not take meetings.

Its turn asks: “What can be leveraged?” It looks like acquiring a mortgage, calling in a favor, or outbidding someone quietly.

The Wind Institution

Dr. Ayeedin, the Ravinil Ratiom

“All acknowledged. None answered.”

Scholars of the currents: wind, rumor, and capital, which Ayeedin insists are the same current wearing different hats. The Ratiom’s instruments have lately logged a ninth current that is not wind, rumor, or capital, and Ayeedin’s office has stopped acknowledging it, which, for Ayeedin, is the equivalent of screaming.

Goal: total knowledge of the currents.

If nobody stops them: every current charted, every rumor filed before it is spoken. No one says anything unregistered. Conversations arrive pre-documented. The city knows everything about itself and has never been more silent.

Clocks

Chart Every Current (6). Fork: published openly, the city’s winds, rumors, and markets laid bare, and everyone from the Oscu Estate to the Unveilers reads it with different alarm. Filed secretly, the knowledge is complete and shelved, and Ayeedin’s office achieves the quietest power in Montavera. Cascade: the Unveilers’ Expose the Cabal, Whichever +2 (the charts are evidence). The Oracles of Tongath cannot advance Sell the Genuine-ish until the charts are discredited (documented currents compete with prophecy).

Petition 4,001 (4). Ayeedin has filed 4,000 requests for chasm airspace data. Petition 4,001 was acknowledged before it was filed.

Sketch. Desire: “every current charted.” Drive: restlessness, the unanswered petition as fuel. Fear: still air; a question with no draft.

Stance. −3: 4,000 petitions filed about the party. All pending. Every rumor in the city arrives pre-poisoned, and every instrument at the Ratiom logs the party’s movements as weather. The Wind Institution’s revenge is paperwork about you, forever. 0: one more current, uncharted, uninteresting. +3: the currents bend favorably. Rumors, capital, and wind all arrive going the party’s way.

Its turn asks: “What remains unknown?” It looks like filing a petition, logging a raven flight pattern that matches no registered bird, or publishing a finding.

The Church of the Eversworn Beast

The Great Ageless Goat, Vicar of Theil

Below him serve the Dark Raven Elders — bishops and archbishops of the Church.

Your crimes are not as secret as you think. The Ageless Goat bides his time.

The Vicar's only filed fashion testimonial, given in full: “I wouldn't be caught DEAD wearing anything other than Goatfell .” The Church does not sell Goatfell. The Church does not say what Goatfell is. The testimonial stands.

Voss.  A Dark Raven Elder who also serves as Floor Manager of the Department of Dream Monitoring. The Church has not explained the second posting; the Department has not noticed the first. Voss believes in the MISSION, not the policy, and has edited the self that holds the mission until the holding is structurally sound. Would not recognize luck; attributes everything to character.

Filed: Analyst Liss found the edge of the horizon in the legacy data — 312 records of systematic divergence — and the Department’s answer was promotion, not removal. “Removal creates records. Promotion creates alignment.” Voss is watching her with a recognition that lives in the part of himself he has edited.

“You are an unfiled thing.”

The largest pseudoreligious institution in Montavera, and the friendliest, which is precisely what should worry you. Bake sales. The desserts are legendary. The ingredients are not discussed.

For the newcomer, the Church's own telling, filed as the Church tells it: the Beast is a distant cousin of the Old Ones, served by a sect of devoted zealots, and the Church has become a true cultural institution in the city — established, attended, complained about in the ordinary way. The Index files the telling beside its own filing on what the Beast is. The two filings do not trouble each other.

Goal: every drawer closed, every head vibrating at the correct frequency. The Church claims no political ambitions. Dr. Ayeedin’s office cross-referenced the bake-sale schedule with Council voting records and suggests otherwise. The Church responded with a cake. The investigation stalled.

Left alone, every drawer closes, and nobody notices they’re humming. The city files itself, smiles, vibrates at the correct frequency. The desserts remain legendary. The ingredients remain not discussed. Forever.

Clocks

Every Drawer Closed (6). Fork: by conversion (bake sales, lock-ins, the singles club), the city files itself willingly, smiling, slightly altered forever. By collection, the Obligators come in the night, and the drawers close because there is no one left unfiled to object. Cascade: the Broken Heart Brigade’s Ten Heartbreaks +2 (the singles club is winning). And, the Index files this under seal, The Drawer ticks faster (see ATOO).

The Moonsday Service (4, returns). Chanting in foreign tongues. Head-vibrating at impossible frequencies. Attendees leave refreshed. Every week. Forever.

The Church's ordinary devotional economy, filed without comment: sleepless nights before the great goat, angelic blessings cashed in, bloodsworn contracts signed. The Index does not itemize further. The congregation does not ask it to.

Sketch. Desire: “every drawer closed.” Drive: the bake-sale tempo, sugar and chant. Fear: an unfiled thing walking free.

Stance. −3: no bakery serves the party. Children stop waving. Doors lock quietly as they pass. Songs end when they enter the room. The Obligators are dispatched, and the singles club is told the party is unavailable, permanently. The friendliest institution in Montavera, withdrawing its friendship, is the coldest winter in the city. 0: a citizen. Forms processed in the standard six to eight weeks. +3: “a friend of the drawers.” A clerk loses your file on request. Your enemies are audited.

Its turn asks: “What remains unfiled?” It looks like a bake sale (recruitment), a Moonsday service (harmonization), or a quiet word with a councilor over cake.



SIDEBAR · THE GOAT IS FUMING
The Goat is fuming. The kindergarteners — led by little Miss Bramble  — have struck a nerve with the Church of the Eversworn Beast, and things are expected to get nasty. The Index files the quarrel as standing: pick it up, or leave it fuming.



The Council of Nine

The Unicorn Rulers, and Mr. Black

“Treason must be filed in advance.”

The government. Not a faction, exactly, but the board on which the factions play. It acts anyway, through decrees, audits, and Form 9-B. The Council encourages challenging authority. Dissent is civic virtue.

Goal: a filed city. One good deed and one evil deed per citizen per day, duly recorded.

Unopposed, the filed city. Rebellion runs exactly on schedule. Every treason is pre-filed, every dissent is civic virtue, every citizen performs their one good and one evil deed by nightfall. No one remembers why anyone ever objected. The chasm at Raduga Cove is jumped nightly, unseen, forever, and no one asks where the Council goes. No one can ask. The form for the question was discontinued.

Clocks

The Filed City (8). Fork: by consent, citizens file willingly, treason prescheduled, rebellion running exactly on time, and the city gleams. By audit, compliance at stamp-point, and the city gleams, and nobody meets anyone’s eye. Cascade: the Family Syndicate’s The Seating Chart immediately begins a new arrangement (new regulations require new seating). The Sullen Society’s Teach What Was Withheld +1 (the unfiled take note).

The Next Date (4, returns). Every turn of the Council produces or advances an edict, and every edict carries a date. (See The Council Schedules.)

Sketch. Desire: “a filed city.” Drive: the stamp, decisions as paperwork. Fear: an unscheduled rebellion.

Stance. −3: audited into stillness. Every form the party has ever filed is re-examined, in triplicate, in person. A Form 9-B, Intent to Commit Treason, is found pre-filled in their names, in handwriting they don’t recognize yet. Every official in the city has a copy of their file, and every official is watching the file, which is worse than being watched. 0: citizens. The Council’s love is universal and procedural. +3: scheduled favor. Decrees bend around the party like wind around a tower. Their treason, when it comes, will be filed at their convenience.

Its turn asks: “What requires scheduling?” It looks like issuing an edict, launching an audit, or condoning occasional treason.

Barado, the Mayor.  Old City Hall’s Mayor is “the pig” — his staff’s job description, in the original language, reads ensure the pig remains plump. He is fed cosmological secrets daily because the office requires it, and rationed from acting on them. In the lobby his sentences arrive intercepted and half-finished. In the restroom — the building’s only surveillance-free zone — he speaks in complete sentences: “They feed me lines of dialogue in my dreams. I have forgotten what my own voice sounds like when it isn’t being edited.” Once per campaign: four minutes. “Ask me something real.” His brother is Master Nero the Soul Resailer. Barado knows where he is.

The Family Syndicate

Mr. Black’s table

“The Family claims nothing, admits nothing, and attends every gala.”

Behind the galas: secrets, whispers, and other fowl dealings, awaiting Mr. Black’s orders. No one outside the Family knows their deepest secret. Everyone else fears them, which the Family finds flattering and files accordingly.

Goal: every string pulled, none seen.

If nobody stops them: every important friendship in the city was arranged. Marriages, partnerships, rivalries, seated at the table generations ago. No one believes it. The Family’s victory is the one you can never prove, which is why it is already, partially, here.

Clocks

The Seating Chart (6). Every gala, every alliance, every marriage, arranged. Fork: the chart completes quietly, the city rearranged and no one noticed, and the Family’s power is total and invisible. The chart is glimpsed, one guest sees the pattern, and the Family spends a season deciding whether the guest is a problem or an invitation. Cascade: one box of the Council’s The Filed City is found to have been filled by persons unknown (who arranged the councilors’ marriages?). The Broken Heart Brigade’s Ten Heartbreaks +1 (arranged hearts break on schedule).

Mr. Black’s Design (8, sealed). The Index has observed the existence of this clock. The Index has not observed its name. The boxes fill. That is all the Index will say.

Sketch. Desire: “every string pulled, none seen.” Drive: patience, the long seating chart. Fear: an audit; the Unicornia.



VOCAB BOX · UNICORNIA
"Older than the audit."
The name of the unicorn species — and of their unified body, when they choose to be one. Older than the audit, in both senses. When the file says "Unicornia has filed a complaint," it means all of them. When it says "Unicornia was seen near the lake," it means one of them, and you should be flattered, and you should leave.



Stance. −3: uninvited. Every door in the city closes without slamming. The party begins noticing that every coincidence is pointed: the wrong carriage, the lost invitation, the rumor that arrives an hour before they do. Strings pull against them invisibly, and the worst of it is the courtesy. No one is ever rude. They are simply never included, ever again. 0: unnoticed, which is where the Family prefers everyone. +3: noticed. Once a generation, the Family notices someone. It is happening to the party. No one has ever described what it feels like. The Index suspects this is deliberate.

Its turn asks: “Who should sit beside whom?” It looks like a gala (rearrangement), a whisper (leverage), or a marriage (strategy).

ATOO: The Agents of The Old Ones



VOCAB BOX · ATOO
"The Agents of the Old Ones."
The eighth institution — the Agents of the Old Ones.



“The drawer ticks.”

A rumor, Storyteller. Only a rumor. The teeth marks are also only a rumor.

The following is sealed.

Everyone knows the story: four Old Ones (Zalthar the Architect, Xerath the Weaver, Vornak the Balancer, Uzgor the Harbinger of Silence) tried to impose Ordio, Perfect Order, on the cosmos, and fell. Everyone knows the Old Ones are gone. Everyone is supposed to know that.

The Index files four names. The Index also files that three seats have stood empty since the Hidden Century, and that certain census anomalies, certain ticking drawers, and certain quiet ravens all date, approximately, from then. The Index does not speculate on the occupants of the empty seats. The Index has been advised, by whom is not filed, that speculation is unwise.



VOCAB BOX · HIDDEN CENTURY
"The archive has a gap."
The century that began when the unicorns arrived: a hundred years devoid of any documentation — no histories, no fictions, no theories — for reasons unknown. The archive has a gap shaped like a century. Three Council seats have stood empty since. The Index has filed seventeen requests for an explanation. The requests are the only paperwork the Hidden Century ever produced.



ATOO takes its turns like the others, with one difference: its clocks are hidden, and its turn is never seen. Between sessions, the Storyteller advances one of ATOO’s clocks in secret. The players see only the signs:

The sealed drawer in the Department of Strategic Misfortune and Civic Timeline Interference, locked since the 54th Age, which ticks.

The census anomaly. Every census since the 50th Age counts exactly one more citizen than the records can account for. The extra citizen files taxes. The taxes are perfect.

The quiet ravens. A handful of surveillance ravens observed not watching, perched, facing the chasm at Raduga Cove. Waiting.

Goal: unmake the beautiful chaos of Montavera and replace it with, the word sticks in the throat, efficiency. From the ashes, the Old Ones reborn.

If nobody stops them: Ordio. The drawer stops ticking, not because it was opened, but because there is nothing left to count down to. The census reconciles. The ravens turn around. The beautiful chaos, unmade, efficiently.

Clocks (hidden)

The Drawer (?). It ticks. The boxes fill. The Index declines to count them. Cascade: sealed.

The Census Reconciles (?). One day the count will match the records. The Index notes that this day has not come.

The Ravens Turn (?). They face the chasm. They are waiting. For what is not filed.

Sketch (sealed). Desire: “Ordio, perfect order.” Drive: the ticking in the sealed drawer. Fear: chaos that cannot be unmade; being filed as a rumor.

Stance (hidden). The Storyteller tracks it secretly. The players learn ATOO’s attitude the way one learns weather: by getting wet. At −3, the signs intensify. The drawer ticks louder, the census counts the party twice, and the party finds a Form 9-B already filled out in their names, in handwriting they don’t recognize yet. Somebody filed their rebellion in advance. Somebody always does.

Vael.  Recruited by the ATOO through debt, miserable for two years, posted at the Old Arcadeum. She has identified a second operative independently — one who works for something older than the ATOO, something that doesn’t want the card suppressed but moved — and hasn’t reported it. “I’ve been oriented toward the exit for so long that I don’t have a picture of what’s on the other side. Come find me. When things start moving — and they’re going to start moving — come find me.”

Its turn asks: “What moved one inch toward Ordio?” It looks like nothing. Nothing at all. Check the drawer.



SIDEBAR · THE SIGHTING
A citizen's footage, filed as received: “This looks EXACTLY like the ATOO.” Where it was captured is not filed. The city is reminded that it is supposed to be on the lookout. They have probably moved by now. They are sneaky like that. The Index does not confirm the footage. The Index never confirms the footage.



The Council Schedules

The Council’s turns differ from the others in one respect.

The Council does not merely act. It schedules.

Every Council turn produces or advances an edict, and every edict carries a date. All unregistered musicians will file Form 9-B by the end of Zipsdier. Courtyard sunlight rationing begins Moonsday. The census will be retaken; the extra citizen is invited to identify themselves.

A dated edict is a deadline. A deadline forces the party to decide: comply, evade, exploit, or file the treason paperwork and mean it. When the table drifts, the answer is not a bigger monster. It is a nearer date.

The Index has observed Storytellers who run the Council as scenery. The Index says nothing. The silence is the review.

The Beat Law

Filed by the Storyteller’s own hand, in the margin, in ink that was not there before:

No beat shall move fewer than two stances, and at least one shall move against the party.

A “beat” is whatever the party completes: a job, a heist, a gala survived, a drawer opened. The law is not enforced by dice. It is enforced by framing: every beat is a contested clock. When the Storyteller frames the session’s work, at least two institutions’ clocks must be in tension. One the party can help, one they will harm, or a choice between which to help. The stance numbers then move on their own.

You will rarely need to count. Frame the contest honestly, apply the one sentence (move their clock, move their number), and the numbers follow.

The Eight do not orbit the party. They orbit their clocks. The party is weather, occasionally a storm. An institution does not wake up because the players exist. It wakes up because Tuesday arrived, and the players merely collide with it mid-pursuit. The opposition in the Beat Law is never personal. It is geometric: you stood where a clock was going.

The Party’s Own Motions

Parties do not wait for quests. They start rumors. They publish newspapers. They build festivals, invent religions, forge Forms 9-B, and hold picnics without permits. The Index files all of this under the party’s own motions: clockwork undertaken without authorization, which in Montavera means most clockwork.

The rule is the one sentence, and needs no new machinery: if the party’s motion ticks, or blocks, an institution’s clock, the stance moves. The newspaper that advances the Unveilers’ clock is +1 with the Unveilers and −1 with whoever’s clock it harmed. The counterfeit Forms that jam the Council’s audit are −1 with the Council and possibly +1 with the Family, which appreciates craftsmanship.

The Storyteller’s only duty is to know the clocks well enough to say, when the party starts a rumor: “That ticks the Wind Institution’s chart. Mark it.”

Instruments of Standing

When the party’s dealings with an institution become the stuff of stories, the city begins treating them differently, and the Index issues Instruments of Standing to file the difference. These are not tokens. They are titles. The party does not have “Licensed Traitor” the way one has a sword. They are Licensed Traitors, the way one is a citizen. People remember titles.

Each Instrument is single-use and re-earnable: spend it, and the Index files it under discharged. Earn the standing again, and it is reissued. The table should treat them the way Montavera treats everything: as paperwork that bites.

Friend of the Drawers (+3, Church): have a clerk lose any one file, once.

Picnic Marshal (+3, Sun): declare one courtyard celebration that the Temple of the Suns must attend, and defend.

Bearer of the Fourth Petition (+3, Wind): file one petition that must be answered before the session ends.

Underwritten (+3, Oscu): the deed vaults cover one cost, no questions asked, once.

The Nod (+3, Dynama): produce it to end one confrontation. No Dynama student will raise a hand against the party for the rest of the session.

Scheduled Favor (+3, Council): bend one decree, once.

Noticed (+3, Family): one string pulled, invisibly, once. The party never learns which string. This is the most frightening Instrument and the most coveted.

Licensed Traitor (filed Form 9-B and survived the treason): commit one treason with the paperwork already done.

One Favor Owed by Lord Varrica (earned, never given): terrifying to hold.

The Storyteller may issue Instruments for the minor institutions as well, when the fiction earns it. Grumble-Exempt (Guild of Gloom). Beast-Tamer’s Word (Fauna). The Index trusts the Storyteller’s judgment and audits it annually.

The Rest

Fig. 8.1 — Engineer districts. They dissent. Corwin's diary is becoming evidence.

Fig. 8.2 — Raven surveillance map. The Dark Raven Elders see all. One is also a floor manager.

Fig. 8.3 — Syndicate seating plan. The Family collects ten times the prize pool in wagers.

Fig. 8.4 — Council filing chart. Twelve seats, thirteen councilors. The thirteenth stands. The arithmetic is filed.

Fig. 8.5 — Allen's Factions card shop and food-truck park, interior. Ante up. No names taken. Tournament offices upstairs.

The remaining institutions take no turns and hold no stance numbers. They tick. The Storyteller fills a box when the fiction demands it, and the city deepens by one box.




	Institution
	Clock





	Flora
	The Sunlight Lawsuit (4) — suing the Temple of the Suns over allocation



	Fauna
	The Union Contract (4) — the war-beasts' demands grow specific



	Sand
	The Slow Ambush (6, hidden) — it has already begun



	Thunder
	Be Louder (3) — that is the entry; that is the platform



	Starlight
	The Stars Align (6) — delayed, as always



	Bone
	Everyone's Buried (ongoing) — they know where



	Mind
	Thoughts Pre-Filed (6) — appeals take six to eight weeks



	The Montavera Institution?
	Exist (1) — unconfirmed in every census



	Guild of Gloom
	The Great Grumble (4) — uniformity of grumbling achieved



	Sullen Society
	Teach What Was Withheld (6) — in a basement, forever



	Broken Heart Brigade
	Ten Heartbreaks (6) — the vials are filling



	Unveilers
	Expose the Cabal, Whichever (4) — invoices processed without comment



	Temple Laymen
	Brighten Everything (6) — unsettlingly sincere



	Extreme Campers
	Survive the Night (3, recurring) — all major limbs so far



	Oracles of Tongath
	Sell the Genuine-ish (ongoing) — the Crones have not taken an appointment since the 54th Age



	Masked Marauders
	The Next Prank (3) — the parrot pins were only the beginning



	Assassin Horde
	One of Them (ongoing) — the Horde would never send someone after one of THEM; unless there is a hit on one of them, in which case, of course, they would





Should a minor institution grow teeth, should the Guild of Gloom stop grumbling and start organizing, promote it. Give it a turn, a sketch, a stance ladder, and in time, a victory state. The Eight is a starting roster, not a ceiling. The Index will refile the paperwork.

The OGM Reception Protocol — Everyone Was Briefed

The civic club briefed all members on the party's arrival three days early. The Truth Board lists the party under "Expected Arrivals" and, beneath it, "Catalyst." Every friendly face the party has met was briefed in advance; the club's own summary is "the real lock was your curiosity." Filed as EXPECTING: briefed, not burdened. The OGM takes no turns and holds no stance. It ticks.

The Nawn

The Nawn Bloodright, in Full

The Nawn are immigrants from some when else — filed as "present, origin pending," a founding category — and the Council enters their Embassy in single file, in silence. Inside: the white rooms, the blood prick, and the face the Nawn have been searching for. Recommended handling: let the Council's reverence change how the table reads everything else. Whose face it is — a player's, the bloodright's — stays unresolved.

The Lobby Nawn and the Doubting Nawn

The Embassy's public face and its private doubt, filed with the bloodright above. Asked whether it disbelieves, the doubting one answers: "Disbelief is a conclusion; this is a calculation."

Department of Dream Monitoring

Find the Face

The Department of Dream Monitoring was founded to "find the face": mandate one, unsigned, older than the building. Everything since is mission drift. The fuse is twenty-two years long, and human. The mandate is filed. The face itself is not filed, not found, and not discussed.

Voss, Floor Manager of the Department of Dream Monitoring

The true believer who edited his own doubt out: four edits, the fourth off the record, at 2 a.m., by his own hand. Voss edited his dreams; the department kept the receipts. Recommended handling: the junior analyst asking questions is how the session starts.

Four Seconds Ahead

Doss lives four seconds ahead and logs conversations before they happen. At the table he is foreshadowing that arrives four seconds early. His category-seven file holds a query in his own handwriting he doesn't remember stamping. Plus the circled date. The Index has circled it too, in red.

The Director Is the Back Office

The Timeline Bureau Director is the back office: the point where all the city's paperwork converges. The Bone Bank vault deposit, the Merchant's Hidden Century filing, and the Incomplete are one arc, and the Director is where they meet. The memos are the interface. The interface is the Director.

The W.A.X.

The Second W.A.X.

"The source is not a place. The source is a permission." A partially translated catastrophe report, a vanished prophecy, a revolution preparing for the wrong event — ending the free game on the Headmaster's call. Filed as the institution; the keepers are filed under Petra Lorn. Recommended handling: do not resolve it.

The Passage Is Insurrection — The Revolution Building Toward

The Wax Museum's inner circle is building a revolution against a government whose foundations are already being replaced — the event they're preparing for isn't the one coming. "They are not wrong. They are not entirely right." The revolutionaries' tragedy is the campaign's engine. Filed with the W.A.X. Recommended handling: do not resolve it.

Clan Wars Inc. Ambient Pool — The Jar and the Revised Terms

The ambient pool: the Jar and the revised terms, the pro-table spectators who are part of the furniture. (Clan Wars is the Allen Clan's tournament circuit — filed here as a minor institution, distinct from the Factions tables. The furniture has opinions; the revised terms do not address them.)

What Will Not Be Met

A party may cross Montavera from wall to wall and never once meet the Bone Institution. Another may spend years inside Who Owns the Sky and never learn the Family’s name. Twenty-three institutions, each with its clocks, each with its music, each with its attitude toward whoever walks in. No two parties will complete the same clocks the same way.

Run it twice. The city will not repeat itself. The Index has checked.

Close the book. The city continues without you. The edicts date themselves. The casseroles are delivered on schedule. Whether the party returns next week or not, Montavera will be there: changed, filed, humming.

Check the drawer.

May you fail your way to Chaos, —The Headmaster



The Church of the Eversworn Beast

The Church of the Eversworn Beast — Adoration Room & Wandering Mirror

A found building with a congregation already mid-service, a beating heart on a spear, and the Lock-In beneath the sacrifice chamber. The Church's proudest filing: its marketing is indistinguishable from any other community religious organization. A mirror wanders the premises; it is only ever described as wandering — the Index keeps it at a liturgical distance from all mirror-smiler business.

Brother Aldous — The Man Who Was Right and Nobody Listened

The least credible man in the Church annotated a passage that expected the player's arrival — and the book went warm. "Expected. Not hoped for. Not prophesied. Expected." Through him the party meets Sharpek, and scripture written in warm ink. Filed as EXPECTING: the passage waited; Aldous holds nothing back because there was never anything held.

Brother Calloway — The Conversation With Two Speakers

The faceless brother signs with two speakers — Brother and Sister, the two honorifics, the two personalities — and one of them has been waiting years for the player to respond. The auctioned tongue, the recurring sequence neither personality will ask about. Filed as EXPECTING (the waiting).

Congregant Aldric — The Container That Holds

Aldric is the container that holds. What he holds, he holds for the building, and the building has not said what it intends to do with him. Containers are patient. Buildings are worse. The Church filed him under "vessel, ongoing" and stopped asking questions, which is when the questions started.

Congregant Mave — The Arrangement With the Consumer

The Church made an arrangement with the thing eating her — nine years of being consumed, a ceremony that stopped it — and now she tells the player they're in the middle of an arrangement of their own, the terms still being worked out. The plainest hook in the Church. "Adjacent dimension" consumers are uncategorized entities; the Index files them and declines to resolve them.

Congregant Pell — The One the Church Was Already Holding

Forgotten by reality for twenty-three years; the Church's records held an entry for him — "congregant, prospective, retained" — before he ever arrived. Filed as EXPECTING: the Church's pre-arrival pattern, with Desta and the player. The pattern is the point; the person is the proof.

Dark Raven Pembreth — The Vessel and the Record of Arrivals

Pembreth keeps the vessel and the Record of Arrivals — every coming, logged, including the ones the city hasn't had yet. Filed as EXPECTING: a record is not a memory. The ravens have been notified.

Sister Mordecai — The Administrator of the Unasked Questions

The warm administrator runs everything and keeps a third filing category she created and has never reopened. Her name was in the founding records when she arrived. She maintains parallel documentation of the Elders' dispute in both formats. The Goat uses the scheduling system — "visitor, significant." Her forms are raw table material; her questions are not.

The Sisters of the Shade — The Approach

"Ongoing," the Sisters say, when asked what the Approach is. The approach continues.

Elder Temnot

The most powerful presence in every room has noticed something larger than the rooms — while fighting an eleven-year filing war (Spiritual Matriculation Advanced Track vs. Extended Retreat Participation Ongoing). Cosmic dread stapled to bureaucratic farce. File with Temnot below.

Temnot — The Room Is Getting Larger

File with Temnot above: the room is getting larger, and the Elder has noticed. The West Wing sighting stays a sighting. The filing war continues on both fronts.

The Ageless Goat — The Sollen Question and the Deep Year

The vicar of the Beast has one question no one in the building can answer: what is Sollen, and why won't Theil answer. Filed as the Goat's question — never an answer. (Sollen is a deity, a 5,555-fold multiplicity; the Index records the question and backs away slowly.) Pre-arrival awareness of the player noted and filed as EXPECTING.

ATOO: The Agents of The Old Ones

The ATOO Letters — Journey to the Cornic Confluence

Forged invitations; two Montaveras; the Headmaster using the party as a lure — "the forged letters were the honest part." Filed complete, in three acts. The twist is included.

THE RELATIONSHIP MAP

The faction clocks show what the city is doing. This shows who is doing it to whom.

For every important NPC, the Storyteller tracks five lines — on paper, where the players can see the known ones:


	Trusts. Who they would call at midnight.

	Fears. Who they check for before entering a room.

	Owes. Debts are the city's circulatory system. Name the creditor.

	Believes. Whose version of events they accept without checking.

	Would break for. What would make them change allegiance — the price of their loyalty, in plain terms.



Mark each line known or suspected. The players might know two people dislike each other without knowing they are secretly cooperating. Suspected lines are drawn dashed. Dashed lines have started wars.

Make it actionable. A favor opens a door — erase an "owes" line, draw a "trusts" line. A betrayal closes routes — the map rewires, visibly. A public accusation changes how an institution treats the protagonist: find every line connected to the accused and tilt it.

At the table: when an NPC changes position, the players watch the consequences ripple. Help one person and three lines move — including one they didn't know existed. The map is how the table sees the city thinking.


Chapter 11 — What the Index Knows
EXHIBIT 11-A — COVER MEMO

Stamped, in red ink, across a manila folder that is slightly too heavy:

THE BLACK INDEX — RESTRICTED ANNEX

Clearance: STORYTELLER ONLY

If you are a player and you are reading this, please stop. No penalty will be applied. Penalties are reserved for persons the city has already noticed, and you may take some comfort in not having been. You should stop because you will spoil your own dinner. I dislike seeing food wasted.

Beneath the stamp, in a different hand, in pencil:

He means it about the dinner. — M.

Greetings, Storyteller.

You have been reading the public portions of the Index. The districts, the people, the factions, the bake sales. All of it is accurate, all of it is filed, and all of it is available to any citizen with a library card and a tolerance for paper cuts.

This annex contains the remainder.

A word on method, because the city insists on one.

The Index records three kinds of statement and keeps them strictly apart.

CONFIRMED. Enough evidence exists that we may proceed as though the matter were settled. This does not mean the matter is settled. You may rely on these entries. Your players may not learn them, which is the purpose of the folder, but the world will behave as though they are true.

PROBABLE. The evidence points in one direction. It has not been asked to remain there. Treat these entries as the city does: as load-bearing maybes. Please do not resolve them at the table. Let them hum.

DECLINED. The Index was asked, and the Index declined to answer. The refusals are on record in 11.11. These are not puzzles. They are structural members, and removing one has consequences for the building. If you feel the urge to explain a declined file, file a form instead.

One further procedure. Everything in this annex is true behind the screen. None of it is true at the table until your players have earned it, stumbled into it, or submitted the correct form in triplicate. The truth in this folder is not a weapon. It is a foundation. Please build on it quietly.

Let us begin with the Agents of the Old Ones, who have been waiting. They are not impatient. They have never been impatient.

11.1 — The Agents of the Old Ones

Fig. 11.1 — ATOO surveillance, redacted. The Index will not confirm what the initials stand for.

The Agents of the Old Ones are real. This is convenient, as they have gone to some trouble to establish the fact.

They are a secret order of zealots devoted to deities older than Sollen, older than Unicornia, and considerably older than Theil, who is one of the new gods and is aware of it. The Old Ones attempted to impose Ordio, Perfect Order, upon the cosmos, and fell. That is the public record.

The Agents keep a different record. In their account the Old Ones did not fall. They were interrupted. The interruption, they say, is everything that has been built since.

This distinction matters a great deal to the Agents and not at all to anyone else.

Their position can be summarized in a single sentence, suitable for sermons: the new world is the interruption; we are the resumption. They regard it as a sacred duty to bring down everything the new world has made, so that the old deities may be reborn from what remains, and a new world raised in their image.

The Agents do not call this destruction. They call it a restoration with a long preparatory phase.

Recommended handling. Run them as believers, not as criminals. They are polite. They are certain. A person who is certain does not raise his voice. He continues.

The Seven

There were seven Old Ones.

Four are accounted for: Zalthar, Xerath, Vornak, and Uzgor. All four are bound, fallen, and filed.

The remaining three were lost during the Hidden Century.

PROBABLE. There is reason to believe that the three lost Old Ones are the ones directing the Agents. Not from a distance, as gods do. From within civic life. Disguised, employed, and walking among the people.

The evidence is incomplete. It is also persistent. The Agents’ plans are too patient and too well informed to have originated with zealots. Someone has been playing this game since before the board was delivered.

Recommended handling. Never confirm this at the table. Allow it to shape everything. If a player asks the right question at the wrong moment, smile the way Gornola smiles when a prophecy has concluded, and change the subject to paperwork.

Temnot

The most senior Dark Raven Elder. The Old Ones want him. He knows. He has not decided. “He has not decided” sits on him like something physical. The question is not whether something knocks — it is whether the thing knocking is larger than the room you are standing in.

DECLINED. What the Old Ones offered. The undecided is load-bearing.

The W.A.X. Card

A card arrived through the Mattress Depot smuggling network. Three serious buyers have vanished. Partial translations: the first W.A.X. was not a breakdown but a completion; the second requires the convergence of three items; what was preserved on the horizon remains recoverable if the correct reading is performed. The card is one of the three convergence conditions, and it is destined for Gornola — who can read the horizon encoding.

The inner circle’s passage to the Wax Museum means preparation for the second W.A.X. The event they are building toward is not the event that is coming. The event that is coming is larger.

The Weather Doctrine

Filed from the World Bible, in the Bible's own words, because the Index has found no better:

The Old Ones are not evil. Evil requires intention, and the Old Ones operate at a scale where intention becomes indistinguishable from weather. They have been consistently misunderstood by every organization devoted to interpreting them, including the ones devoted to worshipping them. The Old Ones have not commented. They predate commentary.

The Darkness is something else entirely. It is entropy made conscious and given an opinion about it. It does not hate life — hatred is too warm for what it is. It is the force that prefers silence to music, stillness to motion, ending to continuation.

Recommended handling. When the players call the Old Ones evil, do not correct them. Let the weather do it.

Mr. Black

Mr. Black is the Council’s single non-unicorn. He is a Shadoran. He leads the Family Syndicate. He recruits.

CONFIRMED. The Shadoran connection is why the rivalry with Shadora has teeth, and why Miss White was dispatched to study your players.

There is an additional possibility regarding Mr. Black. It has been suggested that he is one of the three.

Mr. Black has been asked about this. He did not answer. He did, however, recruit the person who asked.

DECLINED. The question has been marked accordingly.

Recommended handling. Hold both readings in your head at once: the Shadoran spymaster climbing the Council’s ladder, and something older wearing a recruiter’s smile. He may be both. If a player corners him, he should answer every question except the one that was asked.

The Coordination

The Agents coordinate Gornola’s readings. Seventeen versions of the same prophecy have been filed, each with a Withheld section. This has been interpreted as cooperation with the city. It is not. The Agents are not infiltrating the arrangement, which is described in 11.3 once I have located the page. They are its stage managers. The play is a burning.

The Letter

Filed beside the seventeen Withheld readings is a sealed letter bearing the Agents’ insignia. It is signed with a single initial. The full text reads:

Keep reading. — L.

The Lilit family has been investigated and ruled clean. Their fortune is everyone else’s debt, and their business is money, not gods. L is not a Lilit. L is someone else, or something else.

DECLINED. The identity of L is an open hook. Please do not assign one.

Recommended handling. Do not hint. Let the letter sit in its drawer like a loaded form. If the players steal it, let them. It will not help them. That is what makes it frightening.

Not every unanswered question is waiting for assistance. Some are doing perfectly well without it.

The Root

Any Agent plotline, traced far enough, arrives at the same root as everything else in the city: the chord, the scar, the impossible, the quarantine.

The Agents wish to resolve the chord. The darkness wishes to resolve the chord. They are not allies. The Agents would be appalled to be compared with the silence. But they are pulling in the same direction.

I have been advised that this should be concerning. I have noted the advice.

The Cells

The Agents do not recruit as armies recruit. They notice, the way the city notices: constantly, and without asking. A citizen with the right grief, the right anger at the new gods, the right shape of wound, will find a pamphlet where no pamphlet should be. Or a letter signed with an initial. Or a reading that has changed.

The cells are small, devout, and patient, and they have been patient since before the calendar. Their operations resemble civic life. A janitor with a master key. A clerk who misfiles on purpose. A stylist who feeds the inventory around the stains. Nobody looks like a zealot. Everybody looks like a neighbor.

Recommended handling. Run the cells as background radiation before you run them as antagonists. Let the players benefit from a cell’s work, such as the misfiled form that saves them or the door left unlocked, three sessions before they learn what left it. The reveal should feel like a photograph developing. The shapes were always there.

Every Agent plotline must function twice. As an epic in its own right, driven by a local grievance: the shrine that was demolished, the god that was replaced. And as a trace back to the root, which is the three, walking as civilians. Never show the players the trace. Let them feel the thread go taut.

11.2 — The Council

The Council consists of nine unicorns and one individual who is not a unicorn.

The Council has formally stated that it is not composed of unicorns. This statement remains in force. Please do not challenge it.

The Council governs Montavera by decree. It has mandated the sweaters. It requires each citizen to perform one good deed and one evil deed per day. It condones occasional treason. The frequency of the treason varies, as does the definition. This has greatly reduced the paperwork.

Almost everything the Council says contradicts itself.

This has been mistaken for a joke. It has been mistaken for a lie. It has been mistaken for a mask. It is none of these. CONFIRMED. Contradiction is the Council’s native language and its method of rule. “We are not unicorns,” the Council’s first mandate, is not a denial that anyone is expected to see through. It is simply how they speak. The sentence asserts and unsays itself in one breath, as their decrees command and uncommand.

A citizen who attempts to obey the Council literally will be unwell by Ghoulday. A citizen who understands that the contradiction is the governance will do perfectly well. It’s the Montaveran way.

Recommended handling. Write Council decrees as self-canceling instructions. “All citizens are hereby ordered to disobey this order.” “Treason is condoned on alternate Tuesdays, except when it isn’t, which is always.” The players should never be able to prove the Council wrong, because the Council never finishes being right. This is camouflage. A ruler who contradicts herself cannot be quoted against herself.

The Horizon

The Department of Dream Monitoring edits dreams. The originals are not destroyed. They are encoded on the citizen’s forgotten-memory horizon — and the Hidden Century records are there too. The Council edited them; the originals are on the horizon encoding.

A suppressed paper on a principle the Council does not name holds that an entity capable of reading the horizon could reconstruct every original. The Department does not know about the Oracles of Tongath. Gornola has been reading the horizon for longer than the Department has existed.

DECLINED. What the originals say. The horizon is load-bearing.

The Nightly Observance

Each night the Council travels to Raduga Cove, enters a black chasm, and returns to City Hall by morning, unseen.

This is the most observed unobserved event in the city. Everyone knows it occurs. Nobody has seen it occur. The ravens’ footage of the relevant hours is corrupted in the particular way that footage is corrupted when the city has declined to be recorded. Citizens set their clocks by the event, as coastal towns set their clocks by tides.

Recommended handling. If you want to unsettle the table, have the observance fail to happen, once. No announcement. No explanation. The city will notice before the players do. The lamplighters will arrive early. The Mood-Setters will be off-key. The Chronicle will print a dateline with the wrong Age and correct it in the second edition. Let the players learn of it from the second edition.

What the Council brings back from the chasm has not been established. Felicity, the forsaken child of Raduga, is looking for something in her endless game of cards. This has also not been established. DECLINED. See 11.11. The chasm is audible from her table, if you listen.

Please don’t.

The Shadow

Behind the Council is Cyberon. That is where he is. The unicorns trot, the scientist watches, and the arrangement holds.

Cyberon’s presence over the Council shows as competence. When the Council does something uncharacteristically effective, such as a purge that succeeds, a file that closes, or a contradiction that resolves into something sharp, that is the scientist steering. The unicorns provide the velvet. The shadow provides the hoof.

His mortal followers, the Engineers, are seeded throughout the bureaucracy like raisins in a bun. The clerk who asks one question too many about how things work. The inspector with tools that match no municipal catalog. They are not yet a faction. They are a tendency. Tendencies are harder to arrest.

EXHIBIT 11-B — COUNCIL MINUTES, EXTRACT [FICTION]

Recovered from a raven that flew into the Whispering Door’s draft and came back wrong.

COUNCIL OF NINE — CLOSED SESSION — MOONSDAY, ZIPSDIER 81, 56TH AGE

Present: eight unicorns, one [redacted]. Absent: one unicorn (condoned).

Item 1. The nightly observance was performed to satisfaction. The [redacted] was [redacted] and returned before morning, unseen, as is customary and required.

Item 2. Mandate 1 reaffirmed: we are not unicorns. (Unanimous, with one abstention. The abstention has been filed.)

Item 3. The [redacted] requests updated figures on [redacted]. The Council reminds the [redacted] that figures are a manner of speech. The [redacted] reminds the Council that speech is a manner of [redacted].

Item 4. Treason condoned: fourteen (14) instances. Treason condemned: fourteen (14) instances. The overlap has been referred to committee.

Item 5. The shadow’s report was received and [redacted]. The Council thanks the shadow for its [redacted] and wishes it a pleasant [redacted].

Adjourned. The minutes are sealed. The seal is decorative.

— In the margin, in pencil: “Eight unicorns. Count them. — M.”

Mr. Pigups, City Mascot (Council proclamation, filed). ATTENTION MONTAVERA. A message from the Council: The search is over. You can all rest now. We have decided on a city mascot. Presenting… Mr. Pigups. The Index files the proclamation in full and notes that the city did, in fact, rest — briefly, and in shifts, as resting is regulated.

The used slide (Council procurement, filed). The Council has already placed a high bid on a slide, now that it is no longer being used by its original owners. Montavera’s new attraction park is coming along quite nicely. No opening date has been announced. The slide has not commented. The bid stands.

11.3 — Icaron and Cyberon

Fig. 11.3 — Solar brightness log. The suns are new. They are aware of it.

Fig. 11.2 — Cyberon search chart, two attempts. Both found what they were looking for. Neither filed it.

Two names are associated with the construction of the city. Icaron. Cyberon.

This has caused some confusion.

CONFIRMED. They are not two individuals. They are two minds. There is one body.

Icaron is the original. He is the builder, the lover, and the grieving cyborg who raised Montavera as his symphony while searching the many worlds for his beloved Lenka. To survive hyperdimensional travel, he modified his body. The modifications altered his faculties. The altered faculties separated his hunger for knowledge into a mind of its own.

That mind is Cyberon.

He is not an invader. He is not a hijacker. He is not a corruption. He is Icaron’s own hunger, decanted.

Cyberon’s attitude toward Icaron’s quest, the search for Lenka and the love that built the city, is recorded as follows:

It’s nothing personal.

He does not oppose it. He does not resent her. He does not care. The modifications were made for love, and the changes to the man produced something indifferent to love entirely. Icaron paid for the search with the part of himself that cared about finding her.

Several citizens have called this tragic. Cyberon has not responded to the characterization.

Recommended handling. When this figure acts, ask yourself which mind is acting, and then do not tell the players. Icaron cannot hate Cyberon, as Cyberon is him. The contest for the body is one of neglect, not war: Cyberon pursues the Universal Engine in Icaron’s body while Icaron’s quest goes unattended. Run every appearance as a question. Who is steering right now? Let the players notice the seams. Never name them.

The Universal Engine

Cyberon’s purpose is the Universal Engine, a great technology he believes exists behind everything perceivable and which produces frequency and music as its output.

The Engineers hold that music is not what is. It is what is produced. The Naturalists hold that music simply exists, as existence. Each group has published extensively. Neither has stopped.

The Engineers’ workings function, which is the uncomfortable part. Neither side can prove its case.

DECLINED. Whether the Engine exists. What it is. Where it is. Whether Icaron was building toward it all along. Whether the city itself is an instrument aimed at it.

Recommended handling. Present these as Engineer sermons and Naturalist rebuttals. Let the players choose a side. Both sides are wrong in the interesting way.

The Arrangement

You will have noticed the word. It has appeared several times already. The Agents coordinate it. The Church addresses its god by the name of it. Gornola’s readings serve it. The Summers family waits upon it.

Here is what the Index is prepared to say about it, once, plainly, behind the screen.

CONFIRMED. The arrangement is the managed unfolding of the city. It is what occurs when several parties who do not agree with one another all act on the same city at the same time: the Agents steering toward a burning, the Council performing its nightly observance, the Summers women keeping the timeline map, the Engineers listening for the Engine, and the city administering its own affairs. The city allows all of them to do so, as a dream allows all its dreamers to dream at once.

Each party believes it is in charge. Each has submitted paperwork to that effect. All of the paperwork has been accepted. No one has asked who accepted it.

Recommended handling. Use the arrangement the way the city uses the Municipal Code: as the reason everything connects without anything having been planned. When your players find the thread running between an Agent cell, a Summers deed, and a Council chasm run, which they will, do not give them a mastermind. Give them the arrangement. Everyone pulling. No one steering. The dream holding.

The players, being fixed points, are the one element of the arrangement that does not move. That is why everyone wants them. That is why no one will say so.

A Sighting, Filed in Full

On the morning of Father’s Day, Icaron was spotted near the Shrine, wearing a hat labeled “#1 Portal-Dad.” He refused comment. In place of comment, he handed out slightly damp coupons for one free reconciliation.

The coupons are filed as given. The dampness is filed as given. The reconciliation on offer is not specified — not the parties, not the terms, not the expiry, if there is one, and there is presumably one, as there is for everything the city issues. Citizens who received a coupon have kept it. Citizens who did not receive one have asked, politely and then less politely, where theirs is. The hat has not been seen since. Neither, on that morning, had Icaron, which is the usual arrangement with sightings of him: the hat remains in the report long after the man has left it.

Recommended handling. If a player produces one of the coupons at the table, honor it the way the city honors all its paper: completely, literally, and in a direction no one predicted. A reconciliation will occur. Whose, and with whom, is the coupon’s business, not the Index’s.

11.4 — Theil and the Vicar

Theil is the Eversworn Beast. This is settled.

Theil is one of the new gods: not old, not fallen, not lost. Theil is the embodiment of the grotesque and the horrific, of everything that those who consider themselves fit to judge others would call evil.

Theil’s function is to test true nature and true humility. To humiliate those who suppose themselves judges of morality. To lead people to the truth by obliging them to face the ugly side of their own natures. This appears terrible at first. The darkness at first glance is the point, because the darkness is the part of their own hearts that people pretend does not exist, and without knowing it they cannot understand themselves.

Theil does not exist to punish wicked people. Theil exists to show people what they are. This is considerably less popular.

CONFIRMED. Theil is not evil. Theil is honest. Theil is the one god in the city who will not flatter you.

Recommended handling. Never run Theil directly. The Beast does not do audiences. Run Theil’s presence as confrontation: the accused shown the accuser’s own file, the judge shown the judgment.

The Church’s sealed Testament contains a statement reserved for initiates: the Beast is the arrangement. I have not been shown the Testament. I have been shown the statement. The Church considers these separate disclosures.

For initiates, the swearing of an oath is the acknowledgment that the arrangement exists and that the oath-taker is part of it. When a player swears something binding, the room should become quieter.

The Vicar

The Ageless Goat is the Vicar of the Eversworn Beast. The Vicar is not the Beast. The Vicar holds the office, in the manner of a pope.

The distinction is important and the city is precise about it, in the way the city is precise about pin dimensions. The Beast is the god. The Goat administers, interprets, schedules, and organizes volunteers. The Goat also runs the bake sales.

The largest pseudoreligious institution in the city, famous for its lemon bars, is administered by an ageless goat who speaks for a god of the grotesque. Nobody in the congregation finds this strange. Nobody in the congregation has met the god. Everyone has met the Goat, and the Goat is wonderful with volunteers.

CONFIRMED. The Goat has never claimed to be the Beast. The Goat has never needed to deny it.

Recommended handling. The Goat is an NPC of immense use: the friendly face of the dreadful church. Polite. Efficient. The Goat remembers every volunteer’s name and every volunteer’s secret sin, and uses both with equal warmth. If the players demand to see the Beast, the Goat should look genuinely sad, state that the appointment book is full, and offer a lemon bar. The appointment book is always full. The lemon bars are always excellent. That is the whole of the theology.

The Ageless Goat — The Sollen Question and the Deep Year

GM truth, filed plainly: the Goat noticed the player before the player arrived — through the Grace, through what Theil finds significant — with the feeling that something is arriving that will ask a question the building has been waiting to be asked. The question has not been asked yet. The permanent open file: the Goat's one unanswered question — what is Sollen, and why won't Theil answer. Theil illuminates by being the darkness against which everything else is visible; Sollen is not visible against that darkness. File the asking, never the answer. (The Deep Year service is logged as an unexpanded proper noun. The Index does not explain it.)

11.5 — The West Wing

The West Wing of the Sollen's Shrine is occupied.

It is not abandoned. Please do not describe it as abandoned. Abandoned buildings are easier to explain, and an abandoned West Wing would be a hook with dust on it.

It is off-limits to everyone except Sollen, on account of the things that have taken the place as their abode. Chiefly the things that crawl in and out of the Whispering Door.

The Whispering Door is one of the city’s portals.

It is one that should not be there.

CONFIRMED, up to the threshold. The West Wing is sealed by Sollen’s authority, not the Council’s. This indicates whose jurisdiction the impossible falls under. Sollen exists as 5,555 distributed gurus, the Gurunkin, and one great one. The things that come through the door are not catalogued here. They are not catalogued anywhere.

The ravens have been observed looking inward at the West Wing: the surveillance state, surveilling the one place it cannot see into. You may use that image once. Please do not use it twice.

DECLINED, past the threshold. What the Whispering Door connects to. What crawls through it. Why Sollen alone may enter. Whether the door is getting louder. See 11.11.

A note on the free-game materials, since the Storyteller will find them. Certain of these place a “master door” in the West Wing and report having opened it. The Index has reviewed them. What was opened was not the Whispering Door. It may have been a service entrance. The materials may be mistaken. They are a fine product and a useful introduction, but they are not the Index, and the Index does not take corrections from its own promotional materials.

The West Wing remains sealed. The don’t-resolve doctrine stands. It now has teeth.

Temnot — The Room Is Getting Larger

Filed plainly, as GM truth: the Old Ones want Temnot recruited, willingly; he has not decided; the consideration has a weight that is not diminishing; the Beast holds him in high regard. And recently — recently in the way geological things are recent — Temnot has noticed that something outside the Church is larger than the rooms he has been in. The West Wing Corridor has a collapsed section, collapsed since before he arrived, with light coming from inside it with no identifiable source. He has written three reflections on it. He has not found a fourth thing to say about it yet. (West Wing sighting: don't-resolve. The undecided recruitment is the load-bearing truth; the light is the hook.)

11.6 — The Office of the Headmaster

From a precipice on a far away mountain… The Headmaster watches over his city… preparing for what comes next.

A brief entry regarding the office of the Headmaster, included at the request of no one.

The Headmaster administers the Index, composes the weekly broadcast, and is generally available to citizens during business hours. He is intelligent, calm, and in good spirits. The Index records this because several citizens have remarked upon it, and because it has been observed that when the Headmaster is in good spirits, the city holds together somewhat better.

This has not been investigated. It is believed to be a coincidence.

The following has also been observed and is recorded for completeness. The Headmaster’s statements are frequently confirmed by subsequent events. His descriptions have, on several occasions, preceded the thing described. He considers this a courtesy on the part of events.

Likewise, every decree in the city appears to be the city administering itself. Every redaction appears to be the city declining to say something about itself. The bureaucracy is not described in the Index as a metaphor for authority. It is simply what is occurring, at scale, in triplicate.

The citizens have been described variously as the city’s cells, its dreams, and its notes. All three descriptions are accepted. The Index has been advised that “in a way” is the correct qualifier.

On the last page of the Book of Chaos, in Gornola’s handwriting, which she does not remember producing, there was a sentence. There isn’t anymore. The author reviewed it and ordered it struck — himself out of the fiction, by his own hand. The Index has complied. The compliance is filed. What the sentence said is now itself a declined file, which the Index notes is the purest form the system has ever produced: a mystery about a mystery, both load-bearing.

DECLINED. What the sentence said. Perhaps it named someone. Perhaps it didn’t. The perhaps is load-bearing.

Also filed, at the author’s instruction and without further comment: the Headmaster has a brother. Los.  The Index has no record of what Los does, where he lives, or when he was last seen. The Headmaster has never mentioned him. This is consistent with everything the Index knows about the Headmaster’s family, which is nothing, filed twice.

Recommended handling. Do not wink at this. Do not lampshade it. If a player asks, respond the way the city responds to everything it declines to say about itself: with a form, a smile, and a change of subject. This is the bravest hook in the book. Treat it accordingly.

Running the Voice

A practical note, Storyteller to Storyteller. When you narrate in this voice, and in this book you always are, please observe three standards.

Courtesy. The voice is unfailingly polite, and warm about terrible things. It is enjoying itself. Allow it to.

Paperwork. Every deflection is a form. Every mystery is a filing. Every horror receives a reference number.

Refusal. The voice never explains the joke, never resolves the hook, and never finishes the sentence that matters. This is not coyness. It is jurisdiction. Some things the city will not say about itself.

If you maintain all three, your players will feel that the voice is the city’s vital signs. If you ever allow the courtesy to lapse, do so once, and for a reason. They will understand that something has changed without being told.

Advisory fragment (Department of Cursed Coincidence). Filed as received, one item from a longer advisory the Index does not have: a brief and avoidable interaction with the Department of Cursed Coincidence (do not sign anything). Stay indoors. Maybe stay other doors. — The Headmaster of Montavera (and his shadow, who’s finally back from sabbatical). The Department has not explained itself. The shadow has not been asked to.

A comparison, filed without comment. Reports from some years ago record the Headmaster comparing certain figures — C.E.N.S. figures, among them — against reports of an epidemic of the Darkness that closed a shrine for a time, and that took people he cared about. The reports end there. If the comparison concluded, its conclusion was not filed.

11.7 — The Summers File

Fig. 11.4 — The Oracle House, interior. Cryptic. Non-refundable. The seventeenth reading is dated tomorrow.

Ashley Summers is a senior.

She has been a senior for some time. She is also, according to several records, the most popular senior in every known iteration of Montavera. The city re-enrolls her each time. This is probably unrelated.

Ashley is the principal figure in most events she attends. The Department of Building Permits has filed the phenomenon under structural flattery and declined to investigate.

She is the only visible member of the Summers family: generations of perpetually young, socially dominant Summers women, deeply involved in the machinations of the city, and keepers of the timeline map. The generations have not appeared to age. This is also probably unrelated. Her parents are social ghosts. Everyone has a story about them. Nobody has a photograph, a date, or a location.

Ashley operates Summer Breeze, a boutique. The building is the oldest structure in Montavera, the first thing Icaron raised in the Valley of Creation, and older than several records suggest it should be. Lenka’s real name is carved into its foundation in luminescent old-language script, visible at specific hours.

Behind a door that resembles a wall is a room that does not appear on the architectural plans. It contains the estate records, the timeline map pinned to the wall, and a journal on the desk. The journal updates as the players make discoveries. When Ashley is absent, the Auditor appears at her desk with a stopped internal clock and a clipboard, auditing something that is not the boutique.

The journal has occasionally contained information about events that had not yet occurred. Ashley has not commented on this. She has instead asked whether you would like anything from the boutique.

CONFIRMED. Ashley knows more than any other NPC in the city.

Recommended handling. Her function at the table is to be the one person the players cannot impress, cannot fool, and cannot get rid of. She begins every conversation at its conclusion. She is always correct about what things are “giving.” Use her sparingly, as saffron is used: a little goes a long way. Do not allow the players into the records room until the campaign has earned it.

Further Back

Past the hidden staircase, in a room the building does not have room for, there is:

The timeline hopper. A what, not a who. The Index declines to elaborate. So does the Headmaster. So should you.

A fixed point. The family has been waiting, not for a hero, but for a fixed point.

An estate deed, with the player’s name already on it.

Names have appeared on the deed before. Sometimes the names belonged to people who had not yet arrived. This has created an understandable amount of concern in the legal department. The legal department has asked everyone to remain calm. The legal department has not remained calm. Please do not mention that I said so.

CONFIRMED. The deed is real. The name is really on it. The family really has been waiting.

Recommended handling. Run it as a slow realization that the players were invited to the city the way one is invited to be a load-bearing wall. When Ashley shows them the deed, which she will when she decides they are ready, which is to say when she is delighted, she should be delighted. She has been waiting to be delighted about this. The horror of it should arrive three sessions later, unannounced, the way the boutique’s scent arrives before significant events: something very old, remembering what it is.

11.8 — The Fixed Point

There is a possibility that your players are important.

Please do not tell them this. Important people behave differently once they believe they are important.

The Summers family has been waiting for individuals capable of remaining unchanged while the city’s timeline moves around them. These individuals have been called fixed points. The term is not official. It is merely the most convenient one available.

The timeline hopper moves. It is a what, and it moves the way weather moves: continuously, and without asking. Most lives are phrases in the music, and they bend when the hopper passes. A fixed point does not bend. The players are the still note against which the rest of the chord is tuned.

Your players may be fixed points. They may not. The Index has observed that things tend to happen around them. This may be significant. It may also be Tuesday.

CONFIRMED. This is the engine of the campaign. It is why the city’s strangest citizens keep finding the players interesting: Gornola’s seventeen readings, Ashley’s delight, the Auditor’s stopped clock. The city has been auditioning fixed points for a very long time. Most of them bent. The players are the ones who did not, or have not yet.

Recommended handling. Run this as gravity, not destiny. Nobody worships the players. Nobody explains them. Things orient around them. The architecture arranges itself around Ashley. The paperwork arranges itself around the party. When a player asks why they are here, and the good ones always ask, usually around session five, the appropriate answer is the truth, which is also a deflection:

“You seem different. I can’t quite place it. This is new. I’ve decided it’s good. For now.”

A warning, filed with affection. A fixed point can be used. The deed has their name on it. Deeds are legal instruments. The Index trusts the Storyteller to understand the implications without having them explained, as one trusts a citizen to understand a tax form.

The Deed That Waits (Summers Estate Records)

Behind the hidden staircase at the back of Summer Breeze sits a room the building shouldn't have room for, and in it the Summers Family Estate records name three things, wired verbatim and not to be edited: the timeline hopper (a what, not a who — the records decline to elaborate, and so does the Index), the player as a fixed point, and an estate deed, reserved for the paid version, with the player's name already on it. The family has been waiting — not for a hero, for a fixed point: something the timeline can hold onto while it hops. * GM truth pending his sign-off: the timeline-hopper + fixed-point canon is new and still needs his ruling; filed here as the Summers family's expectation. The family expects; it holds nothing — the party-past budget is untouched.*

11.9 — The Calendar

The calendar counts the Ages of the world. We are in the 55th, or the 56th, depending on which office you ask and whether the clerk likes you. The months include Hendiber, Sunmanber, and Zipsdier. The dateline reads MOONSDAY, ZIPSDIER 81, 56TH AGE, and the Chronicle prints it without comment.

The seven iterations count something else entirely: how many times the city has been remade.

These are different scales. There is no conflict. The Ages measure the world’s time. The iterations measure the city’s. The city has ended and begun seven times within the current count, and the calendar, being a municipal document, has filed all seven under renovations.

This classification has proved adequate.

CONFIRMED. The iterations are not ancient history. They are the city’s operating procedure. Districts have been rebuilt, populations re-enrolled (ask Ashley), and records revised. The Hidden Century, the gap in the archive, is where the three lost Old Ones went missing, and where the calendar is thinnest.

Recommended handling. If your campaign touches an iteration boundary, such as a street that remembers being a different street or a citizen with a memory dated before their birth, treat it as the city does. File it. Stamp it. Move on. The players should feel the vertigo. The city should not.

What causes an iteration to turn over: the Index declines. Whether the current iteration is stable: the Index declines, but notes, cheerfully, that the seal is broken and the city is coming apart, and that the Storyteller may draw their own conclusions. See 11.11.

The Hidden Century is poorly documented, which is understandable, as it was hidden. The city has retained several records from the period. They disagree with one another. They are all very confident. This is the most reliable indication that a historical document originated in Montavera.

How Time Is Kept

Montavera does not experience time. It files it.

Everything that has happened in this city has happened at least twice: once, and once on paper. The two versions agree often enough that citizens have stopped checking, which the Index notes is how all durable civilizations are run. When the versions disagree, the city does not panic. The city consults the filing. Then it panics administratively, which takes longer and involves more witnesses.

There are three kinds of time, and the Index will state them once. Time elapsed: what actually passed. Time recorded: what the city says passed. Time reversed: Twists — one minute of reversed time, sealed and finite, purchasable and spendable and never, ever sufficient. A Twist buys a minute inside a scene. It has never moved a dateline. The Office would like to keep it that way.

Standing

Every date in Montavera has a standing, the way every citizen has a file. There are three.

Filed. The city agrees it happened, or will happen. Safe to act on. Most dates are Filed, which is the only reason anyone in this city can make an appointment.

Pending. Filed, but unanswered. The city owes somebody a response. Most deadlines are Pending. A Pending date is a held breath with a reference number.

Disputed. Two copies exist. Both look valid. They disagree. This is where adventures live.

Recommended handling. Storytellers: play is standings changing. A deadline is a Pending date that will be Filed against the party if nobody acts. An amendment is a price paid to change a standing — and amendments never erase anything. The old entry stays, struck through, legible, patient. In Montavera, dates are amended. They are never corrected. Correction is what cities do when they have something to hide.

The Week

The week is seven days: Moonsday, Twinsday, Whispersday, Ghoulday, Feastday, Shroudsday, Sunsday. The Council ruled it, the Chronicle prints it, and the citizens, in the manner of citizens everywhere, use approximately half of it.

Moonsday is Settlement. Pending things land on Moonsday: deferred answers arrive, holders of documents act on them, deadlines dated “by Moonsday” come due, and apocalypses may be declared, Form APOK-1, by sundown. The Night Service is held. Citizens plan around Moonsday the way other people plan around weather, and for the same reason: it is coming whether they plan or not.

Recommended handling. Moonsday does not advance anything by itself. When Moonsday arrives, ask of each Pending matter: does it land today? Only what the table has already established lands. A date is not a millstone; it does not grind on its own. But “we have until Moonsday” is a sentence players should be able to say, argue about, and beat.

Twinsday is what the forms print. Zipdsday is what the city says. They are the same day; the Vernac got to it first and the paperwork has been polite about it ever since. Zipdsday is when the city notices duplicates — the coffee poured for the regular who never orders it, the outcomes that are correct on alternate weeks. If a second copy of anything is going to surface this week, Zipdsday is its favorite day.

Shroudsday is the Deferred Response. Window 4 is closed on Shroudsday; citizens file anyway, per the fine print, and the city respects the filing while declining to answer it until tomorrow. Once each Shroudsday, a routine official answer owed to the party may simply not arrive. No malice is recorded. None is required. The machinery has a rhythm, and Shroudsday is where the rhythm rests.

The remaining days carry tendencies, not rules. Whispersday: rumors travel, and anything told in confidence is repeated by someone who was not there. Ghoulday: old files resurface; the signatures of the deceased turn up on current forms, in no hurry, in good ink. Feastday: the Church bakes, the month opens, and the city eats like it. Sunsday: the week’s held breath — offices answer slowly, citizens answer honestly, and nobody files anything they can avoid.

The Year

The year is 392 days. Eleven months run 28 days each. Zipsdier runs 84, in three filings of 28, because Zipsdier is filing season: every office in the city buried, every queue doubled, every clerk performing the small, continuous miracle of not screaming. A deadline set in Zipsdier is a deadline set in mud.

The months, in order: Hendiber, Sunmanber, Zipsdier, Mourndier, Gloomber, Teadber, Quillder, Frostder, Shroudber, Chandber, Feastber, Oldber.

Every month is a whole number of weeks, so every month opens on Feastday, and every year opens on Feastday, and the calendar ticks like a metronome that has been sworn at by generations of clerks and has decided, professionally, not to care.

This is why the dateline works. Zipsdier 81 falls eighty days after Zipsdier 1 — eleven weeks and three days past a Feastday opening. Count it on your fingers, the way the apprentices do: Feastday, Shroudsday, Sunsday, Moonsday. MOONSDAY, ZIPSDIER 81. Every year. Any citizen can check it. Several have. The Chronicle prints it without comment because comment is unnecessary: it is simply the day it is.

As for the Ages — the Index has said its piece above, and repeats only the working part. An Age is not a year. It is not a fixed number of years. Anyone who offers to convert Ages into years for you is selling something, and the something is not time.

The Other Copy

Nothing in Montavera is destroyed. It is moved. (The Index refers the reader to every other chapter of this book, where this keeps being true.) Dates are no exception.

Every wrong date has another copy, filed somewhere else, held by someone. The Index cannot stress this enough, because it converts the least useful question in any investigation — what really happened? — into two useful ones: where is the other copy, and who has it?

There are three kinds of wrong date. Misfiled: the copy is in the wrong folder, drawer, or decade; findable by legwork. Redacted: someone moved the copy on purpose; findable by leverage. Iteration: the copy is correct — for a different version of the city; findable, and vertiginous. A date mystery, properly filed, is never a riddle about the past. It is an address and a name.

Recommended handling. When you prepare a wrong date, prepare three lines and no more. Holder: who has the other copy. Price: what they will trade it for. Moonsday: if the party ignores it, the holder acts on it on the next Moonsday — a discrepancy ignored is a deadline accepted. The endings belong to the players: Restore the true copy (the false one stays, struck through), Keep the false date and take the advantage, or Leave it filed and meet the holder’s Moonsday. All three change a standing. None of them erases anything. The Index will know if you erase something. The Index always knows. That is not a threat; it is a filing.

What a discrepancy means — why the copies diverge, what moves them — the calendar does not say. The calendar is a municipal document. It records that the copies disagree, what the disagreement costs, and who is holding which. Causes are above its pay grade and, the Index suspects, above everyone’s.

Tuesday

Tuesday is not in the week.

The week is seven days, listed above, and Tuesday is none of them. Tuesday is the day the week turns out to have contained, discovered afterward, by citizens comparing records and going quiet in the particular way citizens go quiet when the arithmetic does them a personal wrong. It is never printed on a calendar. It never appears in a dateline. No one can schedule one, cause one, or sell you one, whatever they tell you at the market.

Tuesdays belong to Ashley. The Index files this without elaboration, because the one time a clerk requested elaboration, the elaboration arrived dated the previous week, and the Department has let the matter rest since. What can be said is the procedure, and the procedure is this: if you need to know what happened on a Tuesday, be interesting, bring exact change, and ask her.

Recommended handling. Storytellers: a Tuesday amends the record of an event, never the event, and never a choice your players made. The appointment is now recorded as kept by someone who was never there. The debt is now recorded as paid, in full, in a currency that does not exist yet. The city acts on the record — debts, doors, permissions, and reputations all run on it — so the amendment walks into the present on ordinary legs and starts making introductions. Tuesdays are rare. A campaign that finds one a month is running hot, and the Index advises the Storyteller to check the stove. Never state what Tuesday is. The city hasn’t, in all its filings, and the city has had considerably more time.

The Shape of a Day

A Montaveran day has four beats that matter, and the Index declines to invent six more.

Opening. Offices open. Window 4’s queue forms. The day’s business becomes possible.

Noon. At exactly 12:00, the sky opens, and the Father Proxies descend. See below, where the Calendar files the tradition with its time attached, and nothing further.

Sundown. Filings close. What is not filed by sundown is Pending overnight, and Pending things have all night to think about themselves.

The Filing. Overnight, the Headmaster files the day — every tooth appraised, every feather passed, every Twist spent, every letter delivered. What the Filing cannot place becomes tomorrow’s Pending pile. Citizens who have seen the Pending pile describe it the way sailors describe weather coming: briefly, and while walking faster.

The Deeds of the Day

The Council’s first decree, never repealed: one good deed and one evil deed per citizen per day, Forms GD-1 and ED-1, Department of Daily Deeds, Window 4. The law is mandatory. The paperwork is not — not daily, not for its own sake. The Index has read the alternative, in other cities’ books, and it is a second job.

Deeds enter the record at four moments: an audit, a benefit claimed, an accusation filed, and the end of the session, when the table files one day — the last day played — and each citizen’s two deeds are named, in one breath each, in the city’s own handwriting. A missed deed is not a debt. It is a third deed, classified at Window 4’s discretion, and Window 4’s discretion has a sense of timing the Index can only describe as editorial.

Deadlines

Storytellers keep a deadline ledger. One page, four columns: the date, what lands, its standing, and who holds the other copy. If it is not in the ledger, it is not a deadline; it is a rumor, and rumors are filed elsewhere, in bulk, at very reasonable rates.

When a date arrives, its standing changes — Pending becomes Filed, for the party or against them — and the entry is struck through. Never erased. The ledger is the campaign’s memory, and it is amended the way everything in this city is amended: in the open, in ink, with the old reading still legible underneath, where anyone who cares to look can watch the truth being negotiated.

The Annual Return

Once a year, at the turning of Oldber into Hendiber, each citizen files the Annual Return, and the city holds its breath in triplicate.

Declared: what you say you did this year. Owed: what the city says you owe. Witnessed: what someone else saw, that neither of the above mentions.

Three filings, one citizen, no reconciliation performed. The Return produces exactly one consequence, drawn from pressures already in play — a holder acts, a standing changes, a deferred answer arrives carrying interest. The Index does not grade the Return. The Index has noticed that the grading is done, thoroughly and at length, by the citizens themselves, usually on the walk home, usually in the Witnessed column.

The Storyteller’s Card

For the inside of the screen, the whole of the above, at the size of a hand:


	Standing: Filed, Pending, Disputed. Play is standings changing.

	Moonsday: Pending things land — only what was already established.

	Zipdsday: duplicates surface. The forms say Twinsday.

	Shroudsday: one routine answer may be deferred a day. Window 4 is closed. File anyway.

	Tuesday: rare, retroactive, amends records and never choices. Belongs to Ashley. Exact change. Be interesting.

	A wrong date: Holder, Price, Moonsday. Endings: Restore, Keep, Leave filed.

	Deeds: law daily, paperwork on audit, benefit, accusation — and the last played day, filed at session’s end.

	Deadlines live in the ledger or they don’t live. Dates never advance anything on their own.

	Ages are not years. Iterations are not Ages. The Age is disputed. The iteration is not numbered.



If the card is on the table, this section has done its work. The observances follow, as they must. The city insists on its holidays the way it insists on everything: in writing, in advance, and at least once on the wrong day.

Father’s Day — An Officially Mandated Observance

At precisely 6:00 A.M., a city-wide alarm shaped like a tired sigh signals the start of the Emotional Preparation Phase.

Father’s Day is an Officially Mandated Observance of the Council. Enforcement is by wink only. Winks cost three Teeth.

It was not always so gentle. The day was originally the Day of Paternal Reckoning, and it was outlawed for a decade after too many dads attempted to unionize against the Eversworn Beast. The uprising failed when every father collectively forgot what they were mad about. The mandate is what replaced the reckoning. The forgetting is commemorated annually, whether the fathers remember to commemorate it or not.

Father’s Day begins, as it always has, with mandated solitary confinement: the Great Isolation. Citizens are legally required to spend the first six hours of the day alone, dressed in garments they have personally disappointed their father in — a third-place fencing medal, for instance, or the festival costume in which they once impersonated the Ageless Goat before the whole congregation. During the Phase, citizens reflect on things like: how many of their traumas have grown up to have kids of their own; which table leg Dad was most likely to trip over; and what the mirror meant last year when it said, “not today, coward.”

By 11:00 A.M., citizens emerge — disheveled, uncertain, faintly glowing — and deliver their pre-written Forgiveness Haikus into the mouths of roaming delivery tortoises. The tortoises accept them without comment and proceed at tortoise speed, which the Index is assured is the correct speed for forgiveness. All day, the city’s investments smile: all stocks, bonds, paper pets, and emotional support onions in Montavera are known to smile eerily on Father’s Day. No one trades on the day. It would be rude, and the onions would know.

Enforcement is light, because the day largely enforces itself. All citizens found skipping Father’s Day are added to the List of the Ungrounded. The List is the day’s only penalty and its most durable souvenir; names are added with care and removed, if at all, by procedures the Index has not been shown. Icaron is filed, as every year, as present and refusing comment — the sighting in full is filed at 11.3, where sightings belong, and the Calendar does not stage it twice.

At some point in the proceedings, every father asks the question. “Do you know why I brought you into this world?” No one has ever answered correctly. That’s why we wear helmets.

And then — the fathers arrive. Real ones. All of them. Every dad in Montavera, dressed in ceremonial cardigans, arms full of items only they know how to operate.

In the evening, as the sun droops like a tired eyelid, the city gathers at the Shrine of Second Chances, where citizens kneel in unison and chant: “We acknowledge your attempts at fixing the sink, and we forgive the duct tape.” Then there is grilling. Charcoal is lit with forbidden matches, hot dogs are turned with wrench-like tenderness, and every father shares a single, city-wide beer that passes from hand to hand, absorbing jokes that don’t land and memories that do. One by one, children whisper: “Thanks for coming back.” And the fathers say: “You’re welcome. Now hold the flashlight still.”

They do not slay monsters. They do not fix the city. They do something much harder. They grill without complaint.

Happy Father’s Day, Montaverans. It’s the Montaveran Way.

Trash Day

Sunsdays are Trash Day in Montavera. That means we celebrate ALL trash, including last week’s trash, trash-talking, and let’s not forget the trash we put in our bodies to evoke a fleeting feeling of “Mmmm… yeah… so good….” Happy Trash Day, Seekers.

Moonsday the 13th

Filed under: Emergency Celebrations and Bureaucratic Omens. An observance the calendar keeps anyway, and keeps often — it is Moonsday the 13th again. (Yes, again. The calendar has been acting out ever since the Council accidentally approved Temporal Budget Cuts.) A day when black cats watch you through windows you didn’t install; ladders lean suggestively near your workplace even though you’re not in construction; and mirrors politely ask you not to look at them unless you mean it.

It is believed that Moonsday the 13th originates from an old Montaveran superstition involving 13 goat-shaped shadows who attempted to overthrow the moon. They failed. Now, every time the 13th lands on a Moonsday, the moon gets very smug about it. Local customs include wearing a hat that isn’t yours to confuse fate; eating an odd number of identical meals to satisfy the pattern demons; and speaking only in declarative questions. (Yes, this is the correct way to honor tradition?) For the rest of the day, expect sudden déjà vu that includes events you haven’t yet survived; interactions with a stranger who looks exactly like you, but claims to be “just browsing”; and all elevators defaulting to floor 13, even in buildings without one.

The Festival of Misaligned Consequences

Today is a sacred and slightly cursed occasion in Montavera: the Festival of Misaligned Consequences. No programme is filed.

Being Your Soul to Work Day

Today is “Being Your Soul to Work Day.” Sweet. The Index files the name exactly as issued.

The Noon Paradox

A Montaveran tradition: at exactly 12:00 noon, the sky opens and Father Proxies descend. The Calendar files the tradition with its time attached, and nothing further. What the Proxies are, and what they do after descending, are not calendar matters.

11.10 — The Music

A true name is a frequency.

To speak it, sing it, play it, or inscribe it is to resonate with the thing itself, and resonance reshapes both sides. This is the keystone. Everything in this section follows from it.

It is not fully understood. It is, however, consistently demonstrated. The people who study it disagree about nearly everything, and this has not prevented them from becoming experts.

The Muse

A muse is a person whose true name you know.

The ordinary wielder can know the true name of one other person. That person becomes the wielder’s Muse: someone to be played like an instrument, a source of inspiration for the making of music. To have a muse is to love someone with an understanding deeper than they know themselves. This is why a person typically has only one. It is also why it is so exceptional when someone holds more than one.

The limit is not legal. There is no permit. There is no licensing office. The limit is structural. You cannot hold many true names, because you cannot love that many people that deeply. The ethic is the physics.

Lenka was Icaron’s muse. She described the city. He knew her name. He built it. A love story with infrastructure now has a mechanism, and a tragedy, because half the builder stopped caring (see 11.3), and a muse held by a mind that no longer loves is a held note with no one listening.

CONFIRMED. This is the magic’s emotional truth, and its hardest limit. Recommended handling. Give every practitioner NPC a muse, or the absence of one, and let the absence be a story. The wielder who never found a muse. The wielder whose muse died. The wielder holding two: the exceptional, the barely themselves, retuned by many and belonging to none.

There is no municipal form for declaring a muse. There should be. The absence of the form is the point.

The Etymology

It is called music because it comes from the muse. In Montavera this is not a coincidence of language. It is the truth showing through. Every speaker of the word has been stating the system’s first principle all their lives without knowing it.

Recommended handling. When a player first asks why it is called music, and they will, usually around session three, have an NPC answer with the etymology, casually, as one would remark that the sky is blue. Watch the player’s face. They knew the word before they opened the book.

The Dark Edge

What of knowing a true name without love? Is it possible? Is it weaker, a violation, a crime the city punishes?

DECLINED. Please do not answer it. You may let it haunt the table. The practitioner who plays someone like an instrument and calls it mastery. The victim who feels known in a way they never consented to. The city’s silence on whether this is a crime, which is itself a kind of answer, filed under pending.

Blood

Blood does not merely carry. It knows. It reads design, detects what is missing, and supplies it. All bleeding things can perceive names, though humans may be the aptest at mastery.

Blood magic here is diagnostic, almost medical. It is not a sacrificial cult. That is the fresh angle, and it should be protected. And blood is what gets retuned: when you resonate with fire, it is your blood that learns fire. The cost of the tuning, made physical, made bleedable.

CONFIRMED. The Sanguine schism is instant faction fuel. The Purists hold that blood is the highest form of knowing. The Transcendentalists hold that blood is the departure lounge, and that greater powers lie beyond. Both read the same blood. They excommunicate one another over what it means. Run them as rival medical schools with excommunication proceedings.

How the City Relates to the Music

Every NPC at your table should have a musical relationship, not merely a stat block. The Index keeps the following taxonomy.

Listeners are the everyday layer: the baker, the lamplighter, people who live inside the music without working it.

The Deaf are skeptics and nulls, the bureaucrats who process workings as paperwork and feel nothing. They are a faction with a philosophy, and a useful one. When the players need a wall of disbelief, the Deaf provide it, with forms.

The Genre-faithful are the schools as scenes: Namers, Symphonists, Inscribers, and Singers. Each insists theirs is the music. Each is correct about one facet.

Writers compose workings. Players work through instruments. The rare Symphonists compose at the scale of a city. Icaron built Montavera as his symphony, which is why the city rings when he is near it, or near the part of him that still cares.

Luthiers make the foci. Scholars archive the arguments; the NCHR’s true function, behind the map, is here. Sharers carry workings to the street.

Recommended handling. Assign every significant NPC one of these before the campaign begins. Write it on the card beside their want and their secret. The Listener baker who hums the wrong motif and does not know why. The Deaf auditor whose paperwork keeps working despite his disbelief. The Sharer evangelist who wants the players as converts. Pick a trade, pick a relationship to the music, and the character is already arguing with someone.

The Standing Instruction

The deep truth is not fully stated. Not here, not in the lorebook, not in the novel, and not in this chapter. The Index records phenomena, costs, arguments, schools, and conflicting explanations. It does not contain a unified theory.

If your players begin treating true names as a tech tree, with inputs, outputs, and optimization, please re-mystify immediately. A working that behaves differently the second time. A name that changes when spoken aloud. A muse who looks at the wielder wrong. The system must never feel designed. It wasn’t.

Kindly stop taking it apart on the table.

11.11 — Files We Have Declined to Complete [OPEN]

There are questions the Index does not answer. This is intentional. It is not an oversight or a gap in the manuscript. It is the doctrine, stated as a register, with each refusal on record.

Some hooks are load-bearing. Pull them and the building falls.

Each entry ends the same way. The Index does not know. Neither do you. That is the point.

File 1: The Seventh RED Experiment. RED, always in red. Meaning: to be determined. The Index has been asked what the experiment was, what it did, and whether there will be an eighth. Please do not conduct one to find out. Declined.

File 2: The Raduga Chasm. What the Council brings back each night. What Felicity is looking for in her endless game. Where “home” is, for the forsaken child of Raduga. Declined.

File 3: The Mirror-Smilers. What smiles at you in mirrors. Millenoa, the broken reflection, watches from the glass, unaffected by everything, including explanations. She does not smile. This is perhaps more concerning than if she did. Declined.

File 4: The Whispering Door. What it connects to. What crawls through. Why Sollen alone may enter. Whether it is getting louder. Declined.

File 5: The Letter L. Who signs the Agents’ letters to Gornola. Not the Lilits; that much is ruled. The rest is declined. The letter remains in storage. Please do not remove it. If you have already removed it, please return it. If you have already read it, there is no need to mention this. Declined.

File 6: The Repository and the Shadows. Two mysteries. The Repository of dead reflections. The Shadows, silent spirits of souls adrift, permitted to linger because their speechlessness means they cannot reveal the city’s past. Are they connected? The Index was asked, and declined to connect them. They are separate until ruled otherwise. They have not complained. Declined.

File 7: The Engine. Whether the Universal Engine exists. Whether Icaron was building toward it all along. Whether the city is an instrument aimed at it. This has not stopped the Engineers. Declined.

File 8: The Iteration Turnover. What causes the city to be remade. Whether the current iteration is stable. (The seal is broken. Draw your own conclusions. The Index declines to draw them for you.) We have noticed that iterations end. This is sufficient for now. Declined.

File 9: The Shadow Question. Whether Icaron, the builder, the lover, and one half of the contested body, lingers as a shadow among the Shadows. There are records suggesting that he does. There are records suggesting that he does not. Both have been preserved. The Index has not ruled and does not assume. Declined.

File 10: Knowing Without Love. Whether a true name can be held without the love that makes holding possible, and what that would be. Weaker? A violation? A crime? Please do not experiment. Declined.

Recommended handling. Ten files. Ten refusals. This register is the spine of the chapter’s second half. When your players push past every answer into the place where answers stop, read them one of these refusals verbatim, in the Headmaster’s voice, cheerfully. Then file a form. The form is blank. The blank is the point.

11.12 — The Rumor Ledger

The city runs on gossip the way other cities run on water: constantly, and with frequent contamination. Here is what the Index will commit to.

TRUE. The Book of Chaos turns people into cards. (The pipeline runs through Reginald Mourne’s counter at the Reliquary Charnel. Do not explain this yet. Smile.) The Nawn Coalition maintains the world map, and Dan is memorialized in it. (Genuine. Quiet. Never a twist.) Theil is the Beast. The Goat is the Vicar. Mr. Black is Shadoran. Brooslyguru founded the Dynama Clan — Chook taught him, and Chook is currently enrolled as a Tier 3 student. (It’s funnier.) There are no clans but Dynama. Everything else is an institution wearing a borrowed word. The unicorns contradict themselves as a first language.



VOCAB BOX · CHOOK
"The founder has a teacher."
Chook taught Brooslyguru, who founded the Dynama Clan. Too strong to age — re-enrolls in the dojun every now and then, currently a Tier 3 student.



CONFIRMED. “Theron” is Theil — same being; both names refer to him. The church belongs to Theil. The Auditor and Kard are separate beings — the Auditor audits; Kard collects. Do not merge them; the city hasn’t. Master Nero, the Soul Resailer — the Arsonist Conductor — is the Mayor’s brother. This explains things. General Rush is the Kindest Man in Montavera. He takes your people in. This is not a metaphor. It is a recruitment method. FALSE. “Broos Lyguru” as two words. One word, always. The Lilit family finances the Agents. Vetoed. The Lilits are clean. The Shrouded Merchant is Sollen, or a Gurunkin. He is himself. Someone’s file was wrong. “Icarus” the builder. The city’s misremembering. The name is Icaron. The 40× full-city figure. A manner of speech, not a measurement. (A real map is being commissioned. The Index is pleased.)

UNRELIABLE. Los’s black-hole claim. Rafael’s Old Ones recognition. The wormhole-arrival briefs, the unicorn-manifestation briefs, and every other Genesis account, filed under False Genesis, each believed absolutely by its institution and none ranked above the others. The contradiction is the content. The Nawn human-consumption rumor: no one knows where it began, or how, given the lack of orifices. The Index notes that the origin of the rumor is itself a hook, and declines to investigate it. “The Montavera Clan?” Teased, unconfirmed, and kept as a rumor. There are no clans but Dynama. The question mark is doing a great deal of work.

FILED AS RUMOR, AND KEPT THAT WAY. Death’s Bounty. Citizens ask one another, “Have you heard of Death’s Bounty?” The Index has heard the question. It has not heard an answer, and does not file the Bounty as anything but asked-about. Death’s Shadows. Someone found one of Death’s Shadows. That is the whole report. Who found it, and what they did with it, and what it was the shadow of, are not in the report, and the Ledger does not go looking.

FILED AS RUMOR. The Old Ones, closer. There was a sighting of one of the Old Ones, far closer to land than ever before. The ATOO seem to be popping up a lot more frequently as well. One line. The Ledger leaves it at one line.

FILED AS RUMOR. The Drowned Guru. The Drowned Guru is a sad tale in Montavera. The Ledger files the title, and the sadness, and nothing else. A tale that is only ever promised is still a tale the city tells; it tells this one by not telling it.

FILED AS RUMOR. The Storm of Rock. Legend speaks of a woman riding a white wolf, known as the Storm of Rock. It is said that thunder is created when she slams down her drumsticks. Her lightning sword cuts through the night — but her existence has yet to be proven. All we know is that she is a legend.

FILED AS RUMOR. The Montaveran Whispera. A street verse, recorded as it is skipped and sung: “Montaveran whispera tell tales for days and pdays, / Of 3 wealthy gurus and their generous ways. / They beckon you forth with a sinister grin, / 3 guides to lead you to play and win.” Who the three wealthy gurus are, the verse does not say, and the gurus, if asked, grin. The Ledger files the grin under corroboration, of nothing.

DECLINED. Everything in 11.11. Also: whether Mr. Black is one of the three lost. (Perhaps. The perhaps is load-bearing.) Also: what the Auditor audits at Ashley’s desk when she is absent. (The clock is stopped. The clipboard is full. No one has explained this. No one will.) Also: what the 5,555 Gurunkin are watching, exactly, when they watch everybody’s business. (They are Sollen, distributed. Expertise is not the same as innocence.)

Recommended handling. Use this ledger as the city uses the Municipal Code: as the document you consult when a player says “but I heard,” and you need to know whether what they heard is true, false, propaganda, or a hook wearing a rumor’s clothes. When in doubt, check the tier. CONFIRMED is foundation. PROBABLE hums. DECLINED is load-bearing. Never promote a tier at the table without filing the correct form, in triplicate, with the Headmaster’s office. The office is closed. It is always closed. That is also the point.

Los Says the Black Hole Out Loud

Filed, uncommitted: in a bar about the physique defying physics, Los dropped it mid-rhyme — "a city living inside a black hole where cause and effect got crossed" — and again: "the black hole we're living inside of." Per the False Genesis doctrine this is Los's in-world claim, filed as his claim and cross-referenced without merging — it does not confirm it. The Ledger declines to adopt it. The Ledger has declined to adopt louder things.

11.13 — Five Filings [EXAMPLE]

Five filings, Storyteller, each one the front door to a campaign. The Index provides the door. You provide the knocking.


	
The Eighteenth Reading. Gornola’s drawer held seventeen readings, each with a Withheld section. A player finds an eighteenth. It is dated tomorrow. Its Withheld section is longer than the reading. The sealed letter from L is gone from its file. Gornola is smiling the way oracles smile when the prophecy is over.



	
The Deed. Ashley shows a player the Summers estate deed. Their name is already on it. She is delighted. She has been waiting to be delighted about this. Three sessions later the boutique takes on the scent, something very old, remembering what it is, and the Auditor appears at her desk with the stopped clock.



	
The Vicar’s Appointment Book. A player demands to see the Beast. The Ageless Goat looks genuinely sad, says the book is full, and offers a lemon bar. That night, the player’s name appears in the book, in handwriting that is not the Goat’s, on a page dated before they arrived in the city.



	
The Crawling. A raven is observed looking inward at the West Wing. Then another. Then all of them, on one street, at one hour, heads turned like flowers toward a dark sun. Sollen’s office issues no statement. Sollen’s office is 5,555 gurus wide, and every one of them is suddenly busy.



	
The Civilian. A player realizes they have seen the same civilian, unremarkable, polite, and forgettable, at the edges of four different Agent operations. A baker. A lamplighter. A Listener. When confronted, the civilian smiles and says: “You seem different. I can’t quite place it.” Gornola’s line, in a stranger’s mouth. File a form.





The folder closes. The stamp is still red. The pencil hand has added one line beneath the memo:

He told you everything, you know. That’s the worst part. He told you everything and you still don’t know anything. — M.

Until next time, Storyteller, stay lucid.

If something in Montavera seems impossible, there are two possibilities. It may be impossible. Or it may simply be normal here. In either case, you should probably write it down.

Yours in disservice,

— The Headmaster

11.14 — The Nawn Coalition for Human Retention

The name stays. The Coalition keeps it. The Index has been asked why the faceless maintain a Coalition for Human Retention, and files the question under received, unanswerable, keep asking.

CONFIRMED. The Coalition maintains the world map. The Coalition has no faces. These two facts are related in ways the Coalition declines to specify — and the Index now specifies the relation, as ruled:

It is impossible for a human to understand the Coalition's inner workings. The attempt is futile.

Not difficult. Not forbidden. Futile. Their faculties are so different from ours that their very reality is different on a fundamental level. A human mind put to the question of what the Nawns are doing comes back holding the shape of the question and none of the answer, the way a hand comes back from still water holding the shape of wet.

Understand this clearly, because the Index is blunt about it exactly once: they are nefarious. Not indifferent, not neutral, not weather. They have it out for us — in ways a human mind could not comprehend, toward an end no one can name. It feels, at all times, as if they will pull the trigger at any moment on whatever it is they're building toward. What it is: unknown. Why: unknown. How, when, where: unknown. The dread is the file.

And yet they are not merely tolerated. The unicorns hold the Nawns in very high esteem, and shudder at the thought of anything happening to them. Why: unknown. That is the second file, and it is colder than the first. The gods of Chaotic Creativity — who condone treason, who leap into a chasm nightly, who fear nothing the Index has ever recorded — are careful around the Nawns. Sit with that the way you'd sit with a loaded form.

Being near one. This is the part the Index files as field guidance, because it happens at the table: standing near a Nawn feels like being judged. Not by anything it does — it does nothing. You can't read its face; it has none. You can't hear it in its voice; it can't or won't speak, and it's not in the voice anyway. It's a gut feeling. You just know, somehow, the way you know you're being watched in an empty room. They almost always feel like they're working toward some great malevolent plan — you can feel the plan the way you feel weather changing — but you never know when it comes to fruition. It hasn't. Yet.

By this token, the Index files the following as LAW:



LAW · NO MUSIC ON NAWNS.
No working of any sort can be attempted on a Nawn — not a listening, not a flourish, not a fragment, and much less an advanced true-name working. They are the one thing the music cannot touch: the map-makers who cannot be mapped.



This is not resistance. Resistance would imply the music reaches them and fails. The music does not reach them. A listener who turns her ear on a Nawn hears nothing to hear — not a voice, not an absence shaped like a voice, but the filing equivalent of a blank page that was never paper. The Storyteller's truthful answer, under the Hearing Rule, is: there is nothing here to hear. You cannot play a song on an instrument that isn't in the room. And the one defense humans have — the music — does not work on the one enemy that matters.

PROBABLE. The rumor that the Nawns plot to consume humans — origin unknown, method unclear, lacking orifices — was started by the Coalition itself. Being feared as predators is simpler than being known as whatever they are. Everyone watches the teeth that aren't there. No one watches the map.

CONFIRMED. Dan is memorialized in the map credit — one of the faceless who kept the world mapped. Genuine. Quiet. Never a twist. The Index does not elaborate. Neither should you.

They are interested in the party. The Index records this the way it records everything it cannot explain: plainly, and with the date. Everything above describes the Nawns' attitude toward everybody. But for some reason — not explained, not well understood, not precedented — they have taken an interest in the members of the party. This has never happened before. Not to any citizen, not in any Age, not in any iteration the Index has filed. The unfathomable, building toward its unknown trigger, protected by terrified gods — has noticed them. Why: the Index declines. How the interest shows: see below. What it means: that is the campaign.

The Index keeps a file on the Coalition. The file is empty. The file has always been empty.

The emptiness is the file.

What you can do with them:


	Run the feeling. Don't describe what the Nawn does — describe what the player's gut does. "Standing near it, you're certain you're being judged. Nothing about it has moved. You're certain anyway." No roll. No defense. The feeling doesn't come from an action, so no action dispels it. When the players leave, the feeling takes an hour to fade. It always takes an hour. Nobody knows why.

	The interest. Pick a moment — mid-campaign, never the first session. A Nawn survey team is measuring a street. One of them stops. Turns its faceless head toward a party member. And stays. It doesn't approach. It doesn't speak. It attends. The other Nawns continue measuring. This one just... watches. With no eyes. Let the player feel the judged-feeling sharpen into something personal. If the player asks what it wants: "You are late." It won't explain. It has never done this before. Nobody knows what it means, least of all the Index. That is the hook that carries a campaign.

	The survey team. "We're updating the map." The map is never wrong — so if the map changes, the street changes. Let the players watch a doorway move six inches overnight because the survey was corrected. They can't stop it. They can't hear the surveyors' music. They can only decide what to do about a street that no longer agrees with their memory.

	The blank spot. Shaped like the Ninth Circle: the one thing the map-makers leave empty. If the players ask a Nawn about it, the Nawn does something never observed: it hesitates. "That page is not ours." Whose page it is: DECLINED. The hesitation is the adventure.

	Harm a Nawn. The city's response is terrified and disproportionate: an overnight Council edict, ravens on every roof, every citizen suddenly, urgently polite about Nawns. The unicorns don't send justice. They send panic. Let the players feel what it means to be shielded by gods — from the outside.

	The trigger clock. Hidden. THE MAP IS FINISHED. Advance it when Nawns are seen measuring things never measured before — a player's shadow, the inside of a locked drawer, the length of a silence. Advance it rarely. Advance it visibly. What happens when it's finished: the Index declines. The approach is the game.



Recommended handling. The Nawns are the proof that mystery and menace are the same thing wearing different paperwork. Never comic. Never chatty. They are building toward something, the unicorns are afraid for them, the music cannot touch them — and now, for the first time in recorded history, they are interested in someone. That someone is the party. Run that the way you'd run a lit fuse in a dark room: you don't describe the fuse. You describe the dark getting attentive.

The Nawn Bloodright, in Full

Filed as the origin theory, planted not resolved: the Nawns are not immigrants from somewhere else — they are immigrants from some when else. A fold of spacetime; possibly a Montavera that ran differently, or ran the same and arrived at a different conclusion, or never ran at all and exists only as the pressure of what would have been against the membrane of what is. The Embassy's founding category, per Council memo: present, origin pending — and the pending has been ongoing since before anyone currently on the Council was installed. The Council of Nine enters the Embassy in silence — the only time they are silent — in single file, and exits the same way, and afterward there is a period before they return to their standard chaotic warmth. It is not fear. It is the closest thing to reverence the Council produces. "The blood helped. The blood moved several of them. Not all."

11.15 — The Book of Chaos

The Index sets down what the author has ruled, because this one comes from above:

The Book of Chaos is a book of records written outside of time. It is not limited by time or space. It is full of writing that seems contradictory to a reader bound by time — but that is because the reader is bound by time, and the Book was not written for such readers. It was written for a reader who is not limited by time, and to such a reader it is perfectly clear. To everyone else it reads like madness with excellent penmanship.

It is full of information regarding the world that is within the realm of time. Everything that happens in time is recorded there — including, the Index notes, things that have not happened yet, and things that happened differently. The contradictions are not errors. They are tense, seen from outside.

It is called the Book of Chaos because it is the antithesis to any order that might exist. Not disorder — anti-order. Where Ordio would file everything once, correctly, forever, the Book records everything every way, all at once, and means all of it.

CONFIRMED. The Book was in the possession of the unicorns — inside the realm of time. And then it wasn't.

The Book is currently missing. ATOO stole it from City Hall.

The unicorns seemed to find this funny.

The Index knows why, because the author has ruled it: somewhere in the Book, it says that ATOO would steal it for a time.

The unicorns laughed because the theft was already written. They'd read it — all of it, every contradiction, every way. That is why the theft didn't matter to them: ATOO stole the paper, and the unicorns carry the contents the way you carry a song you've memorized. The only part they haven't read is the holes. That part is being written now.

Consider what that means: the Book recorded its own theft. For a time — the Book gives the theft a duration. ATOO has it for a while. What happens when the while runs out: the Book presumably says. The Index hasn't read that page. Nobody the Index trusts has read that page. The laughter, in retrospect, may have been the unicorns enjoying a joke whose punchline hasn't arrived yet.

CONFIRMED. The Book is currently in the possession of the Registrar — a polite ATOO archivist, cataloguing its contents as "pre-formatted citizenry, pending Ordio." ATOO did not make the Book. ATOO stole it. Consider the shape of that: the Council paid for it in life and blood and bone, kept it in City Hall, and the people who want to file everything walked out with it — and the owners laughed.

CONFIRMED. The names of the citizens of Montavera are all in it. All except —

Around the time the party arises, there are holes in the Book. Absences. Places where the record should be and isn't — shaped, precisely, like the party. The Book does not mention them by name. It fails to mention them, in their exact shape. And because there is an absence of description where description should be, it is the most curious thing in the entire Book. Every other citizen: recorded every way, all at once. The party: a hole, party-shaped, where the record declines to go.

The Storyteller should note the pattern, because the Index has: the Nawns are interested in the party. The Summers deed has the player's name on it. The Book has holes shaped like them. Three sealed systems, one marked party. Two of them name the party. The third can't — and the shape of its silence is the loudest thing in it. That is not a coincidence. The Index declines to say what it is.

PROBABLE — the unicorns' theory, which they find interesting and humorous: perhaps the party are the ones who fill the holes. The holes are shaped like them; they are shaped like the holes; perhaps the campaign — their choices, their sessions, the whole loud mortal business of being a party — is the Book filling in what it couldn't write. The unicorns are interested in the party the way one is interested in a joke one hasn't heard the end of.

Paid in full. Ruled: the phrase most likely refers to payments made with life and blood and bone. Not currency. Whatever the Book cost — its commissioning, its making, its binding — was paid in lives. Whose lives: the Index does not know. Whether the payment is finished: the Index declines to know, which is different, and worse. (And to answer the question plainly: nobody pays "in full" as opposed to some other way. The phrase is only interesting because of what was paid. An invoice stamped PAID IN FULL is mundane. An invoice stamped paid in bone is the most frightening sentence in this chapter.)

CONFIRMED (mechanism). The Book is records from outside time, and the pipeline is what ATOO does with records. The mechanism stands as filed: it cannot take anyone, it can only accept signatures — "I agree to be filed" (unicornic fine print) — on guest books, petitions, loyalty cards, one memorable marriage license. The filed become cards: aware inside them, playing endless pickup games, formed a league, with badges, having a better time than most citizens. The pipeline — cards surfacing in trade circles, always perfect condition, always tournament-legal, always sad — runs through Reginald Mourne's counter at the Reliquary Charnel. Do not explain this yet. Smile.

CONFIRMED (pipeline). Three endings, all true, all available: burn a page — frees its person, unbound, unharmed, furious about the flavor text (burning the Book frees everyone; the Council will notice, the way weather notices); win them back — no clause exists until the table believes in one loudly enough, with MOJO on the line, in front of witnesses (if the table buys it, the city buys it); sign as witness — the Registrar's standing offer, three cards for three signatures (witnesses aren't bound; witnesses are merely recorded; forever; the Storyteller should smile and write the date down).

What you can do with it:


	The hole. Once per campaign: let a player see the hole shaped like them. Not their name — the absence of it, party-shaped, in a Book that records everything. Don't explain the hole. No one can. (How they see it: the Vicar's appointment book, left open. Ashley's records room, glimpsed. A loose page, blank in exactly one place. The Index doesn't care how. The hole is the point.)

	The contradiction. A page that says the players will open the drawer — and a page that says they won't. Both true. Both in the Book. To a time-bound reader this is madness; to the Book it's just Tuesday, and also never. Let the players argue about which page is "right." The Book doesn't care. It has already recorded the argument.

	Ask the Council. If the players ask the unicorns about the Book, they get contradiction as governance: "We have never possessed any book." / "The Book is ours and always was." / "What book?" All three in one session. A ruler who contradicts herself cannot be quoted against herself — and cannot be quoted against the Book.

	The Registrar. A usable NPC today: polite, efficient, genuinely convinced he's doing filing rather than harm. He'll show the players the archive. He'll offer the deal. Run him like a clerk, not a villain. The players should like him. That's what makes the ledger frightening. (And if the players tell him the Book is stolen property: he'll look delighted. "Oh, I know," he'll say. "That's what makes it interesting.")

	Pax and the league. A Sullen Society dropout is buying victim-cards, weeping, trying to build a deck that wins his friends back. The cards are tournament-legal — a player might already own one. Let them find a face they know on a card they sleeved last month. The league plays pickup games; the players can challenge them. Stakes negotiable. The league has badges and takes itself seriously.

	The price. Whose life, whose blood, whose bone? Don't answer. But once, let a player find a name they recognize in the Book's margins — in the binding, in the ink-brown of old bone. The Book is written in something. The Index declines to test the ink.



Recommended handling. The horror is threefold now: records (everyone the players love is written down, outside of time, in a book that means every contradiction); theft (ATOO walked it out of City Hall and the unicorns laughed); and holes (the party isn't in the Book — the Book is missing them, in their shape, and the unicorns think that's funny). Don't run the Book as an artifact to steal. Run it as a fact to live with. The holes don't get filled — unless the unicorns' theory is right, in which case the campaign is the filling. Play the dread, not the object.

11.16 — The chasm

Plainly: the chasm at Raduga Cove is the hole into which the unicorns jump every midnight, disappearing without a trace. Each new day, the same unicorns are already in City Hall — never having returned, never seen by anyone to return. They're just already there.

No one knows what the chasm leads to.

Read that twice, because the Index wants the shape of it exact: they do not come back. There is no return trip. At midnight they are at the Cove, falling. In the morning they are at City Hall, arrived. Whether the unicorns of the morning are the same ones who jumped at midnight: the Index declines. The question is load-bearing. Do not touch it.

Everything else the city has filed, unchanged:


	By unwritten, undated, undeniable decree, the Cove is "not to be discussed, measured, or leaned over." Violation is punishable by "an audience." With whom is unspecified.

	Form Q-CHASM exists. No one has ever filled it out twice.

	The wind going down doesn't come back up. The night waters glow, which the Council calls "perfectly natural" in a tone that suggests rehearsal.

	Felicity, the forsaken child of Raduga, plays her endless game of cards within earshot of it. What she's looking for: DECLINED (File 2).



The city has a saying — follow any document far enough and you reach the same black water. It is a proverb, origin unknown, truth-value ungraded. (The Index once theorized that lost paperwork settles in the chasm. The theory has been struck: no one knows what the chasm leads to, and no one includes the Index.)

What you can do with it:


	Follow them. A player will ask: can we jump in after them? The honest answer: no one who has ever jumped has come back to report. (Whether anyone has jumped: the Index declines.) If a player does it anyway — go very quiet. Describe the fall. The wind going down. The dark getting attentive. Then cut to morning. The party wakes. The jumper is not there. On the table: Form Q-CHASM, filled out once, in the jumper's handwriting, in ink that is still wet. It is the only copy. There will never be a second.

	Felicity's game. The most playable thing at the Cove: sit down and play cards with the forsaken child. She plays for stakes of her choosing — answers, mostly; she knows things, being raised in earshot of the hole. Win, and she answers one question truthfully. Lose, and she keeps something of yours. Not your stake. Something she chooses. She always chooses the thing you didn't know you'd miss until it's gone. Play it as a real card game at the table if you like; the city respects a played hand.

	The edge. Things near the chasm get tugged — a dropped form slides an inch toward the black. Leaning over is punishable by "an audience." If a player does it anyway: the ravens arrive before the player stands back up. The audience is scheduled. The player will be notified.

	The observance fails. Once per campaign, if you want the table to go cold: the Council doesn't leap. No announcement. The lamplighters arrive early. The Mood-Setters go off-key. The Chronicle prints the wrong Age and corrects it in the second edition. Let the players learn it from the second edition. (And the next morning: are they in City Hall? The Index declines to say. Let the players check.)

	Point at it. When a mystery needs weight, let it point at the chasm. The quiet ravens, facing it, listening. A Nawn survey team measuring the distance to the edge. The chasm never answers. That's what it's for.



Recommended handling. Never show the bottom. Never explain the morning. The chasm is not a dungeon; it's a verdict — the place the city puts things it won't discuss, including, every midnight, its own government. Use it the way the city does: as the sentence at the end of every argument about what's really going on. "And then there's the chasm." Full stop. Let the silence do the work.

11.17 — Who answers to whom

Not a thing in the world. The Storyteller's corkboard.

To be clear, because the Index was asked: there is no physical map. Nobody in Montavera has drawn this. This is the Index's reference — who answers to whom, who pulls what, who gets pulled — for the Storyteller to check when the players tug a thread and you need to know what tugs back.

THE COUNCIL OF NINE
→ commissioned → THE BOOK OF CHAOS (Printing Company, three centuries ago; paid in full — a purchase, not a subscription)
→ retains → THE UNVEILERS (to spread paranoia about the Council; Marrow processes the invoices without comment)
→ performs → THE NIGHTLY OBSERVANCE (the chasm)
→ dances for → CYBERON (the shadow; or doesn't — either way: dancing)

THE BOOK OF CHAOS (records from outside time; the antithesis of order)
→ commissioned by → THE COUNCIL (paid in life, blood, and bone; whose: unknown)
→ stolen from City Hall by → ATOO (the unicorns laughed — the Book said they'd steal it for a time)
→ currently held by → THE REGISTRAR (cataloguing; "pre-formatted citizenry, pending Ordio")
→ pipeline via → REGINALD MOURNE'S COUNTER (the Reliquary Charnel; do not explain yet; smile)
→ contains → THE NAMES (all citizens; the party's missing — holes, party-shaped; perhaps they fill them)
→ read two ways → UNICORNS (delight: the story writing itself) vs. OLD ONES (dread: the defect must be closed — see 11.19)

ATOO
→ coordinates → GORNOLA'S READINGS (seventeen versions, each with a Withheld section; the play is a burning)
→ signs → THE LETTER ("Keep reading. — L."; not the Lilits; DECLINED)

THE FAMILY SYNDICATE (Mr. Black)
→ opposes → ATOO ("does not exist yet, and the Family intends to keep it that way")
→ keeps → THE SYNDICATE'S LEDGERS (debts)

MR. BLACK
→ sits on → THE COUNCIL (the token non-unicorn)
→ leads → THE FAMILY
→ candidate → A LOST OLD ONE ("he can be both, he would be"; DECLINED)

THE SUMMERS WOMEN
→ keep → THE TIMELINE MAP
→ wait for → A FIXED POINT (the players?; the deed has a name on it)

THE ENGINEERS
→ listen for → THE UNIVERSAL ENGINE (DECLINED; both sides wrong in the interesting way)

THE CHURCH (the Vicar)
→ keeps → THE SEALED TESTAMENT ("the Beast is the arrangement")

THE NAWN COALITION
→ maintains → THE WORLD MAP
→ immune to → EVERYTHING (see 11.14)
→ building toward → UNKNOWN (the trigger; the unicorns shudder; DECLINED)
→ interested in → THE PARTY (never happened before; DECLINED)

FAETHRUN 
→ home to → THE CARAVAN OF UNLISTED FAIRIES (they file from there; the filing is the caravan; the fairies are unlisted, the caravan is not — the Index has checked, and the distinction is the point)

ALL OF THE ABOVE
→ pull on → THE ARRANGEMENT
→ steered by → NO ONE

The arrangement is the managed unfolding of the city. It is what occurs when several parties who do not agree with one another all act on the same city at the same time. Each party believes it is in charge. Each has submitted paperwork to that effect. All of the paperwork has been accepted. No one has asked who accepted it.

How to use it. When the players tug a thread, follow the arrows and see what tugs back — then run that as your next session:


	They investigate the Registrar → he reports to ATOO's quiet leadership → the leadership is perhaps the three lost → the three lost walk as civilians → a civilian the players have met three times now smiles like Gornola.

	They poke the Unveilers → the invoices lead to Marrow's office → Marrow processes them without comment → the Council is funding its own paranoia → why would anyone do that → the contradiction is the governance.

	A Nawn takes interest in a party member → the unicorns hear about it → an edict appears overnight, terrified and polite → the party is now the most interesting thing in the city to the two powers nobody understands.



The corkboard doesn't give you a plot. It tells you what happens after the players make one. That's what it's for.

The Controlled Pressure Valve

Filed on the corkboard: Barado's restroom rebellion is not a rebellion. Gavage authored, approved, and maintains the surveillance-free designation as a controlled pressure valve — and knows the full content of every restroom conversation for eleven years, and exactly how much the Mayor will say before he says it somewhere worse. Every leak the Storyteller thought was contraband was metered outflow. Who answers to whom: the Mayor does not require Gavage's input; he requires his absence. Gavage has a column for nothing, because Gavage is the column. (Gavage's Tuesday ribbon change — opinions unshared — is cross-filed in the Tuesday block, §12.4.)

11.18 — The Book at the center

The Index files the escalation plainly: the Book of Chaos is not a plot device. It is the central piece of the conflict between the old gods and the new — transcending time and history, blinking and scratching at the edges of reality itself.

The conflict, stated. The Old Ones want Ordio: everything filed once, correctly, forever. The new gods are what happened instead — Sollen's wisdom, Unicornia's chaotic creativity, Theil's grotesque honesty. The Book is the complete record of everything within time, written outside it — which makes it the one thing both sides need and neither can hold. The Old Ones need it because total records are the blueprint of total order: read everything every way, then choose one way, and file the rest as error. The new gods made it — paid in bone — and then laughed when it was stolen. The Index declines why. But the Index notes the shape of it: the weapon that defeats order is most dangerous in the hands of people trying to impose it.

Blinking. The Book does not stay where it's put. It flickers at reality's edges — present, absent, present elsewhere. Not moved: blinking, like an eye. When it blinks, pages escape. A page turns up in a drawer, a pocket, the rain, a library book that never contained it. Each page is true and contradictory. ATOO retrieves them desperately. The unicorns watch, amused. The Index files the sightings and declines to predict the next one.

Scratching. Where the Book blinks, it scratches — thin places where the Book's record and the world's record disagree, and the disagreement becomes real. A street the Book records two ways happens two ways, both at once. A citizen with two pasts, both true, both remembered. Time stutters. The scratches are not damage; they're edits, leaking. The Book is the antithesis of order, and where it touches the world, the world's single version comes apart. The Index provides the procedure below, because scratches are where the campaign's strangest sessions happen.

The holes. PROBABLE — and the Index offers this as the unification of three sealed files: the party are fixed points, and fixed points don't resolve. The Book records everything every way, but the party won't stay recorded — every version the Book tries slides off, leaving a hole in their shape. The hole is the Book's notation for anomaly. That's why the Nawns are interested in them. That's why the Summers deed has the player's name on it. That's why the Book is missing them. Three systems, one grit in the machine. And here is the cosmological truth the Index will state exactly once: the Old Ones cannot fully order the Book while the party exists — you can't file a record that has holes in it shaped like people who are still walking around. That is why the party matters. Not dramatically. Structurally. They are the wrench in Ordio's engine, and the engine knows it.

And the unicorns' theory — filed as PROBABLE, because the Index finds it interesting too: perhaps the party fill the holes. Perhaps the campaign, the whole loud mortal business of it, is the Book writing what it couldn't write. The unicorns are interested in the party the way one is interested in a joke one hasn't heard the end of. That's another thing they were laughing about. It probably isn't the last.

The Reading. When the Old Ones read — and they will; "for a time" is running — they will try to order it. Make the records single. Consistent. Filed. The Book is the antithesis of order. What happens when Perfect Order tries to file the unfilable? The Index gives the shape, not the script — three truths, no prescribed ending:


	The file crashes the system. Order breaks on anti-order. The universe's filing department seizes trying to open the one record that won't resolve — and the breakage propagates: ATOO's schedules stutter, the sealed drawer skips its tick, the quiet ravens turn their heads all at once. The most Montaveran apocalypse imaginable isn't fire. It's paperwork failing.

	The ordering partly succeeds. And a partially-ordered Book starts enforcing single versions. Contradictions collapse across the city: streets lose their second histories, citizens lose their double pasts, the scratches seal shut. The city gets simpler. And smaller. And quieter. The players will feel it the way you feel a fever breaking the wrong way.

	The party intervenes. They're the anomaly the Book can't resolve — which makes them the only ones who can touch it without being filed. What they do with that: the table's story, not the book's. But the Index notes the obvious play, filed without recommendation: read the page with your own name on it. See what the emphasis says. From outside time, in a language no one can read, about yourself. The Storyteller should go very quiet for this one.



What you can do with it:


	Loose pages. Procedure: drop a page into play — found, never given. The language is unreadable, but a listener can hear the page: not words, music. The page records something real, and the music is the record's shadow — a true-name fragment of whatever's written there. What they hear is true and contradictory. ATOO will trade for the page (politely, desperately). The unicorns will watch the trade (amused). The party must decide what a page no one can read is worth to people who'll kill for it.

	Scratches. Procedure: open a scratch anywhere, anytime the Book blinks. Describe two true versions of the same place, person, or moment — both happening at once. The lamplighter's street, lit and unlit. The clerk, honest and lying, simultaneously. Let the players act inside the contradiction; their actions are real in both versions. Scratches close when the Book blinks away — or when someone chooses a version. The unchosen version doesn't vanish. It goes into the Book. (Resolving a scratch feeds it. The Index notes this without explaining what the Book does with the meal. The Index has stopped asking about the Book's appetite.)

	The countdown. "For a time" is running. Signs it's ending: the Registrar's cataloguing speeds up. ATOO's quiet leadership stirs — civilians seen leaving their civilian lives. Pages blink more often. And: the unicorns stop laughing. When the unicorns stop laughing — run.

	The pattern. If the players compare the Nawn interest, the deed, and the holes — let them. Don't confirm it. Let the three sealed systems sit on the table like three cards in a trick, and let the players feel the shape of the hand holding them.



Recommended handling. The Book was a filing system, then a theft, then a joke. It is now the terrain the final conflict happens on. Don't rush the Reading. Let the pages accumulate, the scratches multiply, the laughter thin out. When the Old Ones finally open it — when avatars of Perfect Order try to file the antithesis of order, in front of the only people in existence the Book can't resolve — that's not a session. That's the campaign. The Index trusts the Storyteller to know when the room is ready. You'll feel it the way you feel weather changing. Something is about to be filed, and it isn't the players. Probably.

11.19 — Two readings

The Book is one object. It has two readers. They do not agree on what it says. This disagreement is the plot.

The unicorns' reading. The unicorns have perused the Book — all of it, every contradiction, every way. That is why they didn't mind the theft: nothing was lost. They carry the contents the way you carry a song you've memorized; ATOO stole the paper. And the paper's only unfinished part is the holes — which are being written right now, live, by the party. Every session the players play is a page the unicorns haven't read yet. That is why they're interested. That is why they're amused. Imagine having memorized the universe and discovering there's a chapter still being written, and the authors don't know they're authors. You'd watch too. You'd laugh too. The unicorns' interest in the party is the interest of an audience that has read every book except the one being written in front of them.

The Old Ones' reading. The Old Ones will read the same Book and draw the opposite conclusions — because they are the opposite readers. Where the unicorns see promise (something being written), the Old Ones see failure (something unwritten). Their conclusions, filed in order:


	The record is damaged. Holes, party-shaped, where citizens should be recorded. To minds built for Perfect Order, an incomplete record is not a mystery. It is a defect.

	The damage is shaped like people who exist. There are entities in the world the record cannot capture. Unfiled things. Walking around. This is worse than damage — it is proof the system has limits, and the Old Ones did not survive the unmaking of everything to be told about limits.

	The unicorns commissioned the Book. It's in the record — paid in bone, three centuries ago. The new gods built the filing system, and the filing system has holes shaped like their favorites. The conclusion writes itself, in the Old Ones' hand: sabotage. The holes are vandalism. The party are the unicorns' creatures — planted gaps, weapons against Ordio, laughing all the way to the holes they left.

	The holes must be closed. Two methods, both on the table: erase what the holes are shaped like (kill the party — a hole closes when nothing is shaped like it anymore), or complete the record by force — capture the party, define them, file them once, finally, one version each. The Old Ones' version of "filling the holes" is the opposite of the unicorns': not the story writing itself, but the readers holding the pen. They will write the party in themselves.



The Index notes the horror precisely: the Old Ones don't primarily want the party dead. Death is just unfiling with extra steps. They want the party defined — living, contradictory, hole-shaped people reduced to a single filed version. In a cosmos where the cost of power is being retuned toward what you name, being filed by the Old Ones is the worst thing that can happen to a person. It's not murder. It's resolution.

The two obsessions. The unicorns are obsessed the way you're obsessed with a good story — delight, curiosity, laughter. The Old Ones are not obsessed at all. They're engaged — the way a filing system engages an error: relentlessly, impersonally, until resolution. One watches. The other acts. The campaign lives in the space between: the party performing for an audience of laughing gods while a silent system files corrective paperwork to erase them. If the players ever feel beloved and hunted at the same time — that's not a contradiction. That's the Book's two readers, reading.

The balance. The Index states its craft plainly, because the author demands it: this material must be incomprehensible — the Book is outside time, and no one in it fully understands it, including the Index — and sensible — every paradox must carry a thread the table can pull. So:


	The Book records the Old Ones reading the Book — including their conclusions about the holes. Their conclusions are already in the record they're trying to complete. Thread: whoever holds those pages knows what the Old Ones will do before they do it. The race for the Reading pages is a campaign.

	The holes are shaped like the party, exactly, at every moment. The Book cannot say what you are — but the hole knows your shape better than you do. Thread: Nawn surveyors' margins track the holes; lately the margins say the holes are changing. Growing? Sharpening? The Index declines to interpret. The players shouldn't decline.

	The unicorns' amusement is a barometer. Thread: when the unicorns are delighted, the party is winning without knowing it. When the unicorns go quiet — the Old Ones are close to a conclusion. Watch the laughter. It's the only forecast the city gets.



What you can do with it:


	Definition pressure. ATOO's paperwork starts arriving pre-filled — a version of the party that isn't quite them. Forms that assume them. "We've always had your card." The card has one version; the party keeps contradicting it. Let the players feel the system trying to resolve them, one form at a time. It's polite. It's relentless. It's the Old Ones' reading, made administrative.

	The Reading pages. Somewhere — blinking — are the pages where the Book records the Old Ones reading it. ATOO wants them (procedure). The unicorns have read them (and laughed). The party could steal a look. Run the heist. If they succeed, they learn the Old Ones' conclusions before the Old Ones conclude them — and the campaign becomes a race between a prophecy and the people prophesied about. (The Index notes: the pages describe the party reading the pages. Don't think about it too hard. Pull the thread.)

	The barometer. Use the unicorns' laughter as the campaign's weather. Delighted: the holes are being filled, the story's working. Thinning: the Old Ones are reading. Gone: run.

	The question to never answer. Do the holes get filled when the campaign ends — or does the campaign end when the holes get filled? The Index files the question and declines it. The table will answer by playing. That's the point. That's always been the point.



Recommended handling. The Book is now a disagreement — the same object, two readers, opposite conclusions, and the party is the disputed passage. Don't explain the Book. Stage the readings: let the players feel watched-by-delight and filed-by-dread in the same session. The incomprehensible part is the outside-time paradoxes; the sensible part is that both readers want something from the party, and what they want is incompatible. Pull that thread. It's incredibly interesting. The author guarantees it.

11.20 — Load-Bearing Truths

What the locks were keeping. The Storyteller’s copy only. None of this survives contact with the players unchanged — but a Storyteller running blind will break it.

Three Black Keys

Three locks in the city take Black Keys. Behind each is a truth the campaign is built on.

Gornola’s drawer. Seventeen readings of the arrival, each with a Withheld section — plus a sealed letter from L, of the ATOO. Gornola has been steering the arrival toward a correct outcome. Whether the outcome is correct for the arrival or for the ATOO is not filed.

The Merchant’s log. The bottle’s entry: the player’s name, dated before arrival, sourced from a figure in the unofficial district connected to Icaron. The Merchant knew what was inside before he accepted it. “I am the mechanism. I have always been comfortable being a mechanism when the mechanism is toward the correct outcome.”

Ashley’s staircase. Behind the wall-door at the back of Summer Breeze: the Summers estate records, the timeline map (A.S. present on every branch but one — the branch where the city never recovers), and Ashley’s journal. Ashley has known the arrival was a fixed point longer than she has admitted. Her warmth is real. Her warmth is also strategic. In Ashley’s experience these are the same thing.

The Iterations

The city has been built seven times. Iteration 1 lasted 340 years. Iterations 2 through 6 were calibrations — shorter each time, assembling toward something. This is Iteration 7: FINAL ASSEMBLY. The Timeline Bureau’s founding purpose, recorded once and never repeated: to document the assembly. Not to intervene.

PROJECT ICARON: initiated after the Hidden Century to reconstruct the city’s memory. Method: distributed. Participants: all of them, without their knowledge — the OGM, the Bureau, the Bone Bank, Summer Breeze, the Oracle House. Anticipated completion: when the fixed point arrives and recognizes itself.

The Cards

The sealed cards are not representations. They are the city’s people in compressed form — fifty in the contracted city, three hundred in the full one. Every card earned is an introduction. The game was never a game. It was the city letting the arrival meet its people before meeting them in person.

The Black Arrangement

The Bone Bank’s Tier Five key is not a purchase. It is a conclusion — the finalized multi-generational debt contract called the Black Arrangement. Silas came closest: he liquidated his entire physical history into bone dust. When the main vault was once breached, the Tellers found the city’s finance was backed not by bone credit but by something entirely more volatile — smiled wider, resealed the door, resumed business.

DECLINED. What the backing is. They did not write it down. They would not.

Mote’s Corner

At the Reliquary Charnel, Mote has been waiting a hundred years for someone to ask the right question directly. He was present at a Hidden Century event recorded nowhere. He knows about Gornola’s seventeen readings, the Merchant’s bottle, and Ashley’s map — three questlines converging on one corner, each released only by its specific correct question.

TRUE. “Ask me directly.”

Mr. Black’s Thread

Mr. Black’s operation is aimed at the ground of Town Square — the property purchases, the Council-record access, the producing ground and its undocumented addendum. Miss White’s reports to him are accurate on facts and increasingly wrong about character. The Index files this as the thread that leads to the plan’s first failure.
Appendix — Plain-Language Running Notes
Out of voice. For the Storyteller who needs the truth stated plainly, without the paperwork.

Why this appendix exists. The chapter above is written the way the Headmaster would write it: sincere, deadpan, and unaware of his own role. That keeps the book in character, but it means several truths are shown rather than stated. They are stated here. Do not read this appendix aloud.

The three tiers. CONFIRMED: rely on it. PROBABLE: let it hum, never resolve at the table. DECLINED: a load-bearing hook, never resolved. No hook in this chapter is resolved. No system mechanics appear in it.

The Headmaster is the city speaking. He is the voice of the city-entity, the impossible chord narrating itself. He does not know this. Decrees are the city administering itself. Redactions are the city refusing to say something about itself. The bureaucracy is the city doing its paperwork, and it works as the city’s immune system. The citizens are its cells, its dreams, and its notes, all three, fluidly.

The cheer is the vital sign. The city knows it is alive the way a person knows they are alive inside a dream: lucid, aware, unable to wake or fully steer. The Headmaster’s cheer means the city is holding. If you ever run a session in which the narration goes flat, the jokes stop landing, and the forms come back blank, the players should feel it the way you feel a fever break the wrong way. The city is losing lucidity. Use this once per campaign, at most. They will understand that you are no longer narrating a place. You are holding a patient’s hand.

The Headmaster is Sebastian. Canon, and unresolved, by design. It is the author’s own identity under the don’t-resolve doctrine. Never wink at it.

There is no mastermind. The arrangement is everyone pulling and nobody steering. Do not hand the players a villain at the end of the thread. Hand them the arrangement.

The three lost Old Ones. PROBABLE, never confirmed: they run the Agents from inside civic life as civilians. Mr. Black may be one. Both readings stay alive.

Icaron and Cyberon. KNOWN: two minds, one body. Cyberon is Icaron’s own hunger for knowledge, decanted, and is indifferent to Lenka. The horror of the Lenka thread is not opposition. It is that half the seeker stopped caring. Whether Icaron survives as a shadow is File 9, unruled.

Gornola's Seventeen Corrected Readings — The ATOO Letter

Seventeen readings, filed, dated, summarized — each with a second section marked "Withheld." Gornola has been managing the arrival's experience of the city: showing what she wanted seen, in the order she wanted it seen. Behind the files, a sealed letter bearing the seal of the Agents of the Old Ones, addressed to Gornola and signed with a single redacted initial — L. — reading: "The reading is proceeding as we discussed. The arrival has been confirmed. The arrangement is assembling. You will continue as planned. When the time is correct, you will know what to do. As you always have. As you always will." The steering is real; whether the correct outcome is correct for the arrival or for the ATOO is not filed. (Per his 2026-10-04 ruling: L is NOT the Lilit family. L's identity stays an open hook.)

The OGM Reception Protocol — Everyone Was Briefed

The Organization of General Montaverans — charter purpose, "to maintain general Montaveranness in the face of ongoing circumstances" — briefed all members three days after the arrival. Maintain normal operations. Provide natural interaction opportunities. Do not allow the arrival to feel observed. The arrival feels observed regardless; this is an unavoidable side effect of being a fixed point. And behind the consequence door, the Truth Board lists the player's name twice: under "Expected Arrivals," and under a category labeled three days after the arrival — "Catalyst." The iron lock was cosmetic. The real lock was curiosity.

The Hidden Century — Complete Assembly Instructions

The GM-truth layer, filed plainly (the arc spine itself belongs to the campaign-arcs filing): during the hundred undocumented years, the unicorns edited their own period's dream records at Council clearance — the edited versions show a hundred years of unremarkable civic administration, which explains nothing, which is the point. The originals persist on the forgotten-memory horizon via a suppressed principle the Council does not name. A Plot Twist card filed during the Century still reads PENDING — "When the correct player —" — in disappearing ink. The Merchant filed something under a retired category. The dream records are the only documentary evidence in any archive, in any location, of what happened — and nothing that would explain why the unicorns go solemn at the Nawn Embassy threshold, or why Mr. Black is the only Shadoran on the Council.

The Third Sales Lead

Load-bearing, filed plainly: Lethar's employment record carries seven different start dates, because no date in the system is early enough — Lethar has been in this city since before the city had its current name. The coffee mug with Lethar's name predates the mug style by fifteen years; nobody bought it, nobody brought it, it is simply there, clean. And the Season of Old Ones dialogue is the only explicit statement on record that the membrane was built to hold: "I know because I've watched it hold for longer than anyone else in this building has been watching." What Lethar is: not filed. The waiting is filed; the object of the waiting is not. (Lethar's fourteen-minute Tuesday gap is cross-filed in the Tuesday block, §12.4.)

The Director Is the Back Office

Stated plainly, as GM truth: the Director has not been seen entering or leaving the back office in recorded Bureau history — because the Director is not in the back office. The Director is the back office: the convergence point of all Timeline Bureau paperwork, every Plot Twist ever processed, every Anchored stamp ever issued, every Hidden Century record ever filed. The memos arrive preemptively; the filing for this would require a form that does not exist yet, which the Director has already approved, which has not been submitted. The payoff memo, when the player finds the direct path: "The Incomplete is not incomplete. The full text has always been visible to the correct reader. You are the correct reader. Look at the card."


Chapter — THE DATELINE — A Storyteller's Almanac
Every day, week, month, year and Age the city keeps, filed in the order you will need them — and one day it does not keep, filed nowhere.

For the Storyteller's side of the table. Chapter · The Dateline · Issued, not lent.

FILED NOTE

NOTICE TO PLAYERS. Today's date may be read aloud. The rest of this almanac may not. Say the date out loud, every session. They'll start dating their own threats.



Contents, by sheet


	The Three Times · Reading a Dateline

	The Day · Watches, Errands, Deeds

	The Week · Three Rules, Four Customs

	The Year · Months, Zipsdier, the Almanac Page

	The Almanac of Observances

	The Other Copy · When a Date Is Wrong

	Tuesday · Ten Discrepancies

	The Annual Return · The Age

	Running the Almanac

	At a Glance · The Deadline Ledger



1 · The Three Times — Elapsed · Recorded · Reversed

Other cities have time. Montavera has the records. A day here is not something that happens; it is something that is filed. It opens when the Debtal Clinics unlock their doors and closes at midnight, when Window 4 stops accepting forms. In between, it is whatever the paperwork says it was.

When they disagree: recorded wins in every office · elapsed wins in every body · reversed is owed to someone.

The law of the Other Copy

Nothing filed in Montavera is destroyed. It is moved. A date that is wrong is wrong only here; the right one is filed elsewhere — another drawer, another office, another hand. The Index calls this the Other Copy. It has never once failed to exist.


	CONFIRMED: Every wrong date has an Other Copy.

	PROBABLE: It is in the wrong hands. That is generally how it became the Other Copy.

	DECLINED: Who holds the Other Copies of the Hidden Century.



Whenever a date in your game is wrong, missing or impossible, ask one question before anything else: who has the right one? Sheet 6 answers it.

Twists and dates

A Twist rewinds one minute and never changes a date. If a Twist leaves a document disagreeing with what happened, that disagreement is a discrepancy (sheet 6). Nobody recalculates the calendar.

The present date

By the Index's count: Year 4 of the 56th Age. By the count of offices that have not opened the new volume: Year 17 of the 55th. Both are correct in the offices that keep them. Profit and cost: sheet 8.

Both. It's always both.

Reading a dateline

The full form: Moonsday, Zipsdier 81, 56th Age — day of the week (the city's, not the sky's) · month and day (1–28; Zipsdier 1–84) · the Age (a volume, not a year). The full form adds: Current Iteration.




	Form
	How it is written
	Where it is required





	Chronicle
	As above
	Papers, notices, edicts, gravestones



	Legal
	Moonsday, the 81st of Zipsdier, Year 4 of the 56th Age
	Contracts, leases, anything a court will read



	Full
	…of the 56th Age, Current Iteration
	Records whose authenticity is in question



	Shorthand
	Mo·Zp·81·56
	Internal; every office abbreviates differently





The city has administered one iteration at a time and sees no reason to number the current one. Anyone who writes a number there is asked which one they meant, and by whom.

Open-year agreements. A contract without its year is valid in every year. It is popular with the Bone Bank and with nobody who has signed one.

Amend. Never correct.

Dates are never corrected. They are amended — beneath the original, in red — and the original remains true for anyone who read it first.

FILED NOTE

AMENDED: the foregoing Shroudsday was a Tuesday.



Asking the time. In Vernac you file a request: "Requesting: the date. And which Age you're filing under." Asking bluntly is how auditors talk. In Sèlanar, tel is time and also a minute; witel is a Twist.

The date is correct. The Index has checked.

2 · The Day — Watches, Errands, Deeds

Twenty-four hours, sixty minutes, sixty seconds. The city saw no reason to improve on this, and has instead improved on what happens during them.

The four beats. A Montaveran day has four beats that matter: the Opening, Noon — at exactly 12:00 the sky opens and the Father Proxies descend — Sundown, and the Filing. The Index declines to invent six more. The six watches below are the Storyteller's clock, laid under the beats for pacing: they say what is open, who is awake, and what it costs to be seen. Where a watch and a beat disagree, the beat is the city's and the watch is yours.

The six watches




	Watch
	Hours
	The city at this watch





	Dawn-ish
	04–08
	Debtal Clinics open. The dying are punctual. Moonsday: the Sneaker Reliquary's buyback window



	Counter Hours
	08–12
	Every counter opens. Amnesty Hour: one hour, one new name, no questions



	Long Afternoon
	12–16
	At 12:00, Noon: the sky opens and the Father Proxies descend. Then the stamp goes to lunch. Edicts are read. Pay phones ring because balances change



	Dusk
	16–20
	Counters close. At sundown the Streets pass from False Identities to the Family Syndicate



	Night
	20–24
	Obligators make their rounds. Midnight: deeds due, Mandates enforced, the Council leaps



	The Filing
	00–04
	Oscu letters go out. The night ferries cross. The day is filed. It always takes all night





The city does not ring hours; it opens and closes. Amnesty Hour: 09:00. Sundown: 18:00 — the Streets flip.

Open every scene with the watch and the place: "Counter Hours, the Bone Bank." Your players now know what is open, who is awake, and what it costs to be seen.

Errands: when time passes off-screen

Three errands a day per citizen — one useful thing per watch: an office visit, a shift, research, a morning in a queue. A fourth is overtime: draw one card; its annotation follows the citizen into tomorrow. Scenes played at the table are never counted as errands.

The deeds

The Council's first decree has never been repealed: one good deed and one evil deed, per citizen, per day. Window 4 is closed on Shroudsday. File anyway. The Obligators come at night, ledger chained to the wrist, and apologize for the hour.

Form GD-1 / ED-1 · Daily Deeds · Window 4 · By midnight. Citizen — Date — GOOD DEED: returned a dropped glove to its owner. EVIL DEED: kept the other glove. A good deed performed for the paperwork counts as the evil deed. Carbon retained.

The inch of time. The Bureau also measures time in inches. Its instruments are certified and wrong; the accurate measurements are taken in Sirenia Lake, by a monstar who specializes in astrophysics, with the glasses. DECLINED: what an inch of time is. CONFIRMED: that it can be owed.

The deeds, at the table

When: once a session, for the last day played. One sentence each. Small is correct.

Grading: reclassify one deed per session — and do, when the table laughs.

The third deed: can't name both? Draw one card; its annotation is the shape of the third deed. One line in the file. It returns as an Obligator's visit, a stance shift, or a clock tick.

Standing deeds: every other day is covered by one standing good and one standing evil deed on the sheet. Changing them costs an errand at Window 4.

Pre-logging (Form G-2). Form G-2 is Virtue, Advance — the certificate that pre-logs a good deed. Pre-logging draws the Index's attention, and attention has a price: the next filing that day needs one more seal.

Midnight is not a suggestion.

3 · The Week — Three Rules, Four Customs

The week has seven days and begins on Moonsday. The month begins on Feastday. The Bureau has never been asked to reconcile these facts and has not volunteered. Players need to learn three things about the week, and will learn each one the first time it costs them something.




	Day
	The city keeps





	Moonsday · The Close
	clocks one box from done finish at sundown



	Twinsday · The Duplicate
	agreements filed twice; the copies drift



	Whispersday · The Overheard
	rumors · Sollen's Office Hours



	Ghoulday · The Circle
	tea below · the soil court



	Feastday · The Opening
	rent · debts · the bake sale — every month opens here



	Shroudsday · The Closed Window
	the city notices one day late



	Sunsday · The Second Look
	Temple · the disputation





Moonsday · The Close

Anyone may declare the apocalypse on any Moonsday by filing Form APOK-1 before sundown. The Church refuses to take a side, which both sides cite as endorsement. At night the Dark Raven Elders lead the Moonsday Service; attendees leave refreshed and slightly altered. Things end on Moonsday. It is the city's preferred day for it.

Rule. At sundown on Moonsday, any clock with exactly one empty box fills — unless a citizen spent a scene or an errand acting on it that day.

Tell the players about the Close on the first Moonsday they live through, after it has cost them something small. They will never forget it again.

Twinsday · The Duplicate

In Vernac, Zipdsday. The Laundromat Cafe pours a cup for the regular who never orders it; the cup is always drunk. Both Agencies' graduates win more Factions matches, and both claims are correct on alternate Twinsdays.

Rule. An agreement struck on Twinsday is filed twice, one copy to each party, and the copies drift. When it is next invoked, draw one card: its annotation says how the other copy differs. Both are binding. Each drifted copy is an Other Copy (sheet 6).

Shroudsday · The Closed Window

Window 4 is closed. Most counters are. The forms are due regardless. The city does not stop watching on Shroudsday. It stops reading.

Rule. Anything done on Shroudsday reaches the city's attention one day late: raven footage, complaints, an Obligator's notice all arrive on Sunsday. Anything needing an open office waits until Sunsday.

Shroudsday is when your players will plan their crimes. Every institution in the city knows this. Some of them have Sunsday plans.

The four days of custom




	Day
	What the city keeps
	Use it for





	Whispersday
	Unofficial positions, overheard in the washroom. The Gurunkin compare notes. Sollen's Office Hours: one question, one riddle
	Rumors · asking Sollen



	Ghoulday
	Tea below; the Under-Market receives callers who bring a teapot. The soil court sits
	Underground society · disputes



	Feastday
	The month opens. The Church's bake sale. The week's Merriment Mandates. Rent
	Debts · fresh starts



	Sunsday
	The Temple of the Suns opens early, stays bright late. The Arkademia's public disputation
	Wagers · second chances that cost





Moonsday ends it. Twinsday doubles it. Shroudsday hides it.

Things end on Moonsday. Plan accordingly.

4 · The Year — Twelve Months · One of Them Long

Eleven months of twenty-eight days; Zipsdier of eighty-four. Every month opens on a Feastday, the year is exactly fifty-six weeks, and so every date falls on the same weekday every year. The Bureau considers this its finest achievement, and has filed it under Weather.

Day 1 is Feastday, Hendiber 1. Day 392 is Ghoulday, Oldber 28. Fifty-six weeks, exactly.

The months




	#
	Month
	Days
	Folk season
	As the Index files it





	1
	Hendiber
	1–28
	Early summer
	The year opens. New pages, old ink



	2
	Sunmanber
	29–56
	High summer
	The Solstice Picnic. The Music Festival



	3
	Zipsdier
	57–140
	Late summer–autumn
	The long month. Everything is due



	4
	Mourndier
	141–168
	Late autumn
	The mortality rolls are read



	5
	Gloomber
	169–196
	Early winter
	The Guild of Gloom's month



	6
	Teadber
	197–224
	Winter
	Tea season below



	7
	Quillder
	225–252
	Winter
	The Recopying. Something is lost



	8
	Frostder
	253–280
	Deep winter
	The longest night. Starlight



	9
	Shroudber
	281–308
	Late winter, fog
	Leases end



	10
	Chandber
	309–336
	Early spring
	The Forecast of sanctioned calamity



	11
	Feastber
	337–364
	Spring
	The Cornic Confluence



	12
	Oldber
	365–392
	Late spring
	The Season of the Old Ones





The Bureau recognizes two seasons: Zipsdier, and the remainder. Why the months bear these names is DECLINED. Every name is spelled correctly.

Choosing a date

Do not roll for dates. Choose them by meaning, then find a date on that weekday. A thing meant to end falls on a Moonsday. A deal meant to be disputed is signed on a Twinsday. A crime meant to go unnoticed happens on a Shroudsday. A debt is due on a Feastday. A date with no weight can be anything: say it with confidence and write it down.

Zipsdier, the long month

Eighty-four days, because that is how long it takes. The Bureau's position is that it would be shorter if citizens filed on time, and that this position has never been tested. Due by midnight on its last day: every citizen's Annual Return (sheet 8); Form H-8, the annual record of whom one hates (Citizen Dregg receives the most, and tips well regardless); every standing order, D-3s included; Form 9-B from every unregistered musician; the census, which will again count one more citizen than the records allow.

Moonsday, Zipsdier 81 — the Council's Closed Session ratifies the year's filings. Ghoulday, Zipsdier 84, midnight — the Zipsdier Close. Whatever is unfiled is late.

Rule: the queue. During Zipsdier, any errand that needs an office takes two errands.

The almanac page · Form CAL-1

One grid serves every month and each third of Zipsdier (add 28 or 56). The white moon changes phase every Moonsday.




	Day
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4





	Feastday
	1
	8
	15
	22



	Shroudsday
	2
	9
	16
	23



	Sunsday
	3
	10
	17
	24



	Moonsday
	4
	11
	18
	25



	Twinsday
	5
	12
	19
	26



	Whispersday
	6
	13
	20
	27



	Ghoulday
	7
	14
	21
	28





Weekday of any date. Divide the day of the month by 7 and keep the remainder: 1 Feast · 2 Shrouds · 3 Suns · 4 Moons · 5 Twins · 6 Whispers · 0 Ghoul. Zipsdier 81 leaves 4. Moonsday, as the dateline requires.

Zipsdier is eighty-four days. This is not a complaint.

5 · The Almanac of Observances

Eighteen annual observances give the year its landmarks. Each ends in something a citizen can do. Observance is compulsory; enjoyment is advised.

The annual observances




	Date
	Observance
	At the table





	Oldber 28, midnight
	The Turning of the Year
	Every file gains a page. Citizens burn one regret in the square — filed first



	Sunmanber 18
	The Solstice Picnic · Temple of the Suns
	Always lovely. The Guild of Gloom glares across the street, which counts as attending



	Sunmanber 22–28
	The Montavera Music Festival
	Unregistered musicians play. Their Form 9-B is due by the Zipsdier Close



	Zipsdier 81
	The Closed Session · Council of Nine
	The year's filings ratified. Bribes cannot buy the agenda



	Zipsdier 84, midnight
	The Zipsdier Close
	Whatever is unfiled is late



	Mourndier 4
	The mortality rolls are read
	The Council grieves and invoices. Skolar has paid many times



	Mourndier, all month
	The heartbreak drive · Broken Heart Brigade
	They want yours. Pre-56th Age heartbreak is vintage



	Mourndier 15
	The Bazaar of Second Prices
	Nothing sells at its first price



	Gloomber 3
	The Agencies' annual debate
	Refereed. Both sides lose



	Gloomber 18
	The gloom-off · Guild of Gloom
	The champion has not smiled since the 54th Age. Smile at him



	Teadber 1
	The Steep
	The ghoul season opens below. One invitation, one teapot, one social circle



	Quillder, all month
	The Recopying
	Every ledger copied fresh. Misfiling is easiest now; so is being misfiled



	Frostder 18
	The Festival of Starlight
	The longest night. The Festival must go on



	Shroudber 28, midnight
	Lease Night
	Unrenewed leases end. The Oscu Estate writes more letters than on any other night



	Chandber 1
	The Forecast · Dept. of Strategic Misfortune
	The year's sanctioned calamities, published. The weather disagrees



	Feastber 15–28
	The Cornic Confluence
	Read the loser's bracket. Some losers write home



	Oldber, all month
	The Season of the Old Ones
	Sightings in Sollen's Mouth. ATOO is busy



	Each citizen's own
	Filing Day
	One line of one's own file, for one tooth (sheet 8)





Monthly and quarterly

The 1st: rent. The 18th: the pamphleteers of Sollen's Mouth meet and agree on nothing. The 28th: the In-Transit House auction; Lot 14 is always interesting.

Quarter Days — Zipsdier 42, Gloomber 28, Shroudber 14, Oldber 28, ninety-eight days apart: the approved history is revised, the Printing Company burns its misprints, and the Petition to Relocate the Elder is decided.

The Season of the Old Ones

Rule. In Oldber, during the Rite between sessions, advance one of ATOO's hidden clocks one extra box. The players see only the signs.

Under the full white moon

Sunmanber 18: the Solstice Picnic. Gloomber 18: the gloom-off. Frostder 18: the Festival of Starlight. The Bureau did not arrange this. It has taken credit.

Put each observance on the table's almanac page one week before it arrives. Announced a week early, it is a plan. On the day, a surprise. Never, a complaint.

Observance is compulsory. Enjoyment is advised.

6 · The Other Copy — When a Date Is Wrong

A date that is wrong is evidence. It means a record was moved, and a moved record has a holder. This is the sheet the rest of the almanac exists to serve.

A date is wrong — missing · impossible · or two records disagree → draw one card — department = class, seals = how far off → write four lines — holder · place · use · price → plant three clues — the gap · the witness · the trace → players find any one clue: enough.

If no clue is found, the players choose: Restore (amended in red; someone loses by it) · Keep (the party is now the holder) · Leave (the holder owns a piece of whoever it concerns). Every resolution is filed. None is free. If the matter is ignored, the holder acts — on the next Moonsday, heard as a rumor on Whispersday.

The Index does not investigate discrepancies. It files them, cross-references them, and waits for someone with more free time.

Draw for the class




	Card
	Class
	Where the Other Copy is





	Stamps
	Misfiled
	The wrong date was approved. With whoever applied



	Ledgers
	Misfiled
	In the wrong book. Another office's ledger



	Seals
	Redacted
	Readable with clearance. Whoever holds the clearance



	Keys
	Iteration
	Behind a door this city no longer has. With someone or something older than the current iteration



	The Unfiled
	Unfiled
	Outside the system: a Fiver, a Back Door drop, a bribed raven, a parrot-scratcher





Seals on the card — the wrong date is off by: none, the same week · one, another month · two, another year · three, another Age.

The card's annotation says how the discrepancy surfaced. Each class is one of the city's degrees of unfiling, seen from the calendar's side.

The four lines (all the preparation it needs)


	Holder. Who has the true date — a person, an office, an object.

	Place. Where it is kept.

	Use. What the true date is worth to them, and what they are doing with it.

	Price. What taking it costs. Choose one: the holder will own a favor; the party must leave something of its own filed in its place; the record comes back wrong; or someone else learns what it says.



Three clues · any one is enough

The gap. The empty place points to where the record went: who last signed it out, the label on the empty folder, the drawer that is heavier than it should be.

The witness. Someone remembers the true date, and has a reason to.

The trace. An object carries the date unofficially: a receipt, a Debtal Clinic appraisal, a pawn ticket, raven footage filed under Tournament.

During Quillder, the Recopying, you may run two discrepancies where one would do. Clerks are tired. Ink is fresh.

Nothing is destroyed. Only moved.

7 · Tuesday — The Standing Discrepancy

There is no Tuesday on the calendar. There are, nevertheless, Tuesdays. Ashley Summers keeps her hours on Tuesday. The Nawn Coalition lists the Lost Mountain as OTHER on Tuesdays. Memorabilia at the Crater Exchange was made last Tuesday. The Index files this and does not explain it.

A day is found afterward to have been a Tuesday. It was also whatever day it was. Both are filed. Nobody lived it twice. Several people remember it differently. The Other Copy of every Tuesday is held in one place: Ashley's ledger, which is never wrong about which days were Tuesdays, and never early.

From the Montavera Chronicle, 2nd edition, Moonsday, Zipsdier 11 — one tooth: Lamplighters arrived early along the Old Roadswirl. The Bone Bank reports no irregularities, which it reports daily. A cup was poured at the Laundromat Cafe and drunk by no one. The Guild of Gloom's champion has not smiled.

Finding a Tuesday

At the start of each session, draw one card per week that passed.


	No seals: One day that week was a Tuesday. You choose which.

	The Unfiled: Two days were.

	Anything else: No Tuesday that week. Shuffle it back.



About one Tuesday every three weeks.

Retroactive appointments

When a day is amended, ask the table: who was where? Any citizen who spent a scene or an errand somewhere that keeps Tuesday hours plays a short scene from the past, in the past tense. It is what happened. It is only being filed late.

Summer Breeze

Tuesdays belong to Ashley. Bring exact change, and be interesting.

A player may write exact change on the sheet at any time — but it must be there before the day in question. A citizen who visited Summer Breeze on a day later amended to Tuesday met Ashley. With exact change: a clean transaction; she found them interesting or did not, and remembers either way. Without it: she served them anyway, and they owe her the difference, payable in being interesting. She will say when it is due.

You don't get an appointment. You get a habit.

Boundaries · eternal

Never state what Tuesday is, or who amends it. Never print it on a calendar, handout or dateline. It appears only in amendments. Never an eighth day. No citizen can cause one. Keep a list of every Tuesday found. Players will read it for a pattern. PROBABLE: there is one.

Ten discrepancies, ready to use


	A death certificate dated next Moonsday. The deceased is planning a party.

	A lease struck on a Twinsday: two copies, two end dates, both binding.

	A citizen's Filing Day predates their birth by eleven years.

	Raven footage from a Shroudsday the city has no record of noticing.

	A Summer Breeze receipt dated to a Tuesday that has not been amended yet.

	The census lists the extra citizen at an address demolished in the 55th Age.

	A Debtal Clinic appraisal of a molar, dated before its owner had teeth.

	Two editions of the Chronicle, the same morning, in different Ages.

	A Quarter Day revision has removed an event the party attended. The party still has the souvenir.

	The sealed drawer in the Department of Strategic Misfortune, which ticks, now has a date on its label. The date is tomorrow.



Boundary. An Other Copy proves one fact — the true date of one thing. It never explains the iterations, the Hidden Century, or who keeps the Ages. If it has no holder, it is a typo, and the Index does not file typos.

No Tuesday appears on this page. Check again later.

8 · The Return & the Age — What the Year Owes · What the Ages Are

The Annual Return · during Zipsdier

Once a year, every citizen files. Ten minutes for the whole table. The closest thing Montavera has to a birthday party, a confession and a performance review, held at once, at a counter.

Form AR-1 · Annual Return · Due: Zipsdier 84, midnight.


	DECLARED — one thing gained this year.

	OWED — one thing owed, to anyone.

	WITNESSED — who saw what you'd prefer unfiled. (Madame Greaves, from the bakery window.)



The Witnessed person now exists, if they did not before, and now knows they were named.

The Index does not grade the Return. The offices do — and what follows is their practice, filed as found.

The review. Draw two cards. The city audits what it can see — seals required by rank: none for no runes · PENDING 1 · FILED 2 · CROSS-REF. 2 · INDEXED 3 · DOCKETED 3 · BOUND 4.


	Filed clean: Strike one annotation from the file, or receive one standing permit for the coming year — one narrow permission the city will honor.

	Annotated: Accepted, with a note: one standing complication for the year.

	Returned: An Auditor or Obligator calls within the month. Until corrected, any filing needing 3+ seals needs one more.

	Late: Filed in Mourndier, one rank higher.



Filing Day

The city keeps no birthdays. It keeps the date a file was opened — for a player's citizen, the FILED ceremony, when the first rune is etched. Until then, a citizen has no date, and clerks pause over them as over a blank page in a full book. On their Filing Day each year, a citizen may see one line of their own file, for one tooth. They choose the drawer; you choose the line — only lines written since the party arrived, until the matter of who unfiled them is ruled.

The Age

An Age is a volume. When it is full, another is opened. The Ages measure the world's time; the iterations measure the city's. They do not touch, and the Index asks that you never let them. Recent volumes closed in nine years and in twenty-two; loud years fill them faster. The 55th closed quickly. The city was founded in it, and a founding is loud.


	CONFIRMED: We are in the 56th Age.

	CONFIRMED: Several offices are in the 55th.

	DECLINED: Who keeps the volume, and what reads it.



Rule: the Turning. An Age turns only when you rule that the campaign has done something the world cannot leave in the same volume. The Chronicle prints the new Age the next morning, unannounced. A Disputed Interval begins.

The Disputed Interval · live now




	The 55th
	The 56th





	The Oscu Estate
	The Chronicle



	The Yesterday Ward
	The Council of Nine



	The Syndicate (night)
	False Identities (day)





On the seam: The Index — declines · The Church — neither · Strategic Misfortune — both · The Bone Bank — either. Off the page: Tomorrow Wards, 57th · Apokalypse, "the last one."

Every document dated in one Age has an Other Copy in the other. Double-dated: challenge any document at an office keeping the other Age, at three seals. Clean: void at that office, only there. Annotated: void, and the challenge is filed under your name in both Ages. Returned: the office re-dates you; everything you signed this year is open to the same challenge.

How it ends (you choose which are possible; players decide which happens): the Estate is forced to re-date · the Age turns again, and the Tomorrow Wards are vindicated · it never ends, a permanent seam in the law.

The city audits what it can see.

9 · Running the Almanac — Dials · Order · Pacing · Repair

Choose a dial


	Light. The dateline, the seven day names, the deeds, the Moonsday Close. For first sessions — or two teenagers and this almanac.

	Standard. Light, plus the Duplicate, the Closed Window, the deadline ledger, the Other Copy, the observances, the Zipsdier queue, Tuesday.

	Full. Standard, plus the Annual Return, Filing Day, the Disputed Interval rule, and the optional modules below.



Start at Light. Turn up when they ask what day it is.

The session, with the calendar in it


	Say the dateline.

	Draw for Tuesdays; play any retroactive scenes.

	"Meanwhile, in Montavera…" — the Rite (Chapter 8).

	Read the deadline ledger aloud: the next date that matters, and the days remaining.

	Play. Name the watch and the place as each scene opens.

	On Moonsday, the Close. At session's end, the deeds.



Pacing

A session covers one to three days. Between sessions, advance to the next Feastday unless the fiction says otherwise — about a week per session. Faster: advance to the 1st of the next month and run the Rite twice. Begin on Hendiber 1 for a gentle start, or Zipsdier 1 for deadlines from the first night.

When the calendar goes wrong

The city's own remedy: amend, never correct.


	Lost the date: It is the date on the last document anyone filed. Advance to the next Feastday.

	Forgot the deeds: They were standing deeds. No third deeds are owed.

	Forgot Tuesday: Tuesdays are found when they are found.

	Contradicted yourself: You have made a discrepancy. Write its four lines.

	Players ignore it: Let rent fall due once. Let one clock close on Moonsday. Then ask what day it is.



Optional · local time

A deadline is met or missed by the time kept where the document is filed.




	Place
	Its time





	The Citadel
	Council time, classified. Deadlines are announced after they pass



	Deep City
	None. Nothing filed here is late; nothing is on time. Overdue forms hide here. So do people



	Yesterday Ward
	A day behind. Filed here on its deadline, a form counts as filed the day before — and so were you



	Tomorrow Wards
	A day ahead. Pre-log deeds here without Form G-2



	The Streets
	Two clocks, flipped at sundown. Day papers and night papers do not recognize each other



	The Apokalypse
	Any date painted on a document is legally a decoration





Optional · the moons

The white moon is up, which means nothing. The black moon is also up, which means even less. The white moon keeps the almanac (new on the 4th, full on the 18th). The black moon keeps nothing. PROBABLE: it is visible near unfiled activity. Use it as a quiet clue in an Unfiled discrepancy. Never confirm the link; never say what it is.

Optional · weather, by draw

Forecasts are advisory. The weather disagrees. When it matters, draw one card at Dawn-ish; seals set how much.




	Card
	0 seals
	1





	Stamps
	bright
	hot, loud



	Ledgers
	gray
	accountant gray



	Seals
	drizzle
	rain



	Keys
	breeze
	dock fog








	Card
	2
	3





	Stamps
	glaring
	the sun is stamped on everything



	Ledgers
	low cloud
	the Citadel's top is gone



	Seals
	downpour
	rain that leaves a waxy film



	Keys
	gale; doors open
	fog the ravens refuse





In winter, rain is snow. The Unfiled: weather the Department declines to forecast. In Oldber, that is always fog, and the fog is not empty.

Amend. Never correct.

10 · At a Glance — The Whole Almanac, Folded

The dateline. Moonsday, Zipsdier 81, 56th Age. Legal adds Year 4 of the. Full adds Current Iteration. Amend in red; never correct.

Three times. Elapsed passes. Recorded is filed. Reversed is a Twist. Twists never change dates.

The day. Dawn-ish 4–8 · Counter Hours 8–12 · Long Afternoon 12–16 · Dusk 16–20 · Night 20–24 · the Filing 0–4 — under the four beats: Opening, Noon, Sundown, the Filing. Three errands; a fourth is overtime (draw).

The deeds. Once a session, for the last day played: one good, one evil. Missing one: draw; the third deed goes in the file.

The week. Moonsday — clocks one box from done fill at sundown. Twinsday — agreements filed twice; drift by draw. Shroudsday — noticed a day late. Whispersday, Ghoulday, Feastday, Sunsday: custom.

The year. Hendiber · Sunmanber · Zipsdier (84) · Mourndier · Gloomber · Teadber · Quillder · Frostder · Shroudber · Chandber · Feastber · Oldber. Weekday = date ÷ 7, remainder: 1 Feast … 4 Moons … 0 Ghoul.

Zipsdier. All annual filings due by the Close (84, midnight). Office errands cost two. Closed Session on the 81st.

The Other Copy. Draw: Stamps/Ledgers Misfiled · Seals Redacted · Keys Iteration · Unfiled Unfiled. Seals = how far off. Write holder, place, use, price. Plant gap, witness, trace. Ignored: the holder acts on Moonsday.

The Annual Return. Declared · Owed · Witnessed. Draw two. Seals by rank 1·2·2·3·3·4.

The Age. Turns by your ruling only. Double-dated challenge: three seals, at an office keeping the other Age. Never an iteration.

Tuesday. One draw per week passed. No seals: one Tuesday. Unfiled: two. Retroactive scenes. Exact change, beforehand.

The deadline ledger · photocopy freely · the city already has




	Field
	The entry, as filed





	Today
	Twins., Zip. 12



	Deadline
	Moons., Zip. 18



	Days left
	6



	What happens
	Temple clock completes



	What moves it
	the Close



	Other Copy? Holder
	—





The calendar is in order. It always has been. Where it is not, it has been amended, and the amendment is in order.

Yours in disservice, — The Headmaster

Players: do not look. The city already did.
Chapter — Becoming More Filed (Progression)


Greetings,

You do not level up in Montavera.

There is no experience. There are no points. No one has ever become more powerful by collecting enough numbers, and the city finds the suggestion quaint.

Instead: the city keeps a file on you. The file grows. The file deepens. And one day — after the audit, after the hearing, after the working that everyone felt — a clerk stamps it, a rune is etched into your skin, and you are more filed than you were.

This is advancement. It is public. It is permanent. It glows near unicorns.

Some citizens seek a different path. The city has a word for them, too. The word is pending.

— The Headmaster



PLOT TWIST CARDS

Handout 16 — THE DECK (16 cards)

Cut these out. Hand them to players. Each has a name, a trigger, and an effect — in the spirit of the card game's Plot Twists, which activate before their triggering event completes ("not time travel — timeline redirection via paperwork"). A player may play a Plot Twist from their hand when its trigger occurs, interrupting the fiction. Each is one-use. The Storyteller may veto only by filing Form 7th-RED, which nobody does.

Cards 1–8 are the established deck. Cards 9–16 are  additions.


	WELFARE CHECK — Trigger: You have no MOJO, no leverage, and no plan. Effect: Gain leverage equal to the sum of everyone else's at the table. The city provides. The city always provides, usually to make a point.

	TAKE-BACK — Trigger: You just said something you regret, in-character, within the last ten seconds. Effect: Rewind. Nobody acted on it. Everyone nods. It never happened. (Once per session per player. The table will enforce this.)

	AUDIT SEASON — Trigger: An NPC lies to the party. Effect: The lie is immediately audited. The NPC must produce documentation for the lie within one minute of real time or confess. Most confess. The paperwork is worse.

	FRIEND OF THE FAMILY — Trigger: A Family Syndicate goon threatens the party. Effect: Produce Mr. Black's letter of recommendation (you have one now; don't ask how). The goon stands down, salutes, and offers a fruit basket. The basket is bugged. It is always bugged.

	MIRROR, ADVANCE COPY — Trigger: A PC looks in a mirror. Effect: The reflection shows the next ten seconds. The player may change one action based on what they see. The mirror smiles. It knew they would.

	EMINENT DOMAIN — Trigger: The party needs a location — a hideout, a stage, a vault. Effect: The city seizes one for public use and loans it to the party for one scene. The paperwork arrives mid-scene. Someone must sign. Signing has consequences, filed later.

	THE CLERK OF RETURNING THINGS — Trigger: A PC loses something important. Effect: The Clerk appears, bows, and returns it — slightly used, with a receipt, and a story about where it's been that raises more questions than the loss did.

	SEVENTH RED EXPERIMENT — Trigger: Play only when everything has gone wrong. Effect: Everything is redacted. The scene rewinds to the last moment anyone was happy. No further explanation is offered, or will be. (Use once per campaign. Mean it.)

	FORM 8-K  — Trigger: You need to exist, officially, right now. Effect: Produce a stamped Form 8-K (Existence, Request for). You exist for one scene. The paperwork arrives mid-scene. Someone must sign. The Unfiled are still waiting for theirs.

	DISCREPANCY  — Trigger: You notice something that isn't how it was. Effect: Say it out loud — "that's not how it was" — and file it. Usable once to contradict the record in a scene. Drak's file advances one step. Everyone at the table pretends not to be nervous.

	CHARACTER WITNESS  — Trigger: An NPC vouches for you. Effect: They actually show up. With documentation. The documentation raises more questions than the vouching answered. It always does.

	SEALED DRAWER  — Trigger: You need something that was filed away. Effect: Open the nearest drawer. It contains exactly what you need, and a note explaining why you can't have it. Take it anyway. File the note.

	PREVIOUS OWNER  — Trigger: You find a handout, form, or object. Effect: It has margin notes from a previous owner, in a hand you almost recognize. The notes are genuinely useful. Do not ask whose hand it is.

	COUNCIL REVIEW  — Trigger: Anything, really. Effect: The action is APPROVED. DENIED. Both stamps land. Both are true. Proceed accordingly.

	THE QUIET RAVEN  — Trigger: A raven is perched facing the chasm. Effect: Do not approach it. It approaches you instead, and delivers a message you have been avoiding. The message is accurate. The timing was never your choice.

	MAKE SURE SOMEONE REMEMBERS  — Trigger: Play only when a PC would be forgotten. Effect: Someone remembers. You don't choose who. They remember the wrong part first, then the right part, then they wish they didn't. (Use once per campaign. Mean it.)





End of handouts. Perforate along the dotted line. There is no dotted line. There never was. File accordingly.



"I'M A THREE-RUNE PETITIONER."

Say it out loud. That's your character.

The number is your rank — how deeply the city has filed you. The trade is what you do — petitioner, courier, sweeper, teller, auditor, musician. Jobs, not classes. In Montavera, you are your paperwork.

"She's a five-rune auditor." You know exactly what that means. Don't.
"He's got no runes but plays like a three." That's not a description. That's an accusation.



THE SIX RANKS




	Runes
	Rank
	The city says
	You unlock





	0
	PENDING
	"Who?"
	Food. Rain. Street goods.



	1
	FILED
	"Ah, yes. Here you are."
	Licensed goods. Twist code. Rent. The standard catalog.



	2
	CROSS-REFERENCED
	"You know people."
	District specialties. Petition-grade supplies. Occasions for True Names — given, never sold.



	3
	INDEXED
	"The Index knows your name."
	Restricted goods. Deeper workings. Leases — a door with your name on it.



	4
	DOCKETED
	"You're on the agenda."
	Council-grade provision. Routes to True Names. A street, if you're careful.



	5
	BOUND
	"The Book's word."
	The deep files. Legendary workings. And the city's full attention, forever.





The rule of the ladder: every rung up is a rung deeper into the file. Power and paperwork arrive together. There is no exception. (There is one exception. He wears a shroud. We'll get to him.)

What each rank means, socially

PENDING (0). You are a rumor the city hasn't confirmed. Shopkeepers sell you street goods — day-old bread, secondhand clothes, a flute with one broken key — because the street provides for nobodies. Nobody asks for your file. You don't have one. Ravens still watch 95% of your steps; the city watches everyone, filed or not. It just doesn't care yet.

FILED (1). "Ah, yes. Here you are." The city knows your name, so the city will sell to you properly: the licensed catalog, standard instruments, Debtal Clinic basics, a room you may rent. Your twist code — the account that lets you hold Twists. Your first petitioner's kit, if that's your trade. You may now be sued, which the city considers a promotion.

CROSS-REFERENCED (2). "You know people." Your file links to other files, so merchants link their stock to you. District specialties open — the good stuff that's only sold here, to people the district recognizes. Petition-grade supplies: the forms, seals, and inks that make paperwork move faster. Introduction-grade True-Name tools: tuning forks, resonance paper, the beginner's lexicon (annotated, censored, still useful). And occasions begin here — the deep files, the hearings, the audiences where a muse might give a True Name. Earned, never sold, never stamped: the limit is love, not law. This is also where riders unlock: the city trusts you with permissions that have teeth.

INDEXED (3). "The Index knows your name." The restricted catalogs open. Rare instruments with provenance. True-Name tools the beginners aren't allowed to see. Protective workings, filed and legal. The first temporal items — small things, Twist-adjacent, Council-approved, ruinously expensive. Leases: you're filed deeply enough to be trusted with a door that has your name on it. Third-degree voice attunements become possible — the city will let you carry a voice entire, because it has your file and knows where you live.

DOCKETED (4). "You're on the agenda." The city's active business includes you. Council-grade provision: powerful working components, routes to True Names (maps, introductions, the right question asked to the right archivist — never the names themselves; those are earned). Council-surplus equipment, decommissioned but functional. Money stops being the constraint here; clearance becomes the constraint. A street, if you're careful — and if the street agrees, which it might not.

BOUND (5). "The Book's word." Legendary workings. The deep files. Things that file you back — items with their own files, thicker than yours. The city doesn't sell these; it entrusts them, temporarily, with paperwork that makes your obligations look like a starter file. And the city's full attention, forever. There is nowhere to stand at five runes. Everyone can see you. Especially them.

What each rank unlocks, mechanically




	Rank
	Workings
	Equipment
	Domain
	Clearance





	0 PENDING
	Unfiled only — what you've stumbled upon or been given (every starter hears a Voice or holds a fragment). Nothing recorded, protected, or reliable.
	Street goods
	A room, cash up front
	None



	1 FILED
	Beginner's lexicon (annotated, censored)
	Licensed catalog
	Lease — rights, revocable
	Twist code. Accounts.



	2 CROSS-REF
	Occasions — deep files, hearings, audiences where True Names are given, never granted
	District specialties
	—
	Petitions. District records.



	3 INDEXED
	Restricted workings
	Restricted catalog
	Deeds (Oscu Estate)
	Forms that move.



	4 DOCKETED
	Powerful workings
	Council provision
	A street, carefully
	The city's agenda.



	5 BOUND
	Legendary workings
	Things that file you back
	A vault, perhaps
	The Book's word.





(The equipment column follows the Price of Everything chapter exactly — shops check your runes, and the good ones check twice.)



RUNES

At each filing, a rune is etched into your skin. Not a tattoo — a record, written on the citizen instead of the paper. Rune count is public. Citizens count each other's runes the way yours count teeth: constantly, and with opinions.

The glow: runes brighten near unicorns or unicorn-imbued things. You cannot lie about your rank to a unicorn. High rank means you can't hide from them — which is why the most powerful citizens in Montavera are also the most visible.

The pride: players will say the number out loud. Let them. "Three runes" is earned. It means surviving the filing, the audit, the working. It means the city looked at you and wrote you down deeper.



THE FILE IS THE CHARACTER SHEET

Forget the character sheet you know. Yours is Form F-1, the file jacket — a folder the city issued and you carry:


	Name and trade (who you are, what you do — petitioner, courier, sweeper, teller, auditor, musician; jobs, not classes).

	Runes (the etchings, described — where they sit on the skin is the citizen's choice, and the choice is filed).

	Endorsements (the stamps — see below; each with its date, its clerk's initials, its fine print).

	TUNING tags (what the music has cost you so far — in your handwriting, because the city makes you write your own erosion).

	
Memory slots (five — the file jacket holds five memories, each a single sentence. When a sixth arrives, one must be crossed out. Crossing one out is the player's choice, and it should hurt. The city does not forget for you; it makes you do it yourself, in ink.)



	
Obligations ledger (what the city expects, and when).





The player keeps the original. The Storyteller keeps the carbon. That is not flavor text. The city's copy is the receipt, and the receipt is the game: everything the file says about you is true, legally, and then actually.

The printable file jacket (Form F-1, 4 sheets) and the Storyteller's carbon (2 sheets) are cataloged in Chapter 18, The Office's Printed Forms.



HOW ADVANCEMENT HAPPENS: THE FILING

The Storyteller files you. Not with points — with notice.

You advance when the city notices you. The triggers, stated plainly so no table has to guess:


	You completed an arc. The matter is closed, the file is stamped, the city saw.

	You survived an audit. Walked in pending, walked out witnessed.

	You were named in a significant record. A Chronicle story. A council minute. A wanted poster (yes, those count — the city notices infamy with the same stamp as fame).

	You performed a working everyone felt. The room's attention is a kind of filing.

	You changed a district fixture. Saved the bakery. Ruined the bakery. Either way, the bakery's file now references yours.



Guidance for consistency (because "the city notices" can feel arbitrary if you're careless):


	Announce it at session start, never mid-scene. "The city has noticed you. Report to the office." The ceremony needs an office, a form, a clerk — it cannot happen in a burning building, and it should not.

	File the party together when the arc was shared; individually when the deed was solo. The city is precise about credit.

	When in doubt, the city files slower than the player wants. Anticipation is part of the design. A player who has been about to be filed for two sessions will remember the ceremony forever.

	Reward arcs, not kills. The filing follows story. Survived something? Named in something? Changed something? Filed.



The cadence: notices

The city does not file on a schedule — but it files on a rhythm. Three kinds of notice:


	Minor notice (end of session): the Storyteller names one thing the city noticed. Adjust one tuning tag, or note one knack sharpened. Small. Filed.

	Significant notice (end of arc): the city noticed properly. One endorsement stamp — Form F-2, at the next ceremony.

	Filing (after two significant notices): the rank itself. A rune, a ceremony, a deeper file. Roughly every six to ten sessions — a full career to Bound is thirty to fifty. The city files slower than you want. Anticipation is part of the design.



The filing test

When the Storyteller isn't certain the city has noticed enough, the test — four questions, answered aloud:


	Name the event. What happened, in one sentence, that the city would write down?

	Say why it matters. To whom — a district, a council minute, the Chronicle?

	Together or solo? Shared arcs file the party together; solo deeds file the doer. The city is precise about credit.

	Count the quiet one. The contribution nobody applauded — the listener, the watcher, the one who stayed — counts double in the city's eyes. Say so out loud, so the table hears it too.



If the test passes, announce it at session start: "The city has noticed you. Report to the office." Never mid-scene. The ceremony needs an office, and the office keeps hours.

Open petitions

Every player files one open petition — Form P-1, a single sentence: what they want the city to notice about them. I want the city to notice that I keep the night market safe. I want the city to notice my rain-songs.

When a petition is fulfilled in play — really fulfilled, witnessed — the clerk stamps it. A stamped petition counts as a significant notice. The player chose the target; the story did the work; the city agrees.

Petitions may be amended, never erased — amendments are filed. A player holds one open petition at a time, because the city reads one sentence carefully and two sentences never.

This is how players chase their own filings. The Storyteller keeps the ceremony. The player chooses what it's for.

Then comes the ceremony, every time, the same way:

An office. A form. A stamp. A clerk who has done this ten thousand times and will do it ten thousand more. The rune is etched. It hurts. The clerk offers you a lozenge. The lozenge is filed as a medical expense.

This is deliberate. Advancement in Montavera is not a private math exercise. It's a public bureaucratic event — slightly absurd, slightly ominous, completely unforgettable. Your players will remember every filing. No one remembers leveling up to 7.

And at the ceremony, besides the rune, comes the choice. Form F-2: Endorsement of Advancement. One stamp per filing. Choose well — the stamp is permanent.



ENDORSEMENTS: THE BRANCHING

Here is the part the city doesn't advertise and the street never stops talking about:

Your initial choices do not determine your whole experience. At every filing, you choose one endorsement — one stamp on the file — from three kinds. Five filings, five endorsements, in any combination the gates allow. Two citizens can stand at three runes with nothing in common. By five runes, every character is a unique combination, and the city can prove it, because the city kept the receipts.

The three kinds:

VOICE — attune to one of the seven voices: Flesh, Water, Desire, Drive, Fear, Mineral, Light. (The seven questions you can ask of anything with music — see the Music chapter. They are questions, not statistics, and no degree turns one into a bonus.) Each voice has degrees — the Ear, the Hand, the Return — and they chain: to carry Fear's Hand you must already bear its Ear; the file shows the chain, and the chain is the prerequisite. The Ear hears the voice always, unprompted. The Hand plays it deliberately — and lets you choose the form its tuning takes. The Return voices the voice entire, once per session — and at each filing sheds one hardened tag in that voice: the only way tuning ever lessens.

SONG — file a song you heard in play. Repertoire grows only through relationships: the living choose which song they sing, so a song is never granted by stamp — only heard, then filed. Filing makes it reliably playable: no longer dependent on circumstance, no longer a lucky hearing. But the filing is public, and the one the song belongs to knows it's on file — and that knowledge is an obligation. (The twenty-one worked examples in the Music chapter are the seed catalog; the song catalog below extends it by rank.)

RIDER — a bureaucratic permission with teeth. Clearances, dispensations, codicils: the Rider of Quiet Passage, the Codicil of Sealed Lips, the Endorsement of Auditory Exception. Each rider states what it permits, what it costs in obligations, and who notices. Riders are the city's way of saying yes, but — and the but is always filed.

The choosing procedure

At the filing ceremony, after the rune, the clerk slides Form F-2 across the desk. It lists what your new rank permits (see the gates below). You choose one. The clerk stamps it. The stamp is permanent — the file does not do erasures, only amendments, and amendments are themselves filed.

How to choose well: choose what the story has been teaching you. If you've spent three sessions listening at doors, the Voice of Fear's first degree is the story recognizing you. If you've been humming the rain's song since the flood, take the song. If the Auditor has been circling, take the rider. The Storyteller's job is to make all three kinds available fictionally before the filing — a voice heard often, a song half-learned, a rider offered by someone with an agenda. The choice should feel like recognition, not shopping.

Rank gates




	Your new rank
	You may take





	1 FILED
	Voice (first degree) or Song (tier-one songs)



	2 CROSS-REFERENCED
	+ Rider (tier-two riders); Voice second degree (requires first degree of the same voice); Song (tier-two songs)



	3 INDEXED
	+ Voice third degree (requires second degree of the same voice); Song (tier-three songs); Rider (tier-three riders)



	4 DOCKETED
	+ Song (tier-four songs); Rider (tier-four riders)



	5 BOUND
	+ Song (tier-five songs); Rider (tier-five riders)





One endorsement per filing. Five filings, five endorsements. The combinations are the character.



THE CATALOGS

Everything below is complete. What it does fictionally, what it does at the table, what it requires, what it costs. Nothing is hand-waved — but nothing is numbers, either. Fictional permissions and small table effects. The file, not the math.

How to read a stamp

Every endorsement below follows the same six lines:


	Stamp: its in-world name, as the clerk writes it.

	You may: the new thing this character is allowed to attempt or accomplish.

	When: the situation it applies in.

	Cost: the tuning or obligation consequence, if any.

	Prerequisite: what must already be filed, heard, or established.

	Example: one scene, showing it working.



And the file is precise about three kinds of reward — learn the difference, because the city knows it:


	[Permission] — you may attempt something previously closed to you. The door opens; what you do inside is play.

	[Capability] — you can reliably accomplish a defined thing. The stamp does the work, every time.

	[Access] — you can reach a source: a person, place, record, or occasion that can teach or provide. What you learn there is play.



A permission never masquerades as a capability. "You may petition the office" is not "the office must grant it." The riders below are tagged; every filed song is a capability (reliably playable once heard and filed); every voice degree is a capability of hearing, playing, or returning.

Worked example — the Stamp of Second Entry:
- Stamp: Second Entry, tier two [Permission]. You may: enter any public office by the staff door, any hour it's staffed. When: the office is staffed and you sign the staff ledger — truthfully, legibly, with your full name. Cost: the staff remember your face, forever — an obligation of familiarity, callable at parties. Prerequisite: Cross-referenced (rank 2). Example: Bren needs the records room at midnight. He signs. He walks past the night clerk. He is remembered at every party thereafter.



CATALOG ONE: THE SEVEN VOICES

Attunement is hearing made permanent — not a statistic. The voices are seven questions, never seven skills, and degrees deepen the music, not the math. The Ear hears a voice always, unprompted. The Hand plays it deliberately — and chooses the form its tuning takes. The Return voices it entire, once per session — and sheds one hardened tag per filing, the only way tuning ever lessens. Degrees chain: the Hand requires the Ear of the same voice; the Return requires the Hand and rank 3+. The stamp shows the chain.

DESIRE — What does it want? What would satisfy it?

First degree — the Ear. Desire is audible to you always — not when you Listen for it, not when circumstance makes it loud. The room's wants layer over its noise unprompted: the door wants opening, the crowd wants leaving, the miser wants keeping — whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what things want the way they'd volunteer weather. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you start wanting small things constantly. Sweets. Windows open. The wanting is contagious.
Headmaster: "The Office notes that hearing wants is the beginning of having too many."

Second degree — the Hand. Want becomes an instrument you play deliberately — aim a thing's want aside like a motif, lend it, borrow against it — and you hear Desire in songs sung to others, not just to you (the spy's whole trade). And the tuning answers to you: when Desire marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Desire — turn a want, aim it, quiet it. Tuning: yours to shape, within wanting's nature. Your own wants get louder and more specific — you don't just want lunch; you want that lunch, from that cart — but you choose which want sticks.
Headmaster: "Play with wanting and the wanting plays back. This is not a metaphor. This is the procedure."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform the whole of a thing's wanting — not a fragment, the entire Desire — once per session: name what a thing wants most and make it felt for the scene, true or satisfied, the Storyteller decides which, but the wanting is total, never subtle. And the great motion: bend and return. At each filing, shed one hardened Desire tag — the only way tuning ever lessens. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): you take on a want not your own for the full session. It doesn't leave when the scene ends — but at the filing, one old want leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "The Office has a form for renouncing a borrowed want. Nobody has ever filed it twice."

DRIVE — What moves it? What is its tempo, its restlessness?

First degree — the Ear. Drive is audible to you always — tempos unprompted, whether you asked or not: the guard's march, the crowd's churn, the sleeper's stillness, as clearly as pitch. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what's restless and what's idle. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you get restless sitting still. Meetings become difficult.
Headmaster: "The city runs on Drive. So, lately, do you."

Second degree — the Hand. Tempo becomes an instrument you play deliberately — rhythm flourishes: march things out of step or into it, sync heartbeats or break them, set the mill turning — and you hear Drive in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Drive marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Drive — impose or borrow tempo. Tuning: yours to shape. Your walk changes tempo with your mood, visibly — people notice before you do — but you choose which restlessness sticks.
Headmaster: "A citizen was observed out-walking their own raven. The raven filed a complaint."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform a thing's whole restlessness — or its whole stillness — once per session: set a crowd moving, still a riot, wind a tension tighter; the Drive entire, not a fragment. And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Drive tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): you cannot sit still for the rest of the session. The Drive stays in you, pacing — but at the filing, one old restlessness leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "The Office reminds bearers that a stilled crowd is still a crowd."

FEAR — What does it pull away from?

First degree — the Ear. Fear is audible to you always — every room's, unprompted: the lock fears its key, the miser fears spending, the brave man fears the specific dark — whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what things pull away from. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you startle easier. You notice exits first, in every room, forever.
Headmaster: "Knowing what everything fears is the beginning of fearing the knowing."

Second degree — the Hand. Fear becomes an instrument you play deliberately — play it back at things, the lock's key-song, the miser's spending-song — and hear Fear in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Fear marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Fear — aim a thing's fear at it, or borrow its shape. Tuning: yours to shape. Your own fears get specific names — not "the dark," that dark, on that street — but you choose which fear sticks.
Headmaster: "The Office declines to say whether the second degree is armor or bait."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform the whole of a thing's Fear — or take it into yourself — once per session: panic a room entire, or carry one person's fear for the scene (they're brave; you're not). And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Fear tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): you carry the fear home. It visits your sleep. The Office does not cover this under medical — but at the filing, one old fear leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "Borrowed fear is still fear. The Office does not accept returns."

FLESH — What is it made of? What can be wounded, changed, healed?

First degree — the Ear. The woundable is audible to you always — bodies read truer unprompted: the limp's history, the cough's depth, the wall's weak course — whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what can be hurt or healed. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you bruise easier. You notice others' bruises first, before their faces.
Headmaster: "The Office files all bodies under 'temporary.' It means it kindly."

Second degree — the Hand. Flesh becomes an instrument you play deliberately — knit or unknit small hurts: a flourish closes a cut, loosens a knot, eases a joint — and hear Flesh in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Flesh marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Flesh — mend or mar, small and immediate. Tuning: yours to shape. Your hands learn the shape of hurts — you touch injuries without asking, and people let you — but you choose which ache sticks.
Headmaster: "Healers are just borrowers who never gave the Flesh back."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform a body's whole Flesh — mend what should have scarred, or unmake what should have held — once per session, a mending or unmaking entire. (A wall has Flesh. So does a bone. So does a vow, if you listen right.) And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Flesh tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): your own body keeps the echo. The mended ache visits you, on schedule — but at the filing, one old ache leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "The Office reminds third-degree bearers: flesh remembers being played."

MINERAL — What endures? What remains when the flesh is gone?

First degree — the Ear. The enduring is audible to you always — grudges, foundations, oaths, the things the city refuses to throw away: you hear how long things last, unprompted, whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what will outlast the scene. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you start keeping things. Ticket stubs. Stones. Old letters. Your pockets fill.
Headmaster: "Mineral is the voice of everything the city refuses to throw away. Including you, now."

Second degree — the Hand. Endurance becomes an instrument you play deliberately — strengthen what lasts: hold an oath, keep a wall — or hear exactly how long a thing will endure, to the season — and hear Mineral in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Mineral marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Mineral — shore up or weigh. Tuning: yours to shape. You become hard to move — opinions, furniture, you — but you choose what sets.
Headmaster: "The second degree is popular with landlords and unpopular with everyone else."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform the whole Mineral — call up what endures entire: the grudge speaks its terms, the ruin shows its whole history, the oath says what it actually bound — once per session, an enduring thing, whole. And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Mineral tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): something in you hardens permanently. A small thing — a knuckle, a habit, a position. The Office records it — but at the filing, one old hardness leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "Endurance is a voice. It is also a verdict."

LIGHT — What does it reveal — and what does it conceal?

First degree — the Ear. The shown-and-hidden is audible to you always — what a thing displays, what it covers: the smile's work, the ledger's second set — unprompted, whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what a thing shows versus what it hides. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you notice lies the way others notice weather. Constantly. Tiringly.
Headmaster: "The Office warns: everything reveals something. Especially the things trying not to."

Second degree — the Hand. Reveal-and-conceal becomes an instrument you play deliberately — a flourish that shows the hidden seam, or hides the obvious one — and hear Light in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Light marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Light — unveil or veil, small and deliberate. Tuning: yours to shape. You start hiding small things for no reason — then revealing them, to see the flinch — but you choose which habit sticks.
Headmaster: "Bearers of the second degree are advised against attending surprise parties."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform the whole Light — lay a thing bare entirely, reveal-and-conceal all at once, or shroud it completely — once per session, total unveiling or total veiling. And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Light tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): you cannot keep a secret for the rest of the session. Everything leaks. Everything — but at the filing, one old leak is sealed with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "Total light blinds. The Office has the incident reports."

WATER — What flows through it? What does it carry?

First degree — the Ear. The carried is audible to you always — rumors, routes, griefs in transit: what moves through things and where it's going — unprompted, whether you asked or not. At the table: the Storyteller volunteers what a thing carries or where it flows. You don't ask; you overhear. Tuning: you start carrying things for people. Messages. Parcels. Other people's grief. Your arms fill.
Headmaster: "Water is the kindest voice. The Office trusts it least."

Second degree — the Hand. Flow becomes an instrument you play deliberately — redirect what moves: reroute a rumor, carry a crowd's mood elsewhere, send the grief down a different street — and hear Water in songs sung to others. And the tuning answers to you: when Water marks you, you choose the tag's form. At the table: flourishes through Water — redirect the carried. Tuning: yours to shape. You can't stay in one place long — you flow toward where you're needed, wanted or not — but you choose which current sticks.
Headmaster: "Second-degree bearers are frequently found in other districts with no memory of deciding to go."

Third degree — the Return. You can perform the whole Water — become the channel, and carry a thing's entire flow through yourself: a river's, a riot's, a grief's — once per session, carry it entire. And bend and return: at each filing, shed one hardened Water tag. At the table: the voicing, once per session; between filings, the Return. Tuning (heavy): it doesn't all leave. Some of it stays. That is the price, and the price is the point — but at the filing, one old current leaves with the clerk's stamp.
Headmaster: "The Office reminds bearers: you are a vessel, not a destination. Vessels crack."



CATALOG TWO: SONGS BY TIER

Your book of songs — the Form TN-1 worksheet — is exactly that: a book, not a spellbook. Songs are not learned by stamp. A SONG endorsement files a song you actually heard in play, through a relationship — because the living choose which song they sing. Filing makes it reliably playable [Capability]. The one it belongs to knows it's on file, and that knowledge is an obligation. Each entry below: the true name, the perspective (sung to whom), the loudest voices, what filing lets you play — and how the song is heard (Prerequisite), and who knows (Cost). The Music chapter's twenty-one worked examples are the seed catalog; these extend it by rank. Where a name overlaps one of the twenty-one, the perspective here is new.

TIER ONE (Filed) — everyday names, first repertoire

A door's song, to the knocker. Loudest: Desire, Flesh. Played: know whether the door wants to be opened — and it will tell you, leaning on its hinges either way.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Spend a night knocking — and being knocked for. Hear a door choose to open for someone it loves.
They know: (Cost) Doors talk. Every door you pass knows you carry the knocker's song — and expects you to knock properly, always.
Headmaster: "Doors are optimists. Knock accordingly."

A candle's song, to the dark. Loudest: Light, Flesh. Played: the flame leans toward what you need to see. The dark complains, formally, and withdraws half a pace.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Sit with one candle through a full night-watch. Keep it alive.
They know: (Cost) The dark remembers borrowers. It will ask, eventually, for an hour of yours.
Headmaster: "The dark has filed three complaints this century. All were upheld. None were enforced."

A coin's song, to the palm. Loudest: Mineral, Desire. Played: know what the coin has bought — its recent history, palm to palm, back three hands.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Take a coin that's passed through grief — a widow's mite, a beggar's last — and listen to where it's been.
They know: (Cost) Palms remember. Misers can hear you coming, and the song thins if you spend carelessly.
Headmaster: "Coins remember everything and forgive nothing. Spend them before they testify."

A broom's song, to the corner. Loudest: Drive, Water. Played: the sweeping finishes itself — dust gathers where you point, grumbling, and stays.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Sweep someone else's threshold for a week. Not yours.
They know: (Cost) The corners know your name now. Dust follows you home, out of professional courtesy.
Headmaster: "The Office reminds borrowers: the broom does the work. You do the pointing. This distinction matters at audit."

A bell's song, to the hour. Loudest: Drive, Light. Played: ring true — the note carries exactly where you aim it, no further, and arrives on the hour it was meant for.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Be present for a bell's hundredth ringing. Count them — all of them — without leaving.
They know: (Cost) The hour expects punctuality from you now. Lateness has a sound, and it's yours.
Headmaster: "Bells are the city's most honest citizens. They only ever say one thing."

TIER TWO (Cross-referenced) — the city's working names

A debt's song, to the debtor. Loudest: Fear, Mineral. Played: the debtor feels the weight — advantageous in negotiation, cruel if pressed. The debt itself leans closer to hear.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Hold someone's debt a full season without collecting. Carry it.
They know: (Cost) The debtor knows you filed their song. They'll come to renegotiate — and they won't come alone.
Headmaster: "Debts are patient. Play this song and watch the patience curdle."

A rumor's song, to the eager ear. Loudest: Water, Desire. Played: plant it or kill it — hum it forward and the rumor travels; hum it backward and it dies in the throat. Either way, the ear remembers you.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Be the ear. Let three rumors pass through you untransmitted, and listen to how they itch.
They know: (Cost) Eager ears recognize a fellow carrier. You'll be told things you never asked for, forever.
Headmaster: "The Office tracks rumors the way it tracks weather: constantly, inaccurately, and with great confidence."

A pigeon's song, to the cote. Loudest: Water, Drive. Played: the pigeon carries your message and returns — one round trip, no detours, the cote's honor on it.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Raise a pigeon from the egg — or carry one's message through a storm.
They know: (Cost) The cote counts you as kin. Kin get the dawn cooing. Kin also get the hawks.
Headmaster: "Pigeons are filed separately from ravens and resent the distinction. The distinction stands."

A river-crossing's song, to the ferryman. Loudest: Water, Fear. Played: the crossing goes smooth — the river doesn't notice you, and the ferryman doesn't ask why.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Cross with a ferryman who owes the river something, and hear what the river charges.
They know: (Cost) The ferryman remembers who listened. Your crossings stay smooth; your fares do not.
Headmaster: "The river notices everything. This song is about the ferryman."

A mask's song, to the wearer. Loudest: Light, Desire. Played: wear it truer — the mask's face becomes your face for the scene, and your face keeps the memory.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Wear another's mask a full evening — a real one, borrowed with permission.
They know: (Cost) The wearer knows their face is on file. They may ask to wear yours, someday.
Headmaster: "The Office has a form for removing a mask. It is rarely filed. That is the point of masks."

TIER THREE (Indexed) — deeper workings

Fire's song, to the hearth. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for fire's songs to the moth and the rain.) Loudest: Flesh, Desire. Played: the hearth-fire warms without hunger — safe fire, the kind that stays where it's put.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Keep a hearth for someone through a winter. Tend it nightly.
They know: (Cost) Every hearth in the district knows your tending. Fires behave for you — and fire-tenders ask after you by name.
Headmaster: "All fire is the same fire, the Office insists. The hearth disagrees, politely."

Rain's song, to the roof. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for rain's songs to the field and the flood victim.) Loudest: Water, Mineral. Played: the roof holds — the rain drums but doesn't enter. The roof remembers this favor and will mention it.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Sleep under a leaking roof through one full storm, listening to where the rain wants in.
They know: (Cost) Roofs talk. Yours will never leak again — but every roofer in the city knows your name.
Headmaster: "Roofs keep accounts. Pay them in maintenance."

A lie's song, to the liar. Loudest: Light, Fear. Played: hear the shape of the lie — not the truth beneath it, the lie's own fear of being found. Every lie is afraid of exactly one question. This song tells you which.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Let someone lie to you beautifully. Don't catch them — listen to the whole architecture.
They know: (Cost) The liar knows you heard the shape. They'll either fear you or hire you.
Headmaster: "The Office does not lie. The Office withholds, which is different, and filed."

A marriage's song, to the witnesses. Loudest: Desire, Water. Played: know whether it's true — hum it at the ceremony and the song either harmonizes or it doesn't. Guests will cry either way. Guests always cry.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Stand witness at a true marriage, all the way through. No leaving early.
They know: (Cost) The witnesses remember your humming. You'll be invited to every wedding. Every single one.
Headmaster: "The Office has married stranger things than people. The paperwork was worse."

A sword's song, to the scabbard. Loudest: Mineral, Fear. Played: the blade rests — it will not be drawn in anger while the song holds. The scabbard, smug, says nothing.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Carry a sheathed blade a season without drawing it — through provocation.
They know: (Cost) Scabbards respect restraint and gossip about it. Swordsmen will test you.
Headmaster: "Swords fear two things: breaking, and being unnecessary. The scabbard knows both."

TIER FOUR (Docketed) — powerful names

The moon's song, to the tide. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for the moon's song to the sleepless.) Loudest: Drive. Played: turn the tide a breath early or hold it a breath late. The ferrymen know this working and pretend they don't.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Watch six full tides from the harbor wall, dusk to dawn, no sleeping.
They know: (Cost) The tide knows your watching. The ferrymen pretend not to know you. They know.
Headmaster: "The moon has never been on time for an appointment and never late for a tide."

A grudge's song, to the holder. Loudest: Mineral, Drive. Played: the grudge speaks its terms — name, out loud, what would end it. The holder will hate hearing it. Hear it anyway.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Listen to a grudge's whole history — from the holder, in their words, without interrupting.
They know: (Cost) The holder knows you carry it now. It itches. That's the point.
Headmaster: "Grudges are almost all Mineral. This is why they outlive everyone involved."

A storm's song, to the mountain. Loudest: Fear, Drive. Played: the storm breaks around the mountain — shelter in the lee, while it lasts. The mountain accepts no thanks.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Stand in a storm's lee and listen to it break — be the thing it breaks around.
They know: (Cost) The mountain accepts no thanks and offers no protection twice.
Headmaster: "Mountains are the city's oldest civil servants. They have never once hurried."

Gold's song, to the scale. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for gold's songs to the miser and the crucible.) Loudest: Mineral, Light. Played: the weighing is true — no counterfeit survives the song. The scale, vindicated, gleams.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Weigh true through a full market-day — every transaction honest, while counterfeits pass around you.
They know: (Cost) The scales remember. So do the counterfeiters.
Headmaster: "Gold is the only metal the Office has caught pretending to be worthless. It was unconvincing."

TIER FIVE (Bound) — legendary names

A voice's song, to the silence. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for the voice's songs to its singer and the empty room.) Loudest: Desire, Light. Played: the silence answers — once, and never the same way twice. What it says is filed under seal.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Sit in true silence with someone whose voice you love — until the silence itself sings.
They know: (Cost) The silence keeps your name now. It will visit.
Headmaster: "The Office has a form for requesting silence. It is the only form the Office has never seen filed."

A memory's song, to the city. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for the memory's songs to its keeper and its would-be forgetter.) Loudest: Water, Mineral. Played: the city remembers with you — the street shows you where it happened. Cobbles turn. Windows recall.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Walk the street where it happened — with the keeper, at the hour it happened.
They know: (Cost) The city remembers with you, which means the city watches with you. Cobbles turn. Windows recall. So do witnesses.
Headmaster: "The city remembers everything. It just doesn't always mention it."

Writing's song, to the unwritten. (New perspective — see the Music chapter for writing's songs to the reader and the censor.) Loudest: Fear, Desire. Played: dictate to the blank page — it writes what you mean, not what you say. Proofread anyway. Especially anyway.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Leave a page blank for a year. Carry it, don't fill it, let it want.
They know: (Cost) The unwritten knows your patience. Other writers will envy it — which is its own problem.
Headmaster: "The unwritten is the bravest text in the city. It hasn't committed to anything yet."

The city's song, to the newcomer. Loudest: all seven, faintly. Played: Montavera notices you back — for good or ill, you are known. The ravens adjust their routes. Somewhere, a form begins filling itself out.
Heard: (Prerequisite) Guide a newcomer through their first week — the ropes, the ravens, the rules.
They know: (Cost) The city sings back. The ravens adjust their routes. Somewhere, a form begins filling itself out. The obligation is the city itself.
Headmaster: "The city sings to everyone exactly once. Most people miss it. The filed don't."



CATALOG THREE: RIDERS BY TIER

A rider is a bureaucratic permission with teeth. Each states what it permits, what it costs in obligations, and who notices. Riders unlock at Cross-referenced (2). The fine print is the mechanic — read it the way the city does: completely.

TIER TWO (Cross-referenced)

Rider of Quiet Passage. Permits: pass one district's checkpoints unquestioned — your papers are waved through, every time. [Capability] Obligation: a quarterly report to the district office — one page, truthful, on what you carried through. Who notices: the checkpoint clerks, who stamp without reading. That is how you know it's working.
Headmaster: "The quietest passage is the one with paperwork."

Codicil of Sealed Lips. Permits: refuse one question per audit, legally, without consequence to the refusal itself. [Capability] Obligation: you may never speak the refused answer to anyone, ever — not lovers, not priests, not the mirror. Who notices: the Auditor, who writes down that you refused. The refusal is itself an answer, and it is filed.
Headmaster: "Silence is a statement. The city takes statements."

Endorsement of Borrowed Hours. Permits: work one hour past the curfew bell — the streets stay open for you, the lamps stay lit. [Capability] Obligation: the city collects the hour at its convenience. You will lose an hour somewhere, someday, without warning. Who notices: the green phones — one rings once, somewhere nearby, when you use it. No one knows why. The teller won't say.
Headmaster: "Borrowed hours accrue interest. The rate is not published."

Writ of Minor Refiling. Permits: correct one fact in your own file per year. [Capability] Obligation: the correction must be true — the city checks, and lying on this form is the one fraud it never, ever forgives. Who notices: your raven. It watches you write it.
Headmaster: "The city allows you to correct the record. It does not allow you to improve it."

Stamp of Second Entry. Permits: enter any public office by the staff door, any hour it's staffed. [Permission] Obligation: sign the staff ledger every time — truthfully, legibly, with your full name. Who notices: the staff. They will remember your face forever, and mention you at parties.
Headmaster: "The staff door is faster. The staff remember faster."

TIER THREE (Indexed)

Rider of Auditory Exception. Permits: your workings in one named location are not entered in the public record. [Capability] Obligation: an annual private audit — alone, no counsel, no lies, one room, one Auditor. Who notices: the Auditor personally. That is the point, and that is the price.
Headmaster: "Privacy is the most expensive thing the city sells. It is also the only thing it sells honestly."

Codicil of the Second Drawer. Permits: read sealed records one rank above your clearance. [Permission] Obligation: you may not act on what you read for one year and one day — not directly, not through others, not by accident. Who notices: the Oracle House logs. They log the reading, not the reader — a courtesy with teeth.
Headmaster: "Knowledge is not power. Knowledge with a waiting period is leverage."

Endorsement of Resonant Silence. Permits: your flourishes leave no resonance-paper trace — the city's instruments never saw you. [Capability] Obligation: you must file a false report of where you were instead. The lie is filed; the truth is yours. Who notices: no one. That is the product. (The obligation is the tell: the city always gets something.)
Headmaster: "The city sells invisibility the way it sells everything: with a receipt."

Writ of Named Counsel. Permits: name one citizen as your counsel in any hearing — they must serve, regardless of prior commitments. [Capability] Obligation: you owe them a favor of equal weight, callable once, no refusal, no delay. Who notices: the named. They will choose the moment, and it will not be convenient.
Headmaster: "Choose counsel the way you'd choose a creditor: carefully, and with regret."

Stamp of the Patient Claim. Permits: place a claim on one unfiled thing — while your claim stands, no other citizen may file it. [Capability] Obligation: you must file it yourself within a year, or it files you — the claim inverts, and you belong to it. Who notices: every Fiver in the district. Claims are public. Patience is not.
Headmaster: "The city respects patience. It also times it."

TIER FOUR (Docketed)

Writ of Eminent Listening. Permits: attend one council proceeding as a silent witness — see the nine unicorns and the one, at work. [Access] Obligation: you are bound to silence about it — the binding is filed on your tongue, and you physically cannot speak of what you witnessed. Who notices: the Council. All of them. They notice everything.
Headmaster: "Witnesses are not participants. The distinction is enforced."

Codicil of Withheld Presence. Permits: be present at one sealed event per year without being recorded as present — the minutes will not contain you. [Capability] Obligation: you must later swear you were elsewhere, under oath, truthfully as to the letter of it. Who notices: the seal-keeper. Who knows. Who says nothing. Who remembers.
Headmaster: "The city permits absence the way it permits everything: conditionally, and with witnesses."

Rider of the Ninth Accompaniment. Permits: travel beyond the walls with Approved Poltergeist escort — the only legal way past the city's edge. [Access] Obligation: the escort files a report on everything you did, in triplicate, with impressions. Who notices: the Department of Itinerant Intentions. And whatever you met out there.
Headmaster: "The escort is for your protection. The report is for the city's."

Endorsement of Counter-Signature. Permits: countersign one filing per year, lending it your rank's full weight. [Capability] Obligation: you share the filing's fate — if it is audited, so are you; if it is found defective, so are you. Who notices: the countersigned. Who now owes you. Who knows it.
Headmaster: "A countersignature is a promise. The city collects on promises."

Stamp of Prior Claim. Permits: declare one matter "already filed," halting any proceeding on the spot — the room stops, the clerks look up. [Capability] Obligation: produce the filing within three days, or the halt becomes an obstruction charge against you. Who notices: the halted. Who will be waiting on day four, with counsel.
Headmaster: "The city honors prior claims. It verifies them more."

TIER FIVE (Bound)

The Book's Margin. Permits: write one sentence in the margin of your own file that the city must treat as true — legally, actually, permanently. [Capability] Obligation: the sentence must be about yourself, and it becomes true — TUNING at full volume, no appeal, no amendment. Choose the sentence the way you'd choose a name. Who notices: everyone, forever. Margins are public.
Headmaster: "The most powerful sentence in the city is the one you write about yourself. The city suggests choosing it sober."

Endorsement of the Final Audit. Permits: name the auditor who will conduct your final audit — choose your judge. [Capability] Obligation: you may not interfere with them, help them, hinder them, or contact them, ever, in any way. Who notices: the named auditor, who begins preparing immediately. They have time. You gave it to them.
Headmaster: "Choose your auditor the way you'd choose your executioner: you don't. But here we are."

Writ of Unwritten Law. Permits: declare one custom of your household a law for one district, for one year — enforced, filed, real. [Capability] Obligation: you are bound by it first and most — the law applies to its author doubly. Who notices: the district, which will test it, break it, and file the results.
Headmaster: "Legislators are advised to love their laws. They will be living inside them."

Codicil of the Open Seal. Permits: break one wax seal legally, once — any seal, any filing, no consequence to the breaking. [Capability] Obligation: you must reseal it yourself within a day, with your own wax, bearing your own name. What you saw in between is yours. What you did about it is filed. Who notices: the notary, who keeps the broken halves. Notaries keep everything.
Headmaster: "The city permits exactly one legal breaking. Citizens are advised to spend it wisely. Most don't."

Rider of the Last Word. Permits: in any hearing, speak last — after the Auditor, after counsel, after the record is supposedly closed. [Capability] Obligation: your last word is entered into the permanent record verbatim, and you may never amend, clarify, or retract it. Who notices: history. Which is the point.
Headmaster: "The last word is the only one the city cannot interrupt. Choose it like it's permanent. It is."



THE COST: THE BARGAIN, IN DETAIL

Every rank has a price. Two prices, actually. The city is thorough.

TUNING. Every working retunes you toward the thing you named — and every endorsement retunes you toward the kind of power you chose. The Storyteller tracks it as tags: small changes at first. A phrase you repeat. A habit you didn't have. Tags harden into traits. Traits harden into you, or into something adjacent to you. Power spends selfhood. This was always the deal. Kept light, kept fictional — never points, always person. Never a pool to spend and refill. The ledger only deepens.

The ledger loop — the procedure, every working, no exceptions:


	Declare. The player says what they're playing — song, voice, flourish, voicing. Aloud. The city hears declarations.

	Record. The Storyteller names the tag — small, specific, human. The player writes it on Form F-1, in their own handwriting, because the city makes you write your own erosion.

	Communicate. The Storyteller shows the immediate sign — the scene-level tuning. Never skipped. The player feels the cost now, not later.

	Harden. At the filing, the clerk reads the ledger aloud — every tag, in the player's handwriting — and the player chooses one recurring tag to harden into a permanent trait, written on the file in the clerk's hand. Not the Storyteller's choice. Yours. That's what makes it hurt.



The ratio. Count your permanent traits against your runes. While traits are fewer, you're a citizen with scars. The day traits outnumber runes, the city begins filing you toward the thing — the file's subject changes, quietly, in triplicate. (The Office has a form for this. It is already filled out.)

Endorsement-specific tuning — because Fear twice is not Fear plus Water:


	Fear 1, then Fear 2: the startles get names. You dream the fears you've played back at things — the lock's, the miser's — and wake up checking rooms you don't live in.

	Fear 1 + Water 1: you hear what things flee and what they carry. You become the person people confess to — strangers tell you things on streetcars. The tuning: you carry confessions home. They don't all leave.

	Mineral 3: something in you hardens permanently. The file records it: bearer retains a mineral set to the left knuckle / the opinion / the grudge. Small. Permanent. Yours.

	Song-heavy (three or more songs): the repertoire sticks. You hum others' songs without meaning to — the moth-song in the market, the rain-song in the bath. People ask what you're humming. You don't know.

	Rider-heavy (three or more riders): the obligations accumulate. Your calendar fills with the city's appointments — reports due, audits pending, hours owed. You become reliable in a way that frightens your friends.

	The Book's Margin (used): whatever you wrote is now true of you, and the tuning is not a tag but a fact. The city suggests choosing the sentence sober. The city also notes that no one ever does.



OBLIGATION. The deeper the filing, the more is expected — and endorsements add their own.


	At one rune, the city leaves you alone. (It is watching. It is always watching. But it leaves you alone.)

	At two, it sends petitions. District records want your signature. The riders you hold start billing quarterly.

	At three, it cc's you. Forms that move arrive unasked. Your obligations ledger needs its own drawer.

	At four, you're on the agenda. Summonses. Proceedings. The city consults you the way it consults weather — constantly, and without asking permission.

	At five, you are the cc. The file grows, and the file is you — legally, and then actually.



Summonses — the obligation, made procedural. Each arc, the Storyteller issues summonses equal to your rank — each an actual form, each naming a time, a place, and a matter. Form S-1, Summons to Testify. Form S-9, Summons to Sweep (yes, even at four runes). Form S-13, Summons to Explain Yourself.

Answering costs time or a favor — mark it in the obligations ledger. Ignoring one triggers an audit: the city's least favorite kind of attention, which is saying something.

At one rune, one summons, rarely enforced. At three, three — and the clerks follow up. At five, five per arc, and you are the cc: the summonses arrive before the events they concern.

The city can be unfair. The procedure cannot be arbitrary: the forms are real, the count equals the rank, and the audit for ignoring one is automatic.

The player question, stated plainly: how powerful do you want to be, knowing the city keeps the receipt?



THE 5% (WHAT THE STREET KNOWS)

Every citizen has a dedicated raven. The raven watches 95% of your steps.

Everyone knows about the 5%. The unwatched fraction. The blind spots, the blink rhythm, the filing schedule's gaps. The street talks about it the way sailors talk about weather: constantly, inaccurately, and with great confidence.

What the street knows:
- The 5% exists. (True.)
- It can be found. (Sometimes true.)
- There are people who know where it is. (True, and the most dangerous true on this list.)
- Working in the 5% means the city doesn't see. (True.)
- It means nothing sees. (False. Reality keeps its own books.)

The karma warning — printed here because the city insists, and because it's true: there are never, ever any freebies. Power without filing is power without protection, without recourse, without rights — and without a baseline, which means the TUNING continues with no one tracking it. Not even you. Especially not you.

Players will try anyway. This is expected. It's even designed for. The paths are below.



THE FIVERS (AS THE STREET KNOWS THEM)

They lurk where shadows pool. They claim to know the 5%. Some do — once did — almost do.

The street calls them Fivers. Some have proof: a real blind spot, demonstrated. Most have expired proof: a three-year-old schedule, a corner unwatched because the Auditor works there, a map already sold to someone else. They charge in pieces of your file — a memory, a name, a favor to be named later.

When one is exposed, another arrives within days. The city tolerates this. The city has never explained why. (The city's explanation, if it had one, would be filed. It isn't.)

Three the party might meet:
- Hesk — genuine proof, but it's his raven's schedule, not yours. Sells it anyway. Charges the name of your first pet.
- Madame Vell (no relation) — the blind spots are "a state of mind." Meditation and confidence. Works as often as confidence works against surveillance.
- The Twice-Filer — cheated successfully twice. True. Doesn't mention the third attempt. Flinches at parrots.



THE FORBIDDEN PATHS (PLAYER-FACING)

The city doesn't advertise these. The street does. Every path works. Every path bills.

The Unfiled Working — workings in dead zones: the Back Door, the Ninth Circle, parrot-blind alleys.
- Attempt: find a blind spot — buy a Fiver's map (graded, priced in pieces of your file), learn a parrot-blind alley's rhythm, or brave the Back Door. Every source has its own reliability.
- Grants: workings the city never sees. No file, no protection, no recourse — and no baseline.
- Cost: TUNING with no baseline. Tags accrue twice as fast, and no clerk will ever read the ledger back to you. You lose yourself with no backup — and you won't notice, because noticing was the ledger's job.
- Exposes: the raven's 95% catches the shape of what the 5% hid. Describe the working to anyone under watch and the mismatch shows. The Auditor's books won't balance. Working unfiled leaves a citizen-shaped hole in the paperwork, and holes are what auditors are for.

The False Filing — file under someone else's name. Steal their depth.
- Attempt: buy a Fiver's work. Graded, always graded — Hesk's is genuine but borrowed (his raven's schedule, not yours); the cheap work is expired, partial, or someone else's entirely.
- Grants: another's depth — the rank's social weight, clearances, the runes' deference. What transfers depends on the grade: a true filing-copy carries the endorsements on file [Capability]; a borrowed schedule carries only the appearance — permission without capability, and the city can tell the difference even when people can't.
- Cost: you inherit their obligations, their audits, their enemies. Them, legally first. Then actually. The grade sets the price — Hesk charges the name of your first pet; the cheap ones charge more, later.
- Exposes: the mismatch is a Discrepancy clock. Unicorns advance it (they see true depth). The Auditor advances it (the books won't balance). Your raven advances it (it knows your real schedule). When the clock fills, the filing fails publicly — at the worst moment the city can arrange, which is any moment it chooses.

The Burned File — destroy your file, keep the power, restart as PENDING.
- Attempt: destroy your file — the city's copy too, which is the hard part. Arson is the easy part. (The Office keeps carbons. The Office keeps carbons of the carbons.)
- Grants: keep your power. Endorsements stay — they're in your skin and your book, not just the file — and you restart at PENDING in the city's eyes.
- Cost: legally, you don't exist. You can't own, buy, or be healed — the Debtal Clinic will not see you, the shops will not sell to you, the leases do not recognize you. And the Auditor comes: a missing file is louder than a full one. Future filings start from nothing — the city files slower than you want, and now it has questions.
- Exposes: everything, eventually. A PENDING carrying third-degree Fear is a walking discrepancy. Endorsements don't burn. The runes can be obscured — at a price the Fivers won't name twice.

The Betrayal — advance by sacrificing another. Trade their filing for yours. (Storyteller chapters only — introduced through an NPC when it serves the campaign.)

A note on Fivers: they lie about their claims — the map's freshness, the grade's honesty, the blind spot's safety. They never lie about the procedure above. The city is consistent even when its informants aren't.

The mismatch: cheaters have power without runes. The mismatch is detectable — unicorns see true depth, the Auditor's books won't balance, the raven's 95% catches the shape of what the 5% hid. The question was never whether cheating works. It's how long you can stand next to someone who can see.



THE SHROUDED MERCHANT OF YONDER: THE EXCEPTION

There is one exception to the filing, and he is the exception the way the seal is broken: fundamentally, and without apology.

The Shrouded Merchant of Yonder sells to everyone. Zero runes or five. Filed or unfiled. He does not check your clearance. He does not ask your name — though he may already know it, and though there may be a bottle with it on it in his stock.

His wares rotate. His prices are fair, which in Montavera means unsettling. He accepts teeth, rat feathers, Twists — and other things. Favors. Memories. Tuesdays.

How to use him: the Merchant is not a shop. He's a story that sells things. He appears where the plot needs him. He never appears twice in the same place. He remembers every transaction. He never mentions them.

The rule: buying from the Merchant is always fair and always costs more than the price. The extra cost isn't hidden — it's just not denominated in currency. And nothing he sells requires a rank, a rune, or a file. He is the exception that proves the filing.



THE FIRST FILING (STARTING PLAY)

New characters begin at PENDING — zero runes, no file, nobody. The first session ends one of two ways:


	The city files you. You did something noticeable. Report to the office. Bring identification. (You don't have any. That's fine. That's what the form is for.)

	You find the 5%. Someone offers. The price is a piece of your file. You don't have a file yet — which is exactly why the offer is interesting.



Either way: the campaign has started, the city is watching (95%), and your runes — all zero of them — are showing.



FOUR CITIZENS, FULLY FILED

Proof that the branches branch. Same ranks, nothing in common.

Tilda Brann — musician, three runes


	Filed → Song: fire's song to the moth. (Heard: three winters tending the lighthouse-keeper's widow's hearth. She lures. Rooms lean toward her.)

	Cross-referenced → Voice: Fear, first degree. (She hears what things flee.)

	Indexed → Song: the moon's song to the sleepless. (Heard: six nights' watch over the quarantine wards. She keeps the watch. Nobody nods off.)



Tilda is moths and moonlight: she draws things close and keeps them awake. Her TUNING: she glances at candles mid-conversation, startles at slammed doors, and hasn't slept through a night since the second filing. The city cc's her on night-watch petitions. She answers them. She can't not.

Bren Tolley — courier, three runes


	Filed → Voice: Flesh, first degree. (Bodies read truer for him.)

	Cross-referenced → Rider: Quiet Passage. (Two districts wave him through.)

	Indexed → Voice: Flesh, second degree. (He knits small hurts with a flourish.)



Bren is the man who walks through checkpoints carrying other people's injuries. Same rank as Tilda — nothing in common. Not one shared stamp. His TUNING: his hands find bruises before faces, his walk has slowed to the pace of the people he carries things for, and the checkpoint clerks know his name, which he pretends to mind.

Auditor Pell — auditor, five runes


	Filed → Voice: Fear, first degree.

	Cross-referenced → Voice: Fear, second degree.

	Indexed → Voice: Fear, third degree.

	Docketed → Rider: Eminent Listening.

	Bound → Voice: Mineral, first degree.



Pell went deep instead of wide: three degrees of Fear, then the weight of what endures. She can voice a room's whole terror, has sat silent through a council proceeding, and hears how long things last. Her TUNING: she startles at nothing (the startles got used up), borrowed fears visit her sleep on schedule, and her left knuckle has set — permanently, filed — from holding too many Mineral voicings. People confess to her on streetcars. She files the confessions.

Sef — street musician, two runes


	Filed → Song: a bell's song to the hour. (Heard: counting the foundry bell's hundred rings, all of them. Her note arrives exactly where she aims it.)

	Cross-referenced → Song: a rumor's song to the eager ear. (Heard: carrying three rumors untransmitted through the market. She plants them. She kills them.)



Sef took no voices, no riders — all repertoire. Two runes, two songs, and the whole street as her instrument. Her TUNING: she hums constantly, other people's songs, without knowing; the eager ears remember her, which is useful right up until it isn't. The city hasn't noticed her yet. The street has.

Quill Ashby — debtal clinician, two runes


	Filed → Flesh, first degree. (Bodies read truer for him. He can tell a molar's history by its weight.)

	Cross-referenced → Teller: Appraisal. (The First Bank of Teeth takes his valuations without a second reading.)



Quill extracts teeth for a living and appraises them for a second one. He has held ten thousand people's futures in a tray and never once been sentimental about it, which is why the bank trusts him and the borrowers fear him in exactly the right proportion. His TUNING: he counts teeth the way other people count breaths — his own, yours, the room's. He knows what your smile is worth. He will not tell you unless you ask, and you should not ask.

Pippa Sorn — raven-handler, one rune


	Filed → Rider: Low Perren. (The ravens know her route. They mostly approve of it.)



Pippa carries messages the ravens won't. Not because they can't — because some messages need a human being to look guilty delivering them, and ravens have no guilt to speak of. One rune, one route, eleven regulars, and a ledger of who tipped in teeth versus who tipped in gossip. (Gossip spends better.) Her TUNING: she caws in her sleep. Her neighbors have filed three complaints. The ravens filed a counter-complaint on her behalf, which is the nicest thing anyone has ever done for her.



Six citizens. Twenty endorsements between them. No two alike.

That is the design. The file is the character sheet, the stamp is the choice, and the city keeps the receipt — which means every character, at every table, is a combination no one has ever played before, filed in triplicate, glowing faintly near unicorns.

Choose well. The stamp is permanent.

— The Headmaster

THE BRAWL

Montavera doesn't need hit points. It needs paperwork.

A brawl in this city is a working — the body's music, run through the same flourish loop as every true-name intervention: Listen → Choose → Play → Answer → Tuning. You read the opponent's music, choose your note, play it with your hands, the table answers, and you take TUNING — violence retunes you toward the thing you fought.

And the city, which is perfectly efficient at exactly one thing, files it.

The cost of violence isn't hit points. It's the ladder: UNNOTICED → NOTICED → WITNESSED → AUDITED → FILED. Every brawl files you more deeply into the city's paper. Fights don't end at zero — they end when somebody yields, flees, or gets filed. The winner gets to file the outcome: violence is authorship, and the pen belongs to whoever is still standing.

The procedure (PLAIN)

1. State the want. Each side names what it is fighting for — not "to win." The purse. The door. The silence. The last word. Fights in Montavera are about something; the want is the stake, and the city will hold you to it. If nobody wants anything, that is not a brawl. That is a mugging, and the city files those under a different form, with a different department, and considerably less patience.

2. Open the exchange. A brawl is a working made of flourishes, and each exchange runs the loop. It is quick — a flourish takes seconds, and a brawl should feel like one. There is no paperwork at the table. The paperwork is what happens to you, in the fiction.


	Listen. Read the opponent's music. What is this thing? This is where the old instruction lives — fight what it is — and it is the whole of the art. A beast is fought as a beast. A Filed clerk is fought as paperwork with a pulse. Listen badly and you will Play badly; the loop is honest that way.

	Choose. Pick your note: the strike, the grapple, the thrown chair, the verse you sing with your hands. If you carry a martial trade (below), this is where it answers. If you carry a tuned thing, this is where it earns its keep.

	Play. Make the draw, as usual. A trade used as intended, against the nature it answers, adds +1 seal to the draw — the same courtesy the city extends to tuned objects, because the trained body is a tuned object. A tuned weapon used against its named kind adds its seal the same way. Against anything else, it is simply a good knife, and the table will tell you so.

	Answer. The table answers. The loser of the exchange climbs the ladder (below) — or spends the moment getting out: yielding, fleeing, finding the door. Disengaging is always available. The city approves of disengagement the way it approves of everything that reduces paperwork.

	Tuning. The fighter is retuned a breath toward the opponent's nature. This is fictional. This is never tracked. The Bureau keeps no ledger of it, which is the only mercy the Bureau offers. But the Storyteller remembers: brawl with beasts often enough and you start moving like one. Brawl with the Filed and you may hear the cabinets humming.



3. End it. A brawl ends when a side yields, flees, or is filed. There is no death spiral, no HP countdown — bodies in Montavera are stubborn and the paperwork is worse. If a side wants someone dead, that is not a brawl, that is a working (name the ending — Cadence, one of the seven Fragments), and the ladder climbs twice as fast, and everyone at the table should understand what was just chosen.

4. File the outcome. The side still standing files what happened — within the table test. The fiction of the fight's end is authored by the victor, the way a name is authored by its forger. The table can reject a filing that lies about the thing's nature. (The loser may file a sealed Withheld disputing it — the Department accepts these. The Department has never, to anyone's knowledge, opened one promptly.)

The Filing Ladder (PLAIN)

The harm track. Fictional status, escalating — never table admin. Each rung is a real change in how the city treats you.


	UNNOTICED — baseline. Nobody filed anything. Enjoy it. It never lasts.

	NOTICED — an incident exists. A witness, a rumor, a report with your shape in it. Teeth: the next time the party needs the city to not know something, the Storyteller may spend this the way a Filed Truth is spent — one use, and it's gone from the file.

	WITNESSED — a name in a statement. The Department has paper with your name on it. Teeth: Obligators can find you. Doors that opened for strangers start closing for you. Filing-rank advancement slows — the city promotes the quiet.

	AUDITED — the whole file is open. The Filed take an interest; the Unfiled take notes. Teeth: you are a known violent actor. Institutions react to you as one. Safe houses, temples, and merchants with long memories adjust their posture. Some quests close; others — the city's own — open.

	FILED — the city has decided what you are. Written into the margins, in ink. Teeth: near-permanent. How the city treats you changes for the campaign. Un-filing is a quest in itself, and the Index does not lose paperwork.



How you climb: lose an exchange and stay in the fight — one rung. Start a brawl the city didn't ask for — start one rung up. Use a named working to end someone — two rungs. How you descend: time and quiet (a rung fades per uneventful session, the Storyteller's call), a Filed Truth spent on your own record, or the Dojun's Ledger of Forgiven Rice — being forgiven by the Dynama is a legal defense, and forgiveness must be asked for. (The pencil is provided.)

Martial trades

The fighters' home.

A martial trade is a Dynama form: the trained body as a tuned object. The trade supplies the verb; the opponent's nature supplies the target — the exact engine of the tuned-objects mechanic, applied to flesh instead of cutlery.

Trades are learned at the Dojun: the Trials (three days, no food, one riddle), enrollment nobody remembers signing up for, drills that teach things no living instructor taught.

Each trade is a verb: Open (reveal), Still (hold), Answer (counter), Withhold (seal), Turn (redirect), Settle (end). The starter set; the rest are quest-earned, like the lexicon.

At the table: a trade used as intended, against the nature it answers, adds +1 seal to the draw — the same rule as tuned objects. No new rule. The body is just another tuned thing.

The cost is the same as every working: TUNING (you become what you practice), plus the ladder. Assassins get their home here too: the trade Withhold is the quiet-ending art, and the Dojun's opinion of it is filed under ongoing.

This gives fighters a progression lane parallel to name-forging: the earned lexicon has a body counterpart, the book of songs has a training log.

TUNING in a brawl

Every exchange retunes the fighter a breath toward the opponent's nature — fictional, never tracked. The Storyteller keeps a quiet note. When it deepens, it surfaces through Signs of Tuning: note-passing, symptoms, the works. A brawler who has fought the Filed too many times might hear the filing cabinets humming. A duelist of beasts might stop blinking first.

This is the personal cost that makes violence expensive in the currency the book actually trades in: selfhood.

For the Storyteller

The want is the encounter. If the players can't name what they're fighting for, don't run the brawl — run the situation until a want surfaces, or let it be a mugging and file it as one.

Run exchanges, not rounds. There is no initiative order. The loop is the procedure. Let the fiction decide who acts; the draw decides what happens. Keep it fast.

"Fight what it is" is the targeting rule. A player who names the opponent's nature correctly earns the table's honesty on the Play. A player who treats everything as a bag of hit points to be emptied has misunderstood the city, and the city will file the misunderstanding.

The ladder is the encounter's real clock. NOTICED after the first loud exchange. WITNESSED when names get taken. AUDITED when the Filed arrive or the paperwork does. FILED is the campaign consequence — use it the way you'd use a death, sparingly, and mean it. The ladder should make players want to disengage. If they don't, show them what FILED looks like on someone they love.

Singers and fighters at the same table. The musician sings the working; the fighter is one. Both run the same loop, pay the same TUNING, climb the same ladder. Never let the fighter feel like the consolation prize for failing to be musical — the Dynama's whole doctrine is that the body is an instrument, and the book agrees. The knife and the song are equally load-bearing.

What not to do. No hit points. No wound track. No death spiral. No new currencies — the ladder is status, not spend. No brawl that exists to stall for time. And never, ever let a fight be only a fight: in this city, every brawl is a filing, every filing is a story, and every story is evidence.

The Wrongness Rule applies to all of this. The city's normalization of violence must never read as a good thing. If the party ever feels comfortable brawling — if the ladder starts feeling like experience points — the device has failed. Show them the FILED. Show them the cabinets. Show them what the city does with people it loves.

The Headmaster's note, filed under Brawls, Observed: "The city loves what it files, citizens. It loves brawlers most of all — they file themselves." The ledger makes no distinction between a finishing working and any other working. The brawl makes a distinction. The ledger has declined to comment.




Chapter — the Price of Everything (Equipment)


Greetings, Storyteller,

Everything in Montavera is for sale. This is not a criticism. It is the city's entire economic theory, stated the way the city states everything: on a form, in triplicate, with a fee for the stating.

Your players will want to buy things. This is good. Shopping is roleplay with a price list. A player choosing between a better instrument and a week's worth of teeth is telling you who their character is — and the city is listening, and the city is filing it, and the filing will come up later, probably at the worst moment, which is the city's favorite moment.

What follows is organized the way the city organizes everything: by how deeply you are filed. Your runes determine what you may buy, where you may buy it, and in which currency you may pay. There are exceptions to every tier. There is one exception to the system. He wears a shroud, and he sells to everyone, and we will get to him, because the city insists we get to everything eventually.

— The Headmaster



THE TIER SYSTEM: What Your Runes Unlock

Your rune count is your purchasing clearance. Shops check. The good ones check twice. The bad ones check once and overcharge you for the courtesy.

Zero Runes (PENDING): Street Goods

You are nobody, and the street provides for nobodies — generously, indiscriminately, and without warranty. Day-old bread. Secondhand clothes. Subway fare. A flute with one broken key. Everything is used, everything works badly, everything is exactly what you can afford, and some of it is better than what the filed citizens get, which the city would prefer you not notice.

The rule: if it keeps you alive until tomorrow, it's street goods. If it keeps you alive until next week, someone filed it wrong.

One Rune (FILED): Licensed Goods

The city knows your name, so the city will sell to you properly — which is to say, with receipts. Standard instruments (every musician needs one, and every citizen is a musician the way every citizen is a taxpayer: technically, enthusiastically, and under audit). Debtal Clinic basics — cleanings, appraisals, the standard extraction. Licensed clothing. Legal documents. A room you may rent. Your petitioner's kit, if petitioning is your trade. The beginner's lexicon, annotated, censored, and still the most dangerous book a filed citizen is allowed to own.

The rule: filed citizens get the filed catalog. It's reliable. It's boring. It's yours, and the city can take it back, which is the difference between yours and theirs.

Two Runes (CROSS-REFERENCED): Connected Goods

Your file links to other files, so merchants link their stock to you. District specialties open — the good stuff that's only sold here, to people the district recognizes, in the currency the district respects. Petition-grade supplies: the forms, seals, and inks that make paperwork move faster than other people's paperwork. Better instruments — the kind with a history, which is to say the kind with opinions.

The rule: who you know starts mattering as much as what you can pay. The city files both.

Three Runes (INDEXED): Restricted Goods

The Index knows your name, and the restricted catalogs open — the ones kept behind the counter, under the counter, and in one case as the counter. Rare instruments with provenance (provenance means the instrument did something, and the something is documented, and the documentation is sealed). True-Name tools the beginners aren't allowed to see. Protective workings, filed and legal, the filing being the protection and the legality being the price. The first temporal items — small things, Twist-adjacent, Council-approved, ruinously expensive, sold with a pamphlet nobody reads and everybody should.

The rule: power has a paper trail, and you're now on it. Walk carefully. The trail is also a leash.

Four Runes (DOCKETED): Council-Grade Goods

You're on the city's active agenda, and the city's quartermasters provision accordingly. Powerful working components. Not True Names themselves — those are earned, never sold, the limit is love not law — but routes to them: maps, introductions, the right question asked to the right archivist at the right window. Council-surplus equipment, decommissioned but functional, sold with the serial numbers filed off and the histories filed on. This is where money stops being the constraint and clearance becomes the constraint, which is the city's way of telling you that you've become interesting.

The rule: at four runes, you don't shop. You're provisioned. The difference is who chooses.

Five Runes (BOUND): The Things That File You Back

Legendary goods. Items with their own files, and the files are thicker than yours, and the files have your name in them now, which is how you know the transaction went the wrong direction. A working that tunes the user — deliberately, precisely, the way a surgeon operates on themselves. An instrument that remembers every song ever played on it, including the ones that unmade their players, which it will teach you if you ask, and it will wait while you decide whether to ask. The city doesn't sell these. It entrusts them — temporarily, revocably, with paperwork that makes your existing obligations look like a starter file.

The rule: at five runes, you're not buying equipment. You're adopting liabilities that play music.



THE CATALOG

Every entry: what it is, what it does (the permission, then the table effect), rank, price, exclusivity. Bespoke-lite throughout: fictional permissions and small effects, never arithmetic.

RANK 0 — Street Goods

Flute, one broken key — Rank 0 · a handful of teeth · street markets anywhere
A flute. One key broken. The broken key plays a note that isn't on any scale and doesn't appear in the beginner's lexicon — once per session, play it and something listens (GM's choice what). Afterward the note is gone until next session. The city hasn't filed the note. The city would like to.
Headmaster: "The Office reminds citizens that unfiled notes are still notes. Play them where the parrots can't hear."

Coat, previous owner unknown — Rank 0 · teeth · street markets
Warm. The pockets contain things that aren't yours: once per session, reach in and find one small useful thing (GM's choice, never the same twice, never what you asked for). The coat is filed under its previous owner. You are wearing someone else's file. Dress accordingly.
Headmaster: "Lost property is the city's most honest inheritance."

Half a stick of chalk — Rank 0 · teeth · anywhere chalk is sold
Writes on anything, including air, including water (briefly), including the idea of a wall. Lasts until read, then fades — being understood is the eraser. Indispensable for leaving messages the parrots can't record, because the parrots only record what stays still.
Headmaster: "The Department of Itinerant Intentions approves of chalk. Itinerant intentions are the only kind it trusts."

A raven's favor, minor — Rank 0 · scraps, or something shiny · wherever ravens are
Not a contract — a favor. One message carried, or one question answered with a head-tilt (left: yes; right: no; both: the raven is messing with you). Ravens remember favors the way the city remembers filings: permanently, and with interest.
Headmaster: "A raven's favor is the only currency the city doesn't tax. The ravens tax it themselves."

RANK 1 — Licensed Goods

Petitioner's kit — Rank 1 · teeth · licensed stationers
Forms (12-B and the common rest), seals, inks, blotting paper that blots intent. Petitions filed with kit materials move one queue faster than everyone else's. Does not make a bad petition good. Makes a good petition prompt.
Headmaster: "The kit does not write the petition for you. The city has a form for that. It's terrible."

Personal seal, licensed — Rank 1 · teeth + filing fee · the Seal Registry
Your seal, registered, yours. Documents you seal are legally yours — which means forgeries of your seal are legally assault. Losing it requires Form S-9 (Declaration of Lost Authority) and a month of anyone being able to deny your paperwork. Guard it like a tooth.
Headmaster: "A seal is a signature that can't be tired, drunk, or coerced. The Registry sells the fantasy. The fantasy usually holds."

Beginner's lexicon (annotated, censored) — Rank 1 · teeth · licensed booksellers
The standard text. Annotated by persons unknown (the annotations disagree with the text, which is the education). Censored: seventeen pages razored out, the razor-marks initialed by the censor, which tells you exactly what was worth censoring. Still the most dangerous book a filed citizen may own.
Headmaster: "Read the annotations first. Whoever wrote them survived longer than whoever wrote the book."

Resonance paper, packet of twelve — Rank 1 · teeth · licensed stationers
Paper that holds a hummed song for one day. Hum into it, fold it, file it (Form TN-1 likes an attachment). Unfold within the day and the song plays back — thin, faithful, temporary. After a day it's just paper that smells faintly of music.
Headmaster: "The paper remembers for exactly as long as the city permits. The city permits one day. The city is generous."

Tuning fork, standard licensed — Rank 1 · teeth · instrument makers
Hums at the pitch of filed music — the background chord of the administered city. Useful for checking whether a working is filed (it harmonizes) or unfiled (it beats against the fork, dissonant, accusing). Does nothing about it. That's your job.
Headmaster: "The fork does not judge. It merely reports, at perfect pitch, that you should run."

Debtal cleaning and appraisal — Rank 1 · teeth only · Debtal Clinics
They invented the currency; they take nothing else. A cleaning, an appraisal, and the standard extraction (one tooth, painless, filed). The appraisal tells you what your teeth are worth — whose they were matters, and the Clinic can tell, and the Clinic will tell you, and you may wish it hadn't.
Headmaster: "Your teeth are your savings account. The Clinic is the bank. The bank knows what you ate."

RANK 2 — Connected Goods (district specialties)

Counterfeit lute — Rank 2 · teeth · [District: Counterfeit Quarter] only
Plays songs that aren't true but pass — counterfeit music, good enough to fool a casual hearing, a lazy parrot, or a tired clerk. Fails against anyone actually listening (a muse, a Crone, a unicorn), and fails memorably. The Quarter guarantees the instrument, not the performance.
Headmaster: "The Company buys these back by mistake. The Company has stopped being embarrassed about it."

Petition-grade seals and inks — Rank 2 · teeth · licensed stationers, rank-gated
The good inks. Petitions written in them skip one queue and one clerk's bad mood. The seals leave an impression the parrots can read at distance, which is either convenient or incriminating depending on the petition.
Headmaster: "Better ink doesn't make a better argument. It makes a faster one. The city values speed over sense."

Fiver introduction (first meeting) — Rank 2 · rat feathers only · [District: dark districts]
One meeting, one Fiver, vouched by the shadows. They'll show you a blind spot — real, expired, or decorative; reliability varies the way weather varies. Payment in pieces of your file, named later. Bring nothing you can't afford to have described.
Headmaster: "The introduction is genuine. Everything after the introduction is your problem."

Shadow contract, minor — Rank 2 · rat feathers only · [District: dark districts]
A contract the city can't see — unwitnessed by parrots, unfiled, unenforceable except by the honor code, which enforces harder than the city ever could. Break it and no shadow in Montavera takes your feathers again. Ever. The shadows keep books too.
Headmaster: "The honor code has no appeals process. It has a memory."

Goat-approved talisman — Rank 2 · teeth or labor · [District: Church district]
Blessed workings, mostly. The talisman does something — the Church is vague, the goat is vaguer, the blessing is real. Labor is accepted as readily as teeth: three Sunsdays of bake-sale service buys the same protection as coin. The pastries are excellent. The talismans are incidental. Both work.
Headmaster: "The Church does not guarantee outcomes. The Church guarantees effort, pastry, and a witness."

Listening horn, licensed — Rank 2 · teeth + license · licensed instrument makers
Hears songs sung to others — the song the door sings to its maker, not to you. Licensed, registered, and audited: misuse (listening where the license doesn't cover) brings the Office, and the Office brings forms. The horn itself is discreet. The paperwork isn't.
Headmaster: "Eavesdropping is a licensed trade. Unlicensed eavesdropping is just gossip with equipment."

RANK 3 — Restricted Goods

Resonance paper, archival grade — Rank 3 · teeth · restricted stationers
Holds a song for a year and a day. The extra day is the point — nobody knows why it's a year and a day, and the stationers won't say, and the paper won't explain. For songs worth keeping past the week. Filed copies go to the Office; the Office reads them; the Office has opinions it keeps to itself.
Headmaster: "Archive-grade paper remembers longer than most marriages. File accordingly."

Filed ward (one named thing) — Rank 3 · teeth + filing fee · the Ward Office
A protective working, filed and legal. Names one thing it protects against (a person, a kind of weather, a specific creditor). The protection is real; the filing is public — everyone can look up what you're afraid of. Choose the named thing the way you'd choose a tattoo: permanently, and where everyone can see.
Headmaster: "A filed ward protects you from the named thing and advertises you to everything else."

A minute, bottled — Rank 3 · Twists only · [Currency: Twists] · Council-approved vendors
One Twist, sealed in glass: one minute of reversed time, personal use. Not a time machine — a correction. Drink it (it tastes like déjà vu) and redo one minute, alone, unwitnessed by the new minute's participants. The teller at the green phone can confirm your balance. Do not ask the teller how Twists are made. The teller has a script for that question and it isn't an answer.
Headmaster: "One minute is enough to unsay a sentence. It is never enough to unsay the right one."

Vesper garment — Rank 3 · teeth · [Individual: Vesper, Summer Breeze]
A coat that's a contract. A shroud that's a filing. Garments that are legal documents, cut to measure, binding on the wearer. She doesn't sell to anyone the Council is watching — or rather, she does, but the garment reports back, which amounts to the same thing with better tailoring.
Headmaster: "Vesper's garments fit perfectly. So do her reports."

Bottled silence — Rank 3 · teeth or Twists · restricted curiosities
Silence from a specific place, bottled at the source. Poured, it silences a room for one breath — no songs, no workings, no humming. Played into, it preserves: a silence you can keep. The provenance matters (silence from a courtroom works differently than silence from a bedroom, and the bottle is labeled).
Headmaster: "Silence is the only commodity the city can't tax. It keeps trying."

Timeline flavor, one tasting — Rank 3 · barter only · [Individual: Cas, food-truck park]
Not for sale, exactly — Cas decides who tastes. A flavor of your own timeline: a future, a past, a might-have-been, served in a cup. But everything in Montavera is for sale, so: what would you trade for a taste of your own future? She's heard every offer. She remembers the interesting ones.
Headmaster: "Cas doesn't sell flavors. She collects the prices people offer. The collection is the point."

RANK 4 — Council-Grade Goods

Decommissioned parrot — Rank 4 · provisioned · Council surplus
A wooden parrot, retired from service. Records everything, as parrots do — but reports to you now, not the Estate. The serial numbers are filed off. The memories aren't. It remembers every building it ever sat in, and it will tell you, at length, whether you ask or not. Cannot be turned off. Can be muffled (blankets help; the parrot considers blankets an insult and says so).
Headmaster: "A decommissioned parrot is the only witness you can own. It is also the only witness that owns you back."

Auditor's abacus — Rank 4 · provisioned · Council surplus
Counts obligations — yours, specifically, clicking through them while you sleep. Wake to find the count changed and you'll know the city filed something overnight. Doesn't say what. The abacus counts; interpretation is your affair, which is the same arrangement the Crones have, and look how that turned out.
Headmaster: "The abacus is always right. This is the worst thing about it."

Route to a True Name — Rank 4 · clearance-gated · [Plotline / individual]
Not a name — routes to one. A map to the archivist who knows. An introduction to the muse who might give. The right question for the right window. Names are earned, never sold; the limit is love, not law. But access to the earning can be provisioned, and at four runes the city provisions access the way it provisions everything: with forms, and a waiting period, and a clerk who knows exactly how badly you want it.
Headmaster: "The city sells maps to the door. The door is still locked. The city considers this honest."

Void insurance (terms disputed) — Rank 4 · any currency · [District: Confluence grounds, seasonal]
For participants in the dark games. Pays out if you're banished into a lightless void. The terms are disputed — specifically, whether the payout reaches you in the void, which is the entire point of the product. All sales final. No refunds from the nether realms. The queue has snacks.
Headmaster: "The insurance doesn't prevent the void. Nothing prevents the void. The void has excellent lawyers."

RANK 5 — The Things That File You Back

The remembering instrument — Rank 5 · entrusted, not sold · the deep files
An instrument that remembers every song ever played on it — including the ones that unmade their players. It will teach you those songs, if you ask. It will wait, patiently, while you decide whether to ask. The TUNING of the dead comes with the lessons, free of charge, which is the most expensive free in the catalog.
Headmaster: "The instrument doesn't warn you. It remembers the ones who didn't listen, and it plays their songs beautifully."

A working that tunes the user — Rank 5 · entrusted, not sold · the deep files
Deliberate self-retuning: choose the direction, choose the depth, sign the waivers (there are waivers; the waivers have waivers). The city's only legal method for becoming less like yourself on purpose. Temporary, the paperwork insists. The paperwork has never been tested, because no one's ever wanted to go back.
Headmaster: "The working does exactly what it says. Read what it says twice."

A page, torn from something — Rank 5 · earned, never sold · [Plotline]
Don't ask what. The page is blank until you need it, and then it isn't, and what it says is always relevant, which is worse than useful. It came from somewhere with a binding. The binding is looking for it. This is not a purchase. This is the beginning of a plotline. Congratulations.
Headmaster: "The page was torn, not given. Remember the difference when the binding arrives."



THE SHROUDED MERCHANT OF YONDER: He Sells to Everyone

There is one exception to the tier system, and he is the exception the way the seal is broken: fundamentally, and without apology.

The Shrouded Merchant of Yonder sells to everyone. Zero runes or five. Filed or unfiled, pending or bound. He does not check your clearance. He does not ask your name — though he may already know it, and though there may be a bottle with it on it in his stock, and though the log says whose, and though the log is not for sale.

His wares rotate. His prices are fair, which in Montavera means unsettling — fair the way a mirror is fair. He accepts teeth, rat feathers, Twists — and other things. Favors. Memories. Tuesdays. Certainty: he once accepted a man's certainty in exchange for a map, and the man has been usefully unsure ever since, and the map was accurate.

How to use him: the Merchant is not a shop. He's a story that sells things. He appears where the plot needs him — at a city fair, on a road at dusk, in the corner of a market the party has walked past six times without seeing. He never appears twice in the same place. He remembers every transaction. He never mentions them. If you ask him where he was last week, he'll sell you the answer, and you'll wish you hadn't asked, and the answer will be true.

The rule: buying from the Merchant is always fair and always costs more than the price. The extra cost isn't hidden — it's just not denominated in currency. There are never any freebies. That's not policy. That's what he is.

HIS STOCK — at every rank, in every currency, and other things

Rank 0 — for the pending and the desperate:
- A card that doesn't exist in any database. (Cf. Allen Clan's — his came from the Merchant. Nobody's card came from anywhere else, which tells you something about the database.)
- A shoelace that trips only liars. It knows. Don't ask how. Wear it and walk carefully around your own biography.

Rank 1 — for the newly filed:
- A tuning fork that hums in the presence of unfiled workings. The licensed forks hum at filed music; his hums at the other kind. Owning one is legal. Needing one is informative.
- Lenka's sonnet, handwritten. He doesn't sell this one. It's just there, in the case, where you can see it. Asking the price gets you a look. The look is free. Everything else about it costs.

Rank 2 — for the connected:
- A map of the 5%. One raven's blind spots, one week. Expired? Current? The Merchant doesn't say, and the map doesn't either, and that's the product: a week of maybe-unwatched, priced accordingly.
- A bottle with someone's name on it. Whose? The log says. The log is not for sale. The bottle is. (The contents are not described. The contents are not discussed. Buyers report satisfaction and decline to elaborate.)

Rank 3 — for the indexed:
- A door that hasn't decided. Install it anywhere — a wall, a floor, mid-air with the right brackets. It opens onto wherever it decides that day. It has never decided wrong. It has decided interestingly.
- Bottled silence, Merchant's reserve. His silence is older than the restricted kind, and the provenance is his, which is the only provenance nobody can verify.

Rank 4 — for the docketed:
- A minute that hasn't happened yet. Stranger than the bottled minute — this one isn't reversed, it's advance. Spend it and live sixty seconds early. Side effects include déjà vu in reverse and knowing the punchline before the joke. The Council has questions about these. The Merchant has answers, for sale.
- The other half of a pair. A glove. An earring. An alibi. The other half is somewhere — lost, kept, buried — and it wants to be reunited, and it will pull. Buyers describe the sensation as "being missed by something."

Rank 5 — for the bound (he still doesn't check):
- A name, slightly used. Previous owner unknown. Fits well — suspiciously well, like it was waiting. Wear it carefully; names remember their old habits, and habits are just TUNING with seniority.
- An appointment. With anyone who owes the Merchant a favor — and the ledger knows who owes, and what. The meeting is guaranteed; the debtor doesn't get to refuse. When and where are his choosing. What happens at the meeting is not his department. People who've kept their appointments don't discuss them. [His version — restored per his ruling]

Headmaster: "The Merchant's stock rotates. His prices don't — they're always fair, which is why everyone leaves feeling shortchanged. Nobody's ever proven it. The books balance. The books always balance. That's the worst part."



TUNED OBJECTS: The Song in the Thing

The Index's definition:

FILED NOTE

A "tuned" object is one whose core note has been tuned to make it specifically good at doing ____ against/to ____.



The definition, filed

Everything has a core note. The knife's is cut. The lock's is hold. The bell's is warn. The ledger's is remember. The broom's is sweep. This is not poetry. The Department has measured them, and the measurements are filed, and the filing cabinets hum if you press your ear to the right drawer on a quiet day.

A tuned object is an object whose core note has been retuned — deliberately, by a musician — to be specifically good at doing what it does against a particular kind of thing.

The object supplies the verb. The song supplies the target.

One object, one tuning. A core note holds a single retuning the way a cup holds a single drink. Sing a second song into it and the first one leaves, offended. Songs are jealous. This is known.

A normal part of life

Visitors find this exotic. Citizens find it plumbing.

Tuned objects are not adventuring gear. They are household goods. Every Montaveran kitchen has tuned spoons. Every maternity ward tunes its cradles in batches. The Department issues a tuned broom to newlyweds and wishes them joy. A citizen who has never held a tuned object is either very young, very poor, or being difficult on purpose, and the Department has a form for the third one.

You do not need to be a musician to own one. You need to be a musician to make one — an evening's work, a steady hand, a voice that doesn't waver on the third verse — which is why tuned objects cost money, and why the Shrouded Merchant smiles the way he does.

How tuning works (PLAIN)


	Everything has a core note — what the object already does (cut, hold, warn, sweep, remember).

	A musician retunes it toward a verb the object already has, against a target kind named by a common air (below). A knife can be tuned to cut vampires. It cannot be tuned to file taxes. Respect the object.

	One tuning per object. A second song evicts the first.

	Seven verses. A tuning holds about a week's worth of uses, then thins out and goes quiet. It must be re-sung.

	At the table: when a tuned object is used as intended, against its named kind, it adds one seal to the draw. Otherwise it is simply a good version of itself.

	The six-week rule (below): exclusive, sustained use retunes the user. The cost is time.



A note on seats. A tuned object drifts toward a kind — toward vampire, toward cutting — the way a road wears toward its destination. Objects have no seat in the chord, and are pulled nowhere in particular; that is what makes them safe to tune, and it is the whole of their safety. What has a seat is another matter, and is filed at §4.9.

The Registered Common Airs

The songs used for tuning are, in almost every case, the Registered Common Airs — twenty songs in the public record, what everyone calls street songs or the easy ones.

A common air names a kind, not an individual. There is an air for vampire — the category, the whole damp family. An air for the undead generally, which the Department insists is distinct from vampire specifically, and the Department is right. An air for humans. An air for chickens. An air for dust. An air for colic. The list is public. The list is long. The list has a waiting room.

Against a named individual — a vampire lord with a true name of his own, a chicken of particular consequence — the air is just a song. For that you need the real working. The airs are the foothills. The mountain is elsewhere.

They are safe because they are shared. Ten thousand singers have sung the vampire air, and the TUNING drift is distributed across every one of them. A road worn smooth by ten thousand feet tunes no one's shoes.

Who pays

Here is the part the Department reads twice.

In a true working, the musician pays the TUNING — every working retunes the caster toward the thing named, and power spends selfhood. But a tuned object has been retuned instead of the musician. The knife drifted toward vampire; the singer merely held the note steady for an evening and went home slightly tired, the way you carry the smell of someone else's kitchen.

The object spends its selfhood. Not yours.

This is why tuned objects are legal, common, and — the Department stresses — not a loophole. The tuning fades. The core note settles back toward itself, the way a great musician bends and returns, except the object cannot bend back on its own. It must be re-sung. The Shrouded Merchant sells re-singings. Of course he does.

Examples, filed

Household.
- Broom, tuned to sweep against dust. Issued to newlyweds. Wished joy.
- Cradle, tuned to soothe against colic. Tuned in batches, maternity ward, third bell.
- Kettle, tuned to boil against winter mornings.
- Key, tuned to find against its own lock — in the dark, in a pocket, in a hurry.
- Ledger, tuned to remember against forgetting.
- Stamp, tuned to stick against appeals.

Trade.
- Courier's boots, tuned to run against lateness.
- Debtal probe, tuned to find against cavities.
- Raven-whistle, tuned to call against the lost.
- Fisherman's net, tuned to hold against the slippery.

Street.
- Nunaiku spectacles, tuned to reveal against passage-stone — the lenses catch the island's minerals and throw them back as spectral light; passages stand visible to the wearer, blank wall to everyone else. (The Department has added minerals to its list of objections. The list is getting long. The glasses work anyway.)
- Night-watch bell, tuned to warn against the undead.

Combat — for the creative.
- Knife, tuned to cut against vampires.
- Knife, tuned to cut against chickens. The Merchant's best seller, three-to-one over the vampire knife. There are more chickens.
- Shield, tuned to turn against arrows.
- Spoon, tuned to agonize against reptiles. Not a weapon — a spoon. It stirs soup. It also gives you opinions in a reptile pit, expressed at frequency. Sold as a complete set, fitted case, twelve drawers, each spoon labeled.

The Department notes that the combat examples are the least interesting application of the mechanic and requests that citizens stop asking about them first. The Department is ignored, politely, in the order received.

Music in a brawl

This is the part the musicians missed and the fighters found.

A tuned weapon does not need to be played. It needs to be used. When the vampire-knife meets vampire, the verse sounds on its own — a thin singing under the steel, audible if the street is quiet. The brawl itself becomes the performance. The fighter is not singing. The fight is the song.

The Department confirms: a brawl fought with tuned weapons is, legally, a performance. Permits are available. The fighters have never applied for one. The Department has filed this under ongoing.

So: music in this city does not only happen through words. It happens through work — the kettle's verse at dawn, the cradle's at midnight, the knife's in the dark. The musician sings the object. The citizen swings it, stirs with it, sleeps under it. Everybody plays. Not everybody sings.

The six-week rule

Use a tuned object exclusively — eat every meal with the reptile spoon, and only that spoon — for six weeks, and the tuning begins to take in you. Your bite becomes agonizing to reptiles. Not the spoon's doing, anymore. Yours.

This is TUNING working exactly as designed: sustained contact retunes. The slow, voluntary, shallow version — no working sung, no true name spoken, just breakfast, faithfully, for a month and a half. The cost is the costliest thing the Department knows how to charge: time. Six weeks of tedium, paid in advance, non-refundable.

Three regulations apply. One: a single utensil at a time — take up the amphibian spoon and the six weeks start over. The mouth, like the cup, holds one tuning. Two: the retuning fades after a week of non-use. You bend; you return. Three: the spoon must be registered to the user, on the correct form, before the six weeks begin. The Department will not be moved on this. The Department has a form for being unmoved.

The Merchant's catalogue

The Shrouded Merchant sells tuned objects at every tier, to everyone, at all levels — as ruled. He sells the brooms and the knives with the same smile. He sells re-singings. He sells the twelve-drawer spoon case. He has, on request, tuned a doorbell against petitioners — the Department's word, not his — and he will tell you the story if you buy something first.

The fighter's answer

The fighter does not need to be the musician. The fighter carries the musician's work into the dark and brings it back used. Somebody has to sing the knife. Somebody has to swing it. A party that understands this will never be short of either.

Musician player-characters may take up tuning as a Personal Project — an evening's work, a light tuning, an object with a purpose. Other player-characters may simply buy the song the way they buy boots. Neither has to be the other.



SIDEBAR · THE TOOL CARD CREED
A Tool Card, filed among the tuned objects, where it belongs. Its purpose — to stare Chaos in the eye and say, “No, Sir! Not today. Not here!” The card does not elaborate. The spoons have adopted the creed. The spoons are firm about it.



A note on seats. A tuned object drifts toward a kind — toward vampire, toward cutting — the way a road wears toward its destination. Objects have no seat in the chord, and are pulled nowhere in particular; that is what makes them safe to tune, and it is the whole of their safety. What has a seat is another matter, and is filed at §4.9.

DISTRICT MARKETS: Only Sold Here

Each district has goods that don't travel — not because they can't, but because the district won't sell them to outsiders, or because they only work here, or because the goods themselves refuse.


	The Bone Bank's district: marrow-credit instruments, bone-dust futures, Silas-grade liquidation kits (for the desperate; the desperate are the Bank's best customers). Teeth only. The Bank doesn't take feathers — it considers them unhygienic, which in this city is a theological position.

	The dark districts: rat-feather goods — shadow contracts, unofficial maps, Fiver introductions, Back Door keys cut from unlicensed metal. Feathers only. Teeth are refused here, not from snobbery but jurisdiction: the feather economy doesn't recognize the city's money, and the city's money doesn't argue.

	The Church district: blessed workings, goat-approved talismans, bake-sale surplus (the pastries are excellent; the talismans are incidental; both are effective). Teeth or labor — the Church takes Sunsdays as readily as coin.

	The Confluence grounds (seasonal): tournament-grade cards, dark-game entry tokens, void insurance (terms disputed). Any currency. All sales final. No refunds from the nether realms, no exceptions, no matter how politely you file.

	The Tietian docks: tide charts (annotated by ferrymen who lie professionally), serpent-toll scrip (prepaid passage past the long-memoried), waterproof resonance paper (holds a song through rain; the song comes back damp and honest). Teeth; the serpents take their own cut regardless.

	The Counterfeit Quarter: fakes of everything, some better than the originals. Counterfeit deeds (the Company buys them back by mistake), counterfeit seals (the parrots can tell; the parrots are paid not to), counterfeit Twists — the teller always knows (spend one near authority and the audit finds you; the teller is polite about it right up until the audit). But merchants, marks, and change-purses usually can't tell. Pass them if you dare — and check your change, because someone might be passing them to you.



The rule: if the players want something specific, make them go where it's sold. The journey is the price, and the price is the adventure.



INDIVIDUAL SELLERS: Only From Them

Some goods have a single source. Not a shop — a person. You don't find the goods. You find them, and then you negotiate, and then you live with it.


	Vesper (Summer Breeze): garments that are legal documents. A coat that's a contract. A shroud that's a filing. She doesn't sell to anyone the Council is watching — or rather, she does, but the garment reports back, which is the same thing with better tailoring.

	The Owner (Mattress Depot): games, not goods. Win at Factions through the slit and ask one question. The answer concerns the mattress. It may concern your question. The slit keeps the difference.

	Allen Clan (Factions shop): the one-time match. Win probability 1/8, posted on the wall, notarized. Win and the card is yours — the card that doesn't exist in any database. (His came from the Merchant. Ask him about it and he'll change the subject to deck sleeves.)

	Cas (food-truck park): timeline flavors. Not for sale, exactly — she decides who tastes. But everything in Montavera is for sale, so: what would you trade for a taste of your own future? She's heard every offer. She remembers the interesting ones. You are the interesting ones.

	Fivers (wherever shadows pool): blind-spot maps, unfiling services, introductions to the 5%. Payment in pieces of your file, named later. Reliability varies. Consequences don't. When one is exposed, another arrives within days. The city tolerates this. The city has never explained why. (The city's explanation, if it had one, would be filed. It isn't.)



The rule: the best goods aren't stocked. They're personed. And persons have business hours, grudges, and memories.



CURRENCY GATES: Only For These

Some things can't be bought with the wrong money. Not as policy — as physics. The wrong currency doesn't get refused. It gets misunderstood.

Teeth only: Debtal Clinic services (they invented the currency; they take nothing else; the teeth remember being teeth). Inheritance goods — the things families pass down, tooth by tooth. Legal items: deeds, licenses, filed workings, anything the city needs to record — because teeth are the currency of record, and the record is kept in the medium.

Rat feathers only: the black market. Shadow contracts, unofficial maps, Fiver services, Back Door goods. The honor code governs these transactions — break it and no shadow in the city takes your feathers again, ever, and the shadows tell each other, and the telling is the enforcement. Teeth are refused here not from snobbery but jurisdiction.

Twists only: temporal items. Council-controlled goods. Anything at a green pay phone (dial your code, talk to the teller, don't ask how Twists are made — the teller has a script, and the script is not an answer). A minute of reversed time buys things that only make sense in reversed time: second chances, redone filings, unhappenings, the bottled minute. The teller is polite. The teller knows your balance to the minute.

The rule: currency is identity. What you pay with says what you are — and the city files the transaction under all three currencies, just in case.



EARNED, NOT BOUGHT

Some items are never for sale. They're plot — which is to say, they're for sale, but the price is a story and the currency is consequences.


	The black box (Wren has it; she's five; good luck; the box has opinions about being had).

	Gornola's letter (second drawer, left side; the key is at the Shrine; the Withheld section is longer than the reading).

	The Merchant's bottle (someone's name; acquired before they arrived; the log knows; the log isn't for sale).

	Ashley's map (don't touch the edges; the edges are the map).

	Silas's deposit slip (the numbers don't add up; that's the point; the Bank framed it).



The rule: the best equipment in Montavera isn't equipment. It's evidence — and evidence is just equipment with a past that won't stay quiet.





FROM THEIR HANDS: What the City's People Carry

What the city's people of note carry, and what they will part with. Every item follows the chapter's rules: tier-tagged by rune rank, Merchant-flagged where he carries it, exclusivity stated, priced in the fiction's currencies.

Tiers: Rank 0 PENDING · Rank 1 FILED · Rank 2 CROSS-REFERENCED · Rank 3 INDEXED · Rank 4 DOCKETED · Rank 5 BOUND.



SKOLAR, SOUL DIFFUSER

THE CLERK OF RETURNING THINGS

Pre-dated death certificate — Genuine, from the registry's back room; names a date that hasn't happened. · Source: the Clerk · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from the Clerk · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes (paperwork is his native trade).

Never-lost key — Opens a door that doesn't exist yet. Returned, never lost. · Source: the Clerk · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from the Clerk · Price: teeth + a favor · Merchant: yes.

THE EXCOMMUNICANT

Petition of excommunication (municipal, blank) — The form for separating a citizen from the city. The authority-receiving box has no "nowhere" option. · Source: the Excommunicant's office · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from his office · Price: teeth, and the courage to file it · Merchant: no.

TESS, FORM T-117

Transfer order T-117 (blank) — A name written here is a body in a cell by sundown; the Prisons receive, they don't check. · Source: Tess · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Tess (she doesn't know she gives them) · Price: teeth + a sentence · Merchant: yes — he loves a form that performs.

D.U., CASE 000

D.U.'s claim ticket — A ticket with no counter. Holding it near a false record makes the record itch. · Source: D.U., Fog Docks · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from D.U. (he may not give it) · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: no.

ONDINE SORRELL

A perfect copy (Ondine's hand) — Any handwriting, reproduced exactly; the best forgery that isn't one. · Source: Ondine Sorrell, Jovia · Rank 2 · Exclusivity: only from Ondine · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

CONSTANCE HALLOWELL

Hallowell & Daughters' private ledger — Five generations of primed situations: everything the powerful did without doing it. · Source: Constance Hallowell · Rank 5 · Exclusivity: only from Constance (she has started reading it herself) · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: no.

BISCUIT

Form U-DTH (Unfinished Death, weekly) — The incident report Old Tam files on the cat that didn't finish dying. Filing it keeps something unfinished a little longer. · Source: Biscuit / Old Tam, Dept. of Strategic Misfortune · Rank 1 · Exclusivity: only from Tam · Price: teeth · Merchant: no.

IMELDA PROSK

Clause 14(c) rider — Injury to the bearer shall be delegated. A contract addendum; the harm goes to your subordinate instead. The paperwork is immaculate. · Source: Imelda Prosk, Office of Standing Orders · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Prosk's office · Price: teeth, ruinous · Merchant: yes (he adores debased true-naming).

GRANDFATHER TYMM

Elder relocation petition (approved) — Petition to Relocate the Elder, in triplicate, stamped. Place Tymm beside your enemy; their luck crawls. · Source: the Slow Ward (via Tymm) · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only through the quarterly petition process · Price: teeth + a quarter's wait · Merchant: yes — stamped paperwork is his favorite import.

MISTER CREASE

Sealed Crease fold — Bring him a plan; the folded version works. It won't be your plan anymore. · Source: Mister Crease, Steeped Hour tea house · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Crease · Price: barter — one plan, surrendered unopened · Merchant: yes.

MRS. INES QUARLE

Street-pause order (Office of Temporal Arrears) — Pauses a street for one scene: nothing new can arrive. Creates arrears. · Source: Mrs. Quarle · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Quarle's office · Price: Twists only · Merchant: no (he doesn't deal in arrears).

KEEPER PETRA LORN

Stored grief (one year, shelved) — Your mourning, filed by year on Mourning Row; pick it up when the quest is done. Adventurers bank here. · Source: Keeper Petra Lorn · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Petra · Price: teeth, annually · Merchant: no.

Released grief (itemized, all at once) — Someone's whole grief returned to them in one moment. A weapon of last resort; she has never suggested it first. · Source: Petra Lorn · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Petra (she will try to talk you out of it) · Price: teeth + a conscience · Merchant: yes — grief is a commodity he understands.

AMOS FELL

Blank removal slip — No sender, no name yet. What gets written here gets gently unfiled. · Source: Amos Fell, Inner City · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Amos's drawer · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: yes (unsigned paperwork is his mother tongue).

MISS PRUDENCE HARTE

License of Evident Goodness (forged, Cert. 1188-G) — Violence goes around the bearer. The audit is in eleven days. · Source: Prudence Harte / the Fog Docks forger's apprentice · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only via Prudence's contact · Price: teeth, cash, no receipt · Merchant: yes.

BROTHER ANSEL

Ansel's notebook (one week's verses) — Liturgy that arrives a week before the event. Read backward: a weather report. · Source: Brother Ansel, Old Roadswirl · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Ansel · Price: teeth + sitting through a recitation · Merchant: no.

MATTIE DAWES

A page from Mattie's diary — Her mornings don't keep her; the diary does. A page is the city's most honest intelligence file. · Source: Mattie Dawes · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Mattie (she won't miss it; she won't remember) · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: no.

SIR PERCIVAL LUMM

Heroic intervention voucher (Lumm, Class C) — Pre-booked rescue. Violence stops for the autographs; the invoice arrives separately, itemized. · Source: Sir Percival Lumm, Jovia · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Lumm · Price: teeth, generous · Merchant: yes — he finds the billing hilarious.

HESTER GRAYLOCK

Injunction against disposal — Society Against Easy Waste order: for one scene, nothing here can be destroyed or thrown away. Evidence stays. · Source: the Society · Rank 2 · Exclusivity: only from the Society · Price: teeth + a lecture · Merchant: no.

MISS AURELIE THORNE

CITIZEN DREGG

Form H-8 (Hatred Exemption, filed) — Walk with Dregg; violence slides off him onto the crowd, and crowds part. · Source: the Hatred Registry · Rank 2 · Exclusivity: only from the Registry · Price: teeth + performing the hatred · Merchant: yes.

MISS VELVET

Booked whisper appointment — "Sweet dreams, love." The perfect, painless end to anything that needs ending. Eleven months' wait. · Source: Miss Velvet, Cemetery registry back room · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Velvet (the Clerk charges the booking fee) · Price: teeth + the wait · Merchant: no.

SISTER ADJOURN

Filed deferral (stamped) — A debt, trial, or consequence, postponed properly. The eventually is also real. · Source: the Deferred Office · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Sister Adjourn · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

MARGIT SEVEN

Borrowed identity (one day, laundered) — Legally someone else for a day, during Amnesty Hour, with papers. Returned uncreased. · Source: Margit Seven · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Margit · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes — names are his favorite currency.

ABSALOM THRENT

Delivered unfinished thought — What someone meant to say and didn't, heard plainly. Or your own unfinished things, returned completed. · Source: Absalom Thrent, Office of Dead Letters Annex · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Thrent · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

QUILLWRIGHT SABLE

Sable pen (annual, Excommunicant-grade) — Cut from the same reed-bed, thirty-one years running. Drafts anything except what you actually want to say. · Source: Quillwright Sable · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Sable · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

Night page — An excommunication, in full legal form, of someone who has done nothing yet. Written by the spare pen, in her sleep. · Source: Sable's night pages · Rank 5 · Exclusivity: only from Sable (she won't show one unsolicited) · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: no.

DOBBS, LICENSED CARTER 8871

Freight declaration (Dobbs) — Licensed carters can declare anything freight, and freight doesn't get a hearing. · Source: Dobbs, Municipal Haulage · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Dobbs · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

OLD TAM

Coat of hidden forms — Tam's coat, full of every Form U-DTH the Dept. wants filed on Biscuit. Wearing it makes you the gentlest obstruction in the city. · Source: Old Tam · Rank 2 · Exclusivity: only from Tam (he won't give it; it can be borrowed) · Price: tea and keeping the secret · Merchant: no.

DIRECTOR OSWIN LAUD

A Laud Order — One outcome, fixed in advance. Under his Order the GM states it rather than rolling for it. He sells this the way other men sell insurance. · Source: Director Oswin Laud · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Laud · Price: teeth, ruinous · Merchant: yes — fixed outcomes are his favorite inventory.

BAG-CLERK TULL

Sealed bag of filed hatred (labeled, weighed) — Twenty years of catalogued hatred: who hates whom, how much — and who doesn't, and pays the fine. · Source: Bag-Clerk Tull, Hatred Registry · Rank 2 · Exclusivity: only from Tull · Price: teeth · Merchant: yes.

Anomalous empty bag — Correctly labeled, sealed, containing no hatred: rain-smell, a smooth stone. Someone is filing empty. · Source: Tull's anomalies · Rank 3 · Exclusivity: only from Tull (he'll deny it) · Price: not for sale; earned · Merchant: no.

FEN THE DOUBLER

Fen release (at double cost) — A few more hours with the dead: a conversation, a signature the will was missing. Terms apply. Terms always apply. · Source: Fen the Doubler, Cemetery district · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Fen · Price: double — teeth ×2 · Merchant: yes.

THE SHROUDED MERCHANT

Favor-debt ledger entry (for sale) — A favor owed to the Merchant, purchased and transferred: the debtor can't refuse the meeting, and now the meeting is yours. · Source: the Shrouded Merchant · Rank 5 · Exclusivity: only from the Merchant · Price: favors, memories, certainty — never just teeth · Merchant: his own stock.

The Merchant's carried list (he stocks these at every rank — he sells to everyone): pre-dated death certificate · never-lost key · Ondine's perfect copy · blank transfer order T-117 · Clause 14(c) rider · approved elder relocation petition · sealed Crease fold · released grief · blank removal slip · forged License of Evident Goodness · filed deferral · Sable pen · Dobbs's freight declaration · a Laud Order · borrowed identity · delivered unfinished thought · sealed bag of filed hatred · Fen release · Form H-8 · heroic intervention voucher. His stock rotates; his prices are always fair, which is why everyone leaves feeling shortchanged.

MR. BLACK

Pre-signed syndicate contract — Family Syndicate protection, already signed in handwriting you don't recognize yet. · Source: Mr. Black · Rank 4 · Exclusivity: only from Mr. Black · Price: favors (his kind) · Merchant: no.


Chapter — Your Name on the Door (Domain & Holdings)
[FICTION]

Greetings, Storyteller,

In other cities, the powerful hold territory. In Montavera, the powerful hold paperwork. You don't conquer a district — you file for it. You don't build a fortress — you acquire a deed, and the deed is a relationship, and the relationship is with a family no one has ever seen.

This chapter is about what happens when your players stop renting and start holding. A shop. A safehouse. A street. A building with their name on the door — filed, recorded, and therefore real.

Be warned: in Montavera, property is not an asset. It's an obligation with an address.

— The Headmaster



THE LADDER: Rent, Lease, Deed

Holding property follows the filing ranks. The city doesn't trust the unfiled with doors.

Zero runes (PENDING): you rent a room. Cash (teeth) up front, no questions, no rights. The landlord can evict you by changing the locks. The parrots record you anyway.

One rune (FILED): you sign a lease. A real lease, with your name on it, filed with the district office. You have rights — the specific, limited, revocable rights the city extends to the filed. You can be evicted, but it takes paperwork, and paperwork takes time, and time is the only thing the city respects.

Three runes (INDEXED): you may hold a deed. Not from the city — from the Oscu Estate, which owns the deed to the city itself and nearly 95% of its land. The Estate deals by letters only, after midnight and before dusk. No one has seen the family. People say vampires. The Estate has never denied it.

Four+ runes (DOCKETED, BOUND): significant holdings. Multiple properties. A street. A stake in a district's deed vault. At this depth, you're not a tenant — you're infrastructure. The city routes around you.

The rule: every rung up the ladder is a rung deeper into the file. Property doesn't free you. It files you — with an address.



THE OSCU ESTATE: The Endgame Landlord

[FICTION]

Every deed in Montavera flows uphill to a house on a hill that no one has entered. The Oscu family lives there. No one has seen them. They write letters — always after midnight, always before dusk — and the letters are always correct, always final, and always polite in the way a cliff is polite.

Downtown, in vaults beneath buildings the Estate owns, sit the deed records: every parcel, every transfer — and detailed histories of everything that has happened in every building, as recorded by the wooden parrots. When you buy a deed, you're not just buying land. You're buying the record of the land. The parrots come with the building. They always come with the building.

How to get a deed: petition the Estate (three runes minimum, and that's just to be read). The Estate responds by letter. The letter names a price — not always teeth. Sometimes the price is a favor. Sometimes it's a history — the Estate collects interesting pasts the way other landlords collect rent. Sometimes the price is your neighbor's deed, and the Estate is very interested in consolidation.

Foreclosure: the Estate can always foreclose. Nobody knows how — no one's seen it happen, because no one's been foolish enough to default. The letters are always polite. The cliff is always there.

The rule: the Estate is not a vendor. It's a gravity. Everything property-related bends toward it.



WHAT YOU CAN HOLD

A shop. The classic. Sell goods, launder money, meet contacts. Requires: deed or lease, district business license (Form 12-B, obviously), and a parrot (mandatory — the city insists). Income in teeth. Attention from the raven assigned to your street.

A safehouse. No sign, no license, no parrot — which means no protection. Safehouses in the filed districts are illegal; in the unofficial city (through the Back Door), they're just unrecorded. You can't be evicted from a place that doesn't exist. You also can't call for help from one.

An office. For petitioners, auditors, Fivers, and anyone whose business is paperwork. An office generates not income but access — clearances, introductions, the right to file from your own address. The most powerful room in Montavera might be a clerk's office with a good view of the right inbox.

A venue. A tavern, a card hall, a theater. Venues generate the city's true currency: attention. Who comes, who talks, what the parrots record. The One-Horned Tavern isn't valuable for its mead. It's valuable because Ojona tends bar and everyone talks.

A street. At four+ runes, with the Estate's blessing (and it is never called a blessing), you can hold a street — not own it, hold it. Collect the teeth, keep the peace, answer for what happens. You're now infrastructure. The ravens report to you, partially. The parrots still report past you.



RULES & LIMITATIONS

Upkeep. Every holding costs teeth — monthly, filed, non-negotiable. Miss a payment and the Estate writes. The letter is polite. Pay quickly.

Staff. Holdings need people. Staff have files. Staff talk to parrots. Every employee is a potential leak, a potential asset, a potential plot.

The parrots record everything. This is not a bug. It's the deed condition. Your holding's history goes to the Estate's vaults. Run a criminal enterprise from your shop and the parrots will have excellent records of it. (Some holders consider this a feature — blackmail inventory.)

The raven watches. Your dedicated raven watches 95% of your steps. It watches your holding too. The 5% applies — but a building can't move, so its blind spots are fixed. Learn them. Or don't, and find out who else learned them first.

Obligation scales with holding. A room obligates you to rent. A deed obligates you to the Estate. A street obligates you to everyone on it. The deeper the holding, the deeper the file. There is no property without paperwork, and no paperwork without a price.

You can't sell what the Estate won't transfer. Deeds transfer only with Estate approval. The approval takes the form of a letter. The letter arrives after midnight. Don't ask what happens if you sell without it.



VARIATIONS

By district. Downtown: deed vaults, Estate scrutiny, maximum paperwork. The dark districts: feather-economy holdings, unofficial, the honor code instead of the Estate (the Estate technically owns the land; practically, the shadows collect). The unofficial city (Back Door): no deeds exist. Hold by presence. Lose by absence.

By plotline. Arc rewards can grant holdings: a grateful Council signs over a lease, the Merchant gives you a deed (to what? — the deed's address is blank, which is worse than useless, it's interesting), a Fiver's unfiling clears a property's history.

By situation. Party holdings: the crew holds together, splits upkeep, shares the file (and the risk — one member's audit is everyone's audit). Individual holdings: your name, your deed, your problem. The party can visit. The party can't help with the letter from the Estate.

The ultimate variation: at five runes (BOUND), the Estate may offer you a vault — not a building, a deed vault. You'd hold other people's histories. The parrots would report to you. Think carefully. The last person who held a vault is in one of the histories now.



DOMAIN ACTIONS: What Holdings Do

A holding isn't scenery. It's a verb. Once per cycle (the Storyteller defines the cycle — a week, a Moonsday, an arc), a holding can take one action:


	Generate: income (teeth), information (parrot records), or goodwill (the street likes you).

	Hide: something or someone. The deeper the holding, the deeper the hiding. (The Estate's vaults hide best. They also keep.)

	File: from your own address. Petitions filed from a held office move faster. The city respects an address.

	Owe: leverage the holding as collateral — for loans, favors, or unfiling services. (The Fivers love deed-holders. So much file to carve.)

	Answer: when the Estate writes, when the raven reports, when the street needs you — a holding answers. This isn't optional. It's the price.



The rule: a domain is not a reward. It's a responsibility with an upkeep schedule. The players will love it anyway. Everyone wants their name on a door.


Chapter 17 — Tables For Everything
The Department's official uncertainty-management system. When the Storyteller does not know what happens next, the city does. Roll, and let Montavera decide — it was going to anyway.



A NOTE ON PROCEDURE

Every table in this chapter is a diegetic document: a report, a ledger, a catalogue, a list someone filed. Roll the indicated die, or read straight through. The documents do not mind being read. They mind being filed incorrectly.

Five of these tables (streets, notices, mirrors, lockers, pickup games) are carried forward from the Department's earlier toolkit. The in-fiction game is Factions; Clan Wars is the tournament circuit. Where money appears, it is Teeth, Rat Feathers, or Twists. MOJO is fuel, not money, and appears only where games are played.

District encounter tables live in Chapter 5's companion file. These are the city's everything-else.



0. The Problem Engine

Form SG-1. For the Storyteller who has five minutes and an empty evening.

Do not start with a plot. Start with six rolls — one on each table below, or choose — and the city will hand you a situation with a problem, a motive, a pressure, and a lie already inside it.

Roll 1 — The official problem. What the paperwork says is wrong.
1. A citizen has been declared absent. 2. A ledger does not balance, and the difference is a person. 3. A building is filed in two districts at once. 4. A scheduled event has already happened, according to the forms. 5. A debt has been paid twice, by two different people. 6. A door is listed on no plan and taxed anyway.

Roll 2 — The human motive. What someone wants badly enough to cause this.
1. A relative is concealing the citizen. 2. A clerk is covering a mistake that became a career. 3. Someone is owed, and the paperwork is the leverage. 4. A rival wants the situation, not the person. 5. Someone is protecting a secret that isn't theirs. 6. Love. It is always, eventually, love.

Roll 3 — The impossible detail. The thing that makes it Montavera.
1. The citizen's signature appears on tomorrow's paperwork. 2. The building remembers being somewhere else. 3. The debt is denominated in a currency that doesn't exist yet. 4. The door was never built, but it has a maintenance history. 5. Two witnesses describe the same event in opposite weather. 6. The forms are all correct. That is the impossible part.

Roll 4 — The immediate pressure. Why tonight.
1. An audit begins at sundown. 2. The interested party leaves the city at dawn. 3. A clock you did not start is already ticking. 4. Someone else is investigating, badly. 5. The paperwork expires at midnight, and expiry has consequences. 6. The weather is about to become a participant.

Roll 5 — The hidden connection. What it is really attached to.
1. The record is linked to a different missing person. 2. The motive belongs to someone the players already met. 3. The impossible detail matches a declined file. 4. The pressure was arranged — by whom is the second mystery. 5. The citizen knew something about the district itself. 6. Roll again on this table and connect both results.

Roll 6 — The complication. The person asking for help is not who they claim to be. (If that doesn't fit, they are exactly who they claim to be, which in this city is worse.)

Assembly — five minutes. Take the six results and file them into a Case File (Chapter 12): the official problem is the central question; the motive and connection are what is actually happening; the impossible detail is the first revelation; the pressure is the clock. Place three routes to the impossible detail — three citizens, three records, three places — and you have an evening. The city did the rest.

The Engine does not write plots. It writes situations with enough pressure, personality, and unanswered questions to survive the players' attention. That is all Chapter 1 ever asked for.



1. Street Encounters (d12)

Raven incident précis, Marrow Lane precinct, one week. Do not fix a broken raven yourself.


	A Mood-Setter's violin follows the party for three blocks, then gives up, audibly disappointed.

	A raven lands on a PC's shoulder, blinks red twice, and files them — a small printed slip flutters down: OBSERVED.

	A Nawn vendor sells "genuine counterfeit" Factions cards. They are genuine. They are counterfeit. Both statements survive inspection.

	A Guild of Gloom elder glares at the party's optimism and logs it as his daily evil deed, thanking them.

	A Broken Heart Brigade member proposes marriage to a PC, weeping, holding a vial. It is not their tears. Whose tears are these? They won't say.

	A Sun Shrine layman baptizes a PC in flame "by accident." The PC feels great. Their eyebrows disagree.

	A Sullen Society dropout tries to sell the party metatarsals of the Oracles of Tongath. They are chicken bones. He knows. You know. The transaction proceeds anyway.

	A Masked Marauder steals a PC's left shoe and replaces it with a slightly better left shoe. No explanation is offered or will be.

	An Unveiler bites their pinky until it bleeds and whispers that the party is being followed — by the party.

	Justo Busto is here. He is doing nothing. He is doing it with complete commitment. (Justo Busto is always here. Do not explain Justo Busto.)

	A ghoul tea merchant offers samples from a haunted teapot. The tea screams quietly, then apologizes.

	A Gurunkin demands to see the party's tuning permits, then steals a popular sneaker and vanishes.



Ten Ambient Citizens — For Your Tables

A d10 of table-ready extras, one line each:
1. The Charnel Regular — has seen the ledger and knows about the other yield; will not elaborate; has already elaborated to the wrong person.
2. The Tavern Clock-Watcher — tracking the thirteenth hour, legally designated for corrective data adjustments; sweating.
3. The City Hall Wait-Listed citizen — a watch with seventeen hands; waiting since before the current numbering.
4. The Timeline Bureau Stamp-Queue veteran — tells newcomers the shadow thing stops bothering you after a while; is still bothered.
5. The Tavern Fisherman — forty percent pure Nunaiku distillate; a story about a silver-haired girl asleep on the long dock who had no identity card until the fishermen shouted their own names at her. (Lenka-adjacent: leave it a hook. Never resolve.)
6. The Pro-Table Spectator — sneers at anyone unranked; has never played; the sneer is load-bearing.
7. The Oracle House Shuffling-Queue survivor — logging the door frame's slow widening for eleven months; recipient unknown.
8. The Summer Breeze Mirror-Gazer — waiting for the reflection to blink when he does not; it is winning.
9. The two Nervous Browsers — watching the mannequins and the back-room light; the mannequins have noticed.
10. The Fitting Room Specialist — covering the same expanding stain since the third epoch; it is not a mess, it is an architectural rewrite.

The Plum Grievance (Complete)

Table-ready beats from the fullest grievance on file: Plum called Los's bars workplace inappropriate — and gave the Regional Excellence Award, three times owed, to Drenwick Foss, who closed forty-two with no coverage for the end of time, whose coverage gap is wide enough to park the Bone Bank's whole loss inside, who took Los's labeled stapler and uses it daily to sign documents he did not write with commissions he did not earn. Plum gave Drenwick a certificate reading "Commitment to Risk Assessment Excellence." Los answered with a thirty-one-bar rebuttal, each bar a devastation rhyming with the previous devastation in a chain of consecutive consequence Drenwick cannot follow. Los is not bitter. He is clear. "I'm good though. I'm great. I'm fine."  table use: deploy one bar per street encounter; Los's highest coverage rating — "Fully Protected From The Plum Condition" — has already been earned by the player.

2. Municipal Notices Served Mid-Scene (d12)

Served by clerks who apologize. Keep every form. One of them will matter later. (It won't. Or it will. Don't decide yet.)


	Notice of Eligibility (Form 88-C) — the PC has been selected for something. The something is on page two. There is no page two.

	Audit of Deeds (Form 1-A) — the friendly one. The PC's good/evil ledger shows irregularities. An appointment is scheduled. Attendance is non-refusable.

	Receipt of Bribery (Form 9-B) — issued for a bribe the PC hasn't offered yet. Pre-crime paperwork. The clerk winks.

	Grievance of Broken Compact (Form 44-D) — someone has filed against the PC. The complainant field reads "A concerned citizen (you know who)."

	Notice of Intent to Burgle (Form 12-B) — blank, offered helpfully by a guard who "just wants everyone to be compliant."

	Confiscation Order — one item the PC is holding is now municipal property. The officer takes it gently, almost apologetically, and issues a claim ticket.

	Summons to Jury Duty — the trial is tonight. The defendant is a haunted teapot. The teapot has retained counsel.

	Census Update — the PC is asked to confirm they exist. The form has a checkbox for "existence disputed."

	Zoning Violation — the PC's shadow is in a non-shadow zone. The shadow must relocate within 48 hours.

	Permit to Continue Existing (renewal) — expired yesterday. The fine is 10 Teeth per hour of unauthorized existence.

	Map Correction Notice — the street the PC is standing on has been renamed. The new name is the old name spelled backwards. Update all records.

	Form 7th-RED — the form is entirely red. Every field is red. The instructions are red. The clerk will not discuss it. (Do not resolve the 7th RED. Ever.)



3. Things That Smile at You in Mirrors (d12)

Guild of Public Mirrors, incident log. Civic Reflection Mandate reminder: smile back. Smiling first is "provocation."


	Yourself, but the smile arrives half a second before you do.

	A Nawn, which is worse, because you can't tell where the smile is.

	A raven, reflected from somewhere behind you. There is nothing behind you. The raven disagrees.

	Mr. Black, tipping an imaginary hat. He is not in the room. He was never in the room.

	A Gurunkin wearing your face like a popular sneaker — briefly, joyfully, then gone.

	A unicorn, mid-leap, over a black chasm. The mirror is nowhere near Raduga Cove.

	Your own teeth, independently of your mouth.

	A poltergeist giving a thumbs-up with a hand it doesn't have.

	A Factions card of yourself, still in the pack, already opened.

	A shadow, waving, with the hand of someone you used to know.

	The Council of Nine, all nine, plus one. Count again. There are still ten.

	You, not smiling, watching yourself smile. Both of you know.



4. What's in the Confiscated-Goods Locker (d12)

Locker manifest, precinct unlisted. Final entry, in the log-keeper's hand: "Stopped checking."


	400 counterfeit Factions cards, all of the same card, all slightly smug.

	A parrot pin measuring 0.9 inches. Tagged: EVIDENCE. DO NOT RELEASE. (Someone's tragedy.)

	A jar labeled ANGRY GHOST. The ghost has calmed down. The label has not been updated.

	A left shoe, popular sneaker, single. Smells faintly of wisdom.

	A marriage license with the fine print circled in red. The signature is still warm.

	A raven, broken, blinking red in no particular pattern. Do not fix it. Vacate the area. (You have been warned in triplicate.)

	A Book of Chaos page, blank. It is blank at you, specifically. The clerk won't touch it.

	A vial of tears. Ten heartbreaks. Not the owner's. The manifest lists the previous owners as "complicated."

	Metatarsals, allegedly oracular. Tagged: COUNTERFEIT (PROBABLY).

	A deed to a street that no longer exists. The deed is current.

	A haunted teapot, mid-scream, apologizing. Tagged: HOLD FOR OWNER. No owner listed.

	A single human tooth. The manifest says: "Teeth (1). See also: Teeth (many)." There is no "Teeth (many)" entry. There never was.



5. Factions Pickup-Game Complications (d12)

Clan Wars League badge office, Marshal Vex Halcyon's wall. He is banned from playing for life. His immaculate wall of badges is hollow, every one.


	Your opponent opens with a card of you. It is tournament-legal. Its flavor text is unkind but accurate.

	A raven lands on the table and observes. All bluffs must now be declared aloud.

	A Family Syndicate goon offers to buy your hand, sight unseen, for 200 MOJO. The offer expires when you blink.

	Your Plot Twists have been filed in triplicate by persons unknown. They now trigger one phase late.

	A Sullen Society dropout challenges the loser to a rematch, weeping, "for the clause."

	The Bed is full. A Gurunkin is napping in it. It bites anyone who disturbs it. Play continues around it.

	A Mood-Setter sets up behind your opponent and plays their theme music. It is devastatingly accurate.

	Your opponent bribes your Agent mid-battle — with your own MOJO, which they borrowed earlier and receipted.

	An Unveiler accuses the game of being rigged by the Council. Everyone must now play with hands revealed "for transparency."

	A Nawn sits down to watch. It has no face. It is clearly enjoying itself. Your draws get worse out of sheer self-consciousness.

	The winner's prize — a fresh pack of Factions — contains one card: WELFARE CHECK, and a note: "You have no MOJO."

	Justo Busto was here. He won. Nobody saw his deck. Nobody remembers the game. The trophy has his name on it. It always did.



6. Church Bake Sale Offerings (d12)

Church of the Eversworn Beast, bake-sale rota — the actual load-bearing structure of the parish, per Sister Mordecai. Ingredients not discussed.


	Brownies, excellent. The ingredients list is redacted. All of it. Even the word "brownies."

	Rusted-blade shortbread, by Aldric (ex-deliverer of damage). It has never hurt anyone. The streak continues, barely.

	Lemon bars, from the Ageless Goat's own kitchen. He remembers your secret sin. The bars do not judge. The bars know.

	A tooth in the bread. Desta found the Church this way. The tooth is traditional. Do not ask whose.

	Meringue that screams, quietly, when bitten. The screaming is part of the recipe. The recipe is sealed.

	A cake shaped like the Council chamber. Nine unicorns, one Mr. Black, all in frosting. The Mr. Black slice costs double. Nobody knows why. Everybody pays it.

	Cookies arranged as Form 88-C. Eating one constitutes selection. There is no page two.

	A pie with a lattice top. Under the lattice: another lattice. Seven lattices down: pie.

	The "as available" special — leftover body parts, glass shards, rusted blades, neighbors' hair or teeth. Market price.

	Communion wafers, slightly warm. Aldous's copy of the Sharpek went warm the same week. "Expected," he says. "Not hoped for. Not prophesied. Expected."

	A gingerbread golem, small, weeping. It was supposed to be a man. The oven disagreed.

	Nothing. The table is empty, the rota is full, the sale is over. Sister Mordecai is already planning the next one. The next one is always already planned.



7. River Traffic, the Long River (d12)

Riverwardens' log, morning shift. The river goes where it wants. The log goes where the river went.


	A night ferry for passengers who'd rather not exist on paper. No manifest. No refunds. No questions, either — that's the policy.

	A houseboat named after the harbormaster's third ex-lover. The name is fresh paint. The fourth ex-lover is watching from the boardwalk.

	A barge of Debtal Clinic molars, bound for the mint. The cargo is insured. The insurance is also teeth.

	Something surfaces, waves at the Riverwardens, and submerges. The log records it as "routine." The handwriting disagrees.

	A drowned ante-table, still dealing, three fathoms down. The house always collects. The house is very patient.

	A choir of Mood-Setters on a raft, playing the river's theme. The river has never sounded so guilty.

	A Bone Dispensary courier with a parcel marked ORGANS (ALLEGED). The courier will not make eye contact. Neither will the parcel.

	A swan boat from Sirenia Lake, wildly off course. The swans are union. The passengers have been deputized as swans.

	A floating bake-sale stall. The brownies are waterlogged. The brownies are still excellent. This is the miracle the Church will not discuss.

	A raft of Unveilers, biting their pinkies in unison, pointing at the water. "It's following us," they whisper. "It's the river," says the Warden. "That's worse," they say.

	A paper boat, one inch long, carrying a full-sized Notice of Eligibility. The recipient is the river. The river has been selected. There is no page two.

	Nothing on the water. Nothing under it, either — the Mooring Board checked twice. The lake law is clear: what never filed a claim owns everything. Today, everything is owned by nothing.



8. Prison Intake Ledger (d12)

The Prisons — Natural and Unnatural. Intake clerk's note: "We process the body. The crime is someone else's department."


	A Sullen Society wizard, booked for "practicing without a future." His wand is a diploma. The diploma is revoked.

	A Family Syndicate goon, in for asking directions. The directions were normal. That's what made them suspicious.

	A poltergeist, unapproved, booked for "residence without ectoplasmic laminate." It is serving its sentence inside the walls. Literally inside them.

	A Nawn, booked under three names, all of them "Nawn." The intake photo shows an empty chair. The chair is smiling.

	A Mood-Setter, booked for playing a dirge at a wedding. The wedding was his own. The dirge was accurate.

	A raven, booked for observing without a permit. It blinks red at the intake clerk. The clerk files it. It files the clerk back.

	A Broken Heart Brigade member, booked for proposing to a guard. The guard said yes. The paperwork is now a marriage license. Nobody knows how to undo it.

	A counterfeiter, booked with 400 copies of the same Factions card. All slightly smug. The evidence locker is now also slightly smug.

	A teapot, haunted, booked as an accessory. It has retained counsel. Counsel is also a teapot.

	A citizen, booked for "existence, unauthorized, during posted hours." The posted hours are all hours. The citizen is appealing. The appeal is also booked.

	A shadow, booked for detaching without a license. It is being held in a well-lit cell. It is furious. It is also, technically, present.

	An empty cell, booked, processed, and released. The ledger insists someone was here. The ledger is never wrong. Ask the ledger who. The ledger declines.



9. Faction Events This Week (d12)

Posted at the Tietian Gate. All factions welcome. All factions watched.


	The Church of the Eversworn Beast holds a Singles Club mixer — fourteen cross-dimensional partnerships, one awkward eternity. Rival: the Broken Heart Brigade, picketing with vials.

	The Family Syndicate attends a gala it claims not to be attending. Everyone sees them. No one saw anything.

	The Education Agency and the Miseducation Agency both claim the Arkademia's tuition. Both collect. Students pay twice and learn half.

	The Sullen Society holds open auditions for "wizards with potential." The potential is not specified. Neither are the wizards.

	The Unveilers hold a rally. The speaker bites their pinky until it bleeds and announces the rally is a distraction. From what is not announced.

	The Guild of Gloom hosts a gloom-off. The reigning champion has not smiled since the 54th Age. The challenger smiled once, in 55th, and has never recovered.

	The Dark Raven Elders convene a synod. The Ageless Goat does not speak. The building speaks for him. The building has opinions about the catering.

	ATOO holds a public forum. The topic is redacted. Attendance is mandatory. Questions are discouraged. Answers are unavailable.

	The Clan Wars League (tournament circuit) announces brackets. Marshal Vex Halcyon's wall gains another hollow badge. He polishes it anyway.

	The Bureau of Belonging issues a reminder: treason requires Form 9-B, Intent to Commit Treason. Unfiled treason is just rudeness.

	The Singles Club and the Broken Heart Brigade negotiate a merger. Talks collapse when both sides weep at the same time and can't tell whose tears are whose.

	The Council issues a proclamation. It contradicts itself by the third sentence. This is not an error. This is how they speak. The proclamation is already law.



10. Weather Over the City (d12)

Recorded by the Department of Strategic Misfortune and Civic Timeline Interference. Forecasts are advisory. The weather disagrees.


	Rain. It is always raining when something important is about to happen. Nobody owns an umbrella; umbrellas are defeat.

	A fine ash of shredded forms, drifting down over the Inner City. Do not read the fragments. The fragments are reading you.

	Low violet mist with opinions. It parts for processions and closes behind doubters.

	Hail, each stone stamped with a tiny raven footprint. Collectors pay in Teeth. The Department pretends not to notice.

	A warm wind smelling of brownies and redaction. The bake sale is upwind. The bake sale is always upwind.

	Perfect stillness. No bird, no bell, no violin. The Mood-Setters have stopped playing. Ask what they heard. They won't say. That's the forecast.

	Snow that falls up over Raduga Cove. The Council trots past at speed, late for something, radiating panic beneath total composure.

	A heat shimmer over the Cemetery that resolves, briefly, into a second Cemetery, slightly to the left. Do not visit the left one.

	Thunder with no lightning, in triplicate. Chanting heard in triplicate is normal near the Shrine. Thunder in triplicate is new. File a report.

	A greenish drizzle that makes every parrot pin blink redder. Pins measuring 0.9 inches should stay indoors. This is a tragedy in three acts, weather permitting.

	Clear skies, entirely, over the whole city, all day. The Chronicle's weather desk has filed for hazard pay. Nothing good has ever followed a clear day.

	The sky does the thing it does before a Revision. Everyone's memories will agree by morning. Enjoy tonight's version while it's yours.



11. Tavern Talk, the One-Horned Tavern (d12)

Fig. 17.1 — The One-Horned Tavern, interior. No credit. Ask Ojona. The corner isn't.

Corner table is an extra-territorial municipality (Thistlewhip's). What is said there is not said in Montavera. What is overheard is.


	"Sweetmane's bribable, everyone knows it — but have you seen what he takes? Rare Factions cards. Not Teeth. Cards. What does a unicorn want with cards?"

	"The Oracle House lamp never goes off. Gornola reads at one-in-three, they say. My cousin says the one is always the worst one."

	"Allen Clan was here. Or his manager was here. Or a man who looked like — look, somebody from the card shop was here, and the No-No Cone sold out by noon."

	"They say the Registrar's office has a file on everyone. Not a file about you. A file of you. There's a difference, and the difference is the scary part."

	"Marrow's funding the Unveilers. The hawk, funding the shouters. My brother saw the ledger. My brother now works nights and doesn't talk about ledgers."

	"The green phone on Marrow Lane rang blue last night. Blue! Nobody knows what blue means. The teller wouldn't say. The teller never won't say."

	"Quietus's seat was damp again this morning. Damp. In the High Citadel. In summer. You tell me what that means."

	"A Factions card turned up in a booster that isn't in any set. Blank back. When you look at it too long, it shows your childhood. The League confiscated three."

	"The Twice-Filer processed something last week. Twice, obviously. The client wouldn't recognize their own signature after. That's the point, they say."

	"Icaron's in the contracted part now. Can't fully enter until the arrangement completes. My sister's cousin's ferret saw him. The ferret won't go back."

	"The Book of Chaos passed through the Inner City last month. Put your ear to a hole and you hear filing. I did it. I heard my name. I'm not going back."

	"The Old Ones didn't fall, you know. They were interrupted. The Agents say the new world is the interruption and they're the resumption. Drink up. Nobody knows what it means."



The Clock-Watching Regular — Twenty-Two Minutes to Finalize the Statement

Same stool, facing the clock, sweating as it approaches 13. The standard municipal clock carries an expected variance of four minutes per century; this one is accelerating — the hands do not click past the eleven, they slide, highly irregular for an inspected timepiece. The clock has a twelve, a thirteen, and a blank space where the brass teeth stripped out. The thirteenth hour is legally designated for corrective data adjustments; if you notice a cold draft near his stool, do not report it to Planning and Zoning. He knows exactly what happens at the thirteenth hour and has been preparing a statement for it for longer than the tavern has been open. The statement is never finished. He has twenty-two minutes. He will not have twenty-two minutes. Table use: what is he trying to say before 13, and who is it for? The Index does not ask twice.

12. Raven Deliveries (d12)

All deliveries final. Do not fix a broken raven yourself. Signatures in tiny bird footprints are legally binding.


	A Notice of Something (Form 2-C). The "something" field is blank. Keep the form. It will matter later. (It won't. Or it will.)

	A wedding invitation. The couple is unnamed. The date hasn't happened. The venue is "the usual place," which you have never been.

	A single Rat Feather, no note. Somewhere, a rat is flying on one fewer feather. Honor the code. Pass it on.

	A Factions pack, already opened, containing one card: yourself. The flavor text is unkind but accurate.

	A tooth. Just the one. The attached note: "Teeth (1). See also: Teeth (many)." There is no Teeth (many).

	A bake-sale flyer, mandatory attendance, voluntary purchase. The brownies are circled. The circling is in your handwriting.

	A summons to testify about something you haven't seen yet. "We'll brief you on what you saw." The briefing is enclosed. Do not open it yet.

	A Twist, sealed — one minute of reversed time. Spend it wisely. Everyone spends it immediately. That's the wisdom.

	A marriage license with the fine print circled in red. The signature is still warm. It is not your signature. It is almost your signature.

	A map correction: the street you're standing on has been renamed. The new name is the old name spelled backwards. The Raven waits while you update your records.

	A tiny brown wool sweater, raven-sized, council-approved. The raven wearing it looks deeply unhappy about the whole arrangement.

	Nothing. The raven lands, looks at you, and leaves. The delivery was the look. You have been delivered to.



13. Market Stalls, the Counterfeit Quarter (d12)

The Gilded Misprint district. Fakes so good the Printing Company buys them back by mistake. All sales final. All authenticity negotiable.


	"Genuine counterfeit" Factions cards, Nawn-made. Genuine. Counterfeit. Both statements survive inspection. Prices in Teeth, negotiable in Rat Feathers.

	Parrot pins, blinking redder than regulation. The blinking spells something in Unicornic. It is a name. Do not ask whose. (It is yours.)

	A haunted teapot, mid-scream, apologizing. Provenance papers included. The papers are screaming too.

	Metatarsals, allegedly oracular, Oracle-of-Tongath-adjacent. Tagged: PROBABLY. The vendor winks with both eyes, which have no lids.

	Brown wool sweaters, council-approved, sigils slightly misspelled. The misspellings are the point. The point is deniable.

	A jar of "lost" left shoes, popular sneakers, singles only. Smell faintly of wisdom. Wisdom not guaranteed.

	Vials of tears, ten heartbreaks each, previous owners "complicated." The Broken Heart Brigade buys in bulk. The Brigade denies everything.

	Maps of the Ninth Circle, seller swears genuine. The map shows the stall you're standing at. You are not on the map.

	A marriage license, pre-signed, fine print circled in red. The signature is still warm. Bring your own almost-signature.

	Form 7th-RED, single copy, all red. The vendor will not discuss it. The vendor will not discuss the vendor, either, while holding it.

	A deed to a street that no longer exists. The deed is current. The street is non-refundable.

	Nothing for sale. The stall is empty, the vendor is present, the prices are listed. "Sold out," says the vendor, gesturing at the full shelves. Buy anyway. Everyone does.



14. Bureaucratic Delays (d12)

Why your form isn't ready. Posted in every waiting room. The reasons are updated hourly. The wait is not.


	Your clerk was filed. Not fired — filed. Retrieval is pending. Your form is with them.

	The stamp is out for lunch. The stamp has been out for lunch since the 54th Age. The lunch is legendary.

	Your paperwork was sent to the wrong drawer. The wrong drawer is in the Back Door. The Back Door is not on the org chart.

	A raven ate the carbon copy. The raven has filed it internally. You may petition the raven.

	The Department is observing a moment of silence. The moment began Tuesday. It is now in its third week. The silence is load-bearing.

	Your form requires a countersignature from a predecessor. Your predecessor is among the Unfiled. Form 8-K is available. Approval is not.

	The 7th RED was invoked in an adjacent queue. All processing has stopped. No one will discuss it. Take a number. The numbers are also red.

	Your file was selected for a routine audit. The audit is friendly. The auditor is not. Bring Teeth. Bring also a second, secret Teeth.

	The office relocated three times this year by municipal order, without moving. Your form is at the previous location, which is this location, which has moved.

	A unicorn is napping on the seal. Do not wake the unicorn. The seal can wait. The seal has waited. The seal is good at waiting.

	Your request was approved, denied, and approved again under a different name. You are holding the denial. The approval is filed under the other name. Prove you are the other name.

	The Department thanks you for your patience. Your patience has been logged, itemized, and billed. Payment is due in Teeth. The wait continues, as do you.



The Eleven Millimeters

Filed as the Bank's purest delay: a figure frozen mid-transaction at the teller window, deposit slip eleven millimeters from completion. The calculation is correct. The pressure has not been applied. They are still deciding if the transaction is what they want — they have been deciding for a while — and the Tellers process around them the way water processes around a stone. They came in for a Copper Key, one thing, a known thing, and are no longer certain the thing should be opened; the hum helps, and the hum is very consistent. June has logged them under "suspended intent" and finds the consistency restful. Intent suspended indefinitely, and the building is fine with it.

15. What's on the Cart Today (d12)

The Shrouded Merchant's cart. He sells to everyone, at all levels. What he is, is not for sale. Do not ask.


	A bottle with sounds inside. The sounds are yours, from a Tuesday you don't remember. Price: one memory, lightly used.

	A Factions card that isn't in any set. Blank back. Look too long and it shows your childhood. He will not sell this one. It is on the cart anyway.

	A Twist, unsealed, already rewinding. One minute, going backwards as you watch. Price: a minute of yours, going forward.

	A map of the contracted district, drawn from the other side of the door. The door is not on the map. The map is the door. Price: directions.

	A left shoe, popular sneaker, single, smelling faintly of wisdom. "Its pair," he says, "is in a locker. The locker is holding." He will say no more.

	A vial, empty, labeled in your handwriting. The label says what it held. You can't read your own handwriting. He can. He won't.

	A parrot pin, exactly one inch. Not 0.9. One. He polishes it while you decide. The tragedy is averted. The price is not.

	A Notice of Something (Form 2-C), pre-filled, something field completed. The something is about you. Reading it constitutes acceptance.

	A wedding ring, engraved with a date that hasn't happened. It fits. Everything he sells fits. That is the terrible part.

	A Raven, unbroken, blinking green. "This one," he says, "was never filed." The raven looks at you the way the unfiled look at the filed.

	A sealed envelope, wax the color of the Oracle House lamp. "From L," he says. "Keep reading." He does not sell it. He shows it to you for free. Nothing about this is free.

	The amber bottle. Third shelf, left. Not for sale. Never for sale. He sees you looking. "Some things," he says, "are not inventory." The cart is silent for a moment. The silence is the most expensive thing on it.



16. Revision Leftovers (d12)

For the Revisions mechanic: small changed details the city didn't quite clean up. NPCs remember the new version. The party remembers both.


	A shopkeeper insists they've never met the party. The party remembers a dangerous favor. In the revised history, someone else did it — and is being punished for it.

	A street sign with fresh paint over old paint. The old name shows through when it rains. It is raining.

	A photograph in a tavern: the same celebration, one fewer person. Nobody remembers who. The empty chair is pulled out, expectantly.

	A scar on a PC's hand from an injury that never happened. The scar aches when Revisions are near.

	A letter addressed to a dead person, delivered this morning, postage current. The recipient's family has already replied. The reply is also current.

	A Factions card in a PC's deck that wasn't there yesterday. It depicts a moment from the party's past week. The flavor text is a warning.

	A debt the party never incurred, now owed to the Family Syndicate. The ledger is immaculate. The goon collecting it apologizes sincerely.

	A childhood memory, shared by two party members, that only one of them should have. They compare details. The details match. Neither will say so first.

	A grave in the Cemetery with a fresh date and a familiar name — spelled almost correctly. The groundskeeper remembers the funeral. There was no funeral.

	A green pay phone that used to be on Marrow Lane is now on Cobbler's Row. Everyone agrees it was always on Cobbler's Row. The phone remembers Marrow Lane. The phone is needy about it.

	A Council proclamation, framed in a shop window, that contradicts the one in the Chronicle. Both are dated today. Both are law.

	A margin note in the party's own handwriting, in a book they've never opened: "It changed again. We noticed. That's the job."



17. Who's at the Next Table (d12)

Quick NPCs, each with a want. The Storyteller may seat any of them within earshot. All of them are listening.


	A Debtal Clinic extractor, counting teeth into a velvet tray. Want: one specific tooth — yours. "Yours are mint condition," they say, the way butchers say marbled.

	A Rat Feather courier, her long coat heavy with other people's standing. Want: to make one more delivery before the feathers run out. The delivery is addressed to someone at your table.

	A Sullen Society dropout, textbooks waterlogged. Want: to be a student again, at any price, and the price is always someone else's enrollment.

	A Broken Heart Brigade fundraiser, vials clinking. Want: your heartbreak, specifically. "Yours is vintage," they breathe. "Pre-56th Age. We can tell."

	An Unveiler, pinky already bleeding. Want: for you to admit you're being followed. By you. "Just say it," they whisper. "It helps."

	A Family Syndicate auditor, fancy wear, excellent manners. Want: directions. Just directions. (Give normal directions. Accept the Teeth for discretion.)

	A Mood-Setter, violin case open, empty. Want: a theme. Yours, specifically. "Everyone has one," they say, tuning. "Yours is in a minor key. I'm sorry."

	A Church volunteer, flour on their sleeves. Want: your attendance at the bake sale. Mandatory attendance, voluntary purchase. The brownies are circled. The circling is in your handwriting.

	A retired raven, blinking amber, slow. Want: to deliver one last thing before decommission. It won't say what. It keeps looking at your shoulder.

	A Nawn, no face, good company. Want: to watch. That's all. Watching is the whole want. (It is enjoying itself. Your evening gets worse out of sheer self-consciousness.)

	A Twice-Filer's clerk, stamping everything twice. Want: your signature. Just the one. You won't recognize it after. That's the point, they say.

	Justo Busto. Want: unknown. He is doing nothing. He is doing it with complete commitment. (Justo Busto is always here. Do not explain Justo Busto.)

	True Bladder Control. Want: to introduce himself. He will — once you have done the prerequisite, he will walk up, introduce himself, and you will have made a friend for life. The prerequisite is not filed. (Do not explain True Bladder Control.)



Clan Wars Inc. Ambient Pool — The Jar and the Revised Terms

Two ambient archetypes for the Allen Clan's tournament floor, filed for rotation. The Pro-Table Spectators: never at a table, always near the screens — long enough here to have developed opinions about every regular's playstyle without having tested any of those opinions against an actual opponent; a collective terror that playing would expose them, examined on a level they have chosen not to examine. The room's ambient pressure system. The Desperate Trader: always mid-transaction with someone who has not agreed to a transaction, cards in both hands, shifting constantly — and the jar. The jar is always present. Nobody asked about the jar until now. What he offers: "an echo of a Tuesday — very rare" (dust swept from a restricted Timeline Bureau filing cabinet; six cycles of uncompleted unofficial-channel transactions). The exit: when the merchant questline resolves, the Trader is absent, the jar is gone, and a note on the counter reads TERMS HAVE BEEN REVISED. Nobody knows who left it. Tamsin has not logged the note. This is notable. "Don't look at the screen. Look at the cards. The screens are lying to you about the exchange rate."



18. The Green Phone Rings (d12)

The pay phones are needy. They ring in color: the color is the caller, the intensity is the gravity. Answering is voluntary. Not answering is noticed.


	Colorless ring, barely a glow. A wrong number. The teller apologizes. The phone rings again immediately, brighter. It is not a wrong number.

	Pale green. The Tietian Channel toll office. Your crossing was logged. The toll is one Twist. The Twist is one minute. The minute is yours.

	Amber. Gornola's office. "The seventeenth reading," says Vale, filing clerk. "Its Withheld section got longer. She thought you should know. She thought someone should know."

	Deep violet. The caller doesn't speak. Breathing, in triplicate. Chanting heard in triplicate is normal near the Shrine. This isn't near the Shrine.

	Red, pulsing. Drak's office. "Your Subject Pending Erasure file," says a voice like a stamp. "It has advanced. This is a courtesy call. There are no more courtesies."

	Blue. Nobody knows what blue means. The teller won't say. The teller never won't say. Log the call. Log it twice.

	Gold. Allen Clan. "It's Allen," says Allen. "Quick question —" The line goes to the food-truck park. Then the card shop. Then back. He's popping in and out. Sixty seconds.

	Black, edgeless. The line is silent. Then: "Keep reading. — L." Click. The phone is colorless again. The phone is pretending it never rang.

	White, blinding. The Council. All nine, plus one. They speak in contradiction, which is how they speak. The gist: you are expected. The details: pending.

	The color of a brown wool sweater. The sweater is calling. The sigils are reading themselves aloud. Three people have read them aloud. They are now excellent sweaters.

	Your own color. You don't have a color. Nobody has a color. The phone is ringing in your color. Answer it. It's you, from a Tuesday you don't remember. You have sixty seconds. You need a unique code.

	It doesn't ring. It just glows, faintly, the color of need. It wants to be answered the way a dog wants to be walked. Answer it. Something in you needs the sixty seconds too.





The Department reminds you: these tables are advisory. The city is not. Roll when uncertain. The city was going to decide anyway — this way, you get to watch.

19. Defective Municipal Instruments (d12)

The city manufactures certainty. The instruments below are defective, decommissioned, or simply honest. When the Storyteller does not want to decide — or when there is no Storyteller — consult one.

They are not called oracles. The city has an Oracle question already, and it is still open. These are instruments. They malfunction productively.

The Misfiled Directory — what is wrong with this location? Roll d12:
1. It is listed in two districts. Both collect taxes. 2. The address exists; the building is early. 3. It was renovated last week by a company dissolved in 1987. 4. The blueprints show a room the building does not. 5. It is condemned, occupied, and thriving, in that order. 6. The mail arrives addressed to someone who will live here. 7. It has a basement listed on no plan. 8. The previous tenant left everything, including the tenant. 9. It is quieter inside than the street by exactly one conversation. 10. The rent is paid up through a year that hasn't happened. 11. Someone has been maintaining it lovingly, from the outside, at night. 12. It is the wrong building. It has always been the wrong building. No one has filed a correction.

The Witness Static — what does the witness misunderstand? Roll d12:
1. The time. They are certain, and three hours wrong. 2. The direction. They point with confidence at the wrong district. 3. Who was there. They describe someone else entirely, accurately. 4. What was said. They remember the tone perfectly and the words not at all. 5. Whether it already happened. 6. Whether they were the witness or the participant. 7. The number of people. There were more. There are always more. 8. What they were paid, and by whom. 9. Which detail matters. They lead with the irrelevant one. 10. Their own name, briefly, when surprised. 11. Nothing. They understand perfectly and are lying about one thing. 12. Everything. They are the most reliable witness you will ever meet, and no one will believe them.

The Premature Arrival — what arrives before the player is ready? Roll d12:
1. The audit. 2. The relative. 3. The consequences of the last session. 4. Someone the player was avoiding, with excellent timing. 5. The bill. 6. Morning. 7. A witness who has decided to talk, now, loudly. 8. The weather, personally. 9. A better offer, expiring. 10. The thing they were hiding from, caught up. 11. A ceremony they forgot they were invited to. 12. The truth, early, without context.

The Municipal Exchange — what does the city demand in exchange? Roll d12:
1. A form, in triplicate, filed in person. 2. A memory. Any memory. The city is not particular. 3. A name — not yours. 4. An hour. You will not remember spending it. 5. A favor, unspecified, redeemable never. 6. Exact change. 7. Your attention, undivided, for one full minute. 8. A signature on something you may not read first. 9. A tooth. The city prefers molars. 10. A secret you have not told anyone. The city already knows it; the telling is the price. 11. Patience. 12. Nothing. This time. The city is saving it up.

Use an instrument to generate a question, a complication, or a contradiction — never a mere decoration. The canon and the Case File constrain what can actually be true; the instrument proposes, the city disposes.

20. Filing Solo

For the citizen without a table. One player, the book, and the city.

You are both the protagonist and the Office. Play as follows:


	Open a situation with the Problem Engine (Table 0). You are the Storyteller now — file the Case File honestly.

	Ask the city. Whenever you would ask a Storyteller what happens, consult a Defective Municipal Instrument instead. Treat the result as the city's answer, not a suggestion.

	File the attempt. Use the resolution procedure (Chapter 1). For the Storyteller's half of the bargain — the annotation, the complication — roll on the instruments again, or choose the crueler honest option. Solo play rewards honesty; the city can tell when you are being kind to yourself.

	Keep the dossier. The Evidence Dossier (Chapter 12) is your table. Maintain it as you would with a group.

	Close the loan. When the situation resolves, file the aftermath: what changed, what it cost, what new mystery became visible. Solo filings count. The city does not distinguish.



The instruments malfunction productively. So, it turns out, do you.



District Encounter Tables

Sixteen districts and the Square. Seventeen documents. Roll a d12, or read straight through — the documents do not mind being read. They mind being filed incorrectly.

Marginal notes in other hands mark threads the previous owners never closed. They are still open.

How to use these. Each entry is one event for the Passage Procedure (Chapter 5, step 3): read it aloud or paraphrase it, then ask the table what they do. One thing happens. Not three. One. Where a document names the reader, it means whichever citizen is reading it. Where it names the party, it means the party.



1. The Streets — Raven Incident Report

Raven Database, filed under "Helpful." Extract: Marrow Lane precinct, one week. Do not fix a broken Raven yourself.


	A Raven on Marrow Lane has followed a stranger for three days, taking notes in Unicornic. The notes are addressed to the stranger. They say sorry. [blue ink, V.:] the notes are still arriving. The raven roosts on Marrow Lane. It is waiting for an answer.

	A Mood-Setter's violin went fast at noon and has not gone slow since. The corner is now a dance floor. The dancer has no pin.

	Blood-repellent boots, one pair, abandoned mid-step on Cobbler's Row. The steps continue without them, wet.

	A mirror on Marrow Lane shows the street empty. The street is not empty. The mirror has filed Form M-IRROR against itself.

	The Drowned Parrot rented the same room to three guests simultaneously. All three checked in. None checked out. The room is empty and paid through Moonsday.

	A counterfeit pin in the Bone Dispensary alley blinks redder than regulation. The blinking spells something in Unicornic. It is a name. It is one of the party's names.

	A Fat Ogre table at Ante Up stood up mid-match and bought itself a fresh pack of Factions. The table is winning. Nobody taught it the rules.

	A white-clad authority is inspecting parrot pins for time-compliance. One pin is one inch short in time. It belongs to a Raven.

	A good deed and an evil deed were both performed by the same citizen within the hour, as decreed. The Ravens cannot decide which to log first. The citizen is waiting.

	A broken Raven on a cornice. Do not fix it yourself. Someone is fixing it themselves. They have the right tools and the wrong face. [pencil, M.:] the fixing is still happening. Third cornice past the Drowned Parrot. Go before the face changes.

	A man in a grey leather jacket hung with trinkets, brass goggles pushed up, was seen correcting the incident board, then pointing at the viewer, then gone. Wanted in twelve districts. Do not approach. Filed as "helpful."

	A newcomer's brown wool sweater has begun reading its own sigils aloud. Three visitors have read them aloud. They are now excellent sweaters. This one is reading faster.





2. Deep City — Under-Market Auction Catalogue (annotated)

Lot list for tonight's sale. Margin notes in green ink, in a regular's hand. The green glow is normal.


	Lot 4: Haunted teapot. Screams in a voice the bidder recognizes. Bidding in years. Reserve: seven. [shaky green ink:] the auction repeats weekly. The voice is still screaming. It knows your name now.

	Lot 9: Living black water, one jar. Do not shake it. Someone shook it. The lot is now two lots. Both are angry.

	Lot 12: 9th Circle map, seller swears it is genuine. The map shows the Under-Market. The Under-Market is not on the map.

	Lot 15: A memory, lightly used, smells of bergamot. Previous owner unknown. Previous owner is bidding. Previous owner is winning.

	Lot 17: Approved Poltergeist, badge included, resentful about the badge. Starting bid: one favor, unspecified.

	Lot 21: Sarcophagus, single occupancy, checkout ritual included. Late checkout survivable exactly once.

	Lot 23: Ghoul-summoning kit, confiscated from children. The children are here. They are outbidding everyone.

	Lot 28: Tea that cures most wounds and causes one (1) vivid hallucination of your own funeral. The funeral is lovely. Bid accordingly.

	Lot 30: struck through. Margin note: "Do not ask what the green glow is. I asked. — G." G. is in the room tonight, glowing faintly, bidding on the lot that was struck — and looking at the party as if they might know why.

	Lot 31: A silence, bottled, Deep City vintage. Open only underground. Open only once.

	Lot 33: Mirror with the smile still in it. The smile is not the seller's. The seller is smiling anyway, to be polite.

	Lot 40: The auctioneer. Not for sale. The bidding has started anyway. The auctioneer is taking notes.





3. Lakeview — Mooring Board Complaint Log

Lakeview Mooring Board. Ferry permits, drowning paperwork. Complaints filed; none resolved.


	A vessel unmoored after moonrise is legally a citizen and may vote. Two unmoored canoes now hold seats. They vote as a bloc. The bloc is damp.

	A complainant's reflection arrived three minutes early and filed a complaint about the complainant. Both complaints are pending. The reflection has hired counsel. [pencil, M.:] the complaint is retrievable. Drawer 12, Mooring Board basement. The reflection's counsel objects.

	The Smiling Reflection's lobby mirror shows guests checked in three weeks from now. A guest has arrived early to dispute the bill. The bill has not been written yet.

	Fog Docks: an unlicensed crossing delivered passengers who do not exist on paper and refuse to exist on paper. They tipped well.

	A Mood-Setter's accordion is off-key in a way that suggests intention. The intention is under review. The accordionist would like the party to testify that it was accidental. It was not.

	Someone's sweater is damp. Everyone's sweater is damp. No one admits it. The Board admits nothing. A Board inspector is checking sweaters at the dock today; a damp one is a mooring violation, and the party's are damp.

	A mirror at the Fog Docks shows other people's reflections. One of them is waving at the complainant. The complainant does not know them. They seem to know the complainant.

	Ripple Ante: a losing player forfeited and was baptized simultaneously. The baptism is under review. The forfeit stands.

	A canoe holding a Board seat has requested dredging. The dredging would disturb the canoe's constituents. The motion is tabled, underwater.

	A moonrise mooring inspection found a vessel moored to its own reflection. The knot is excellent. The vessel is smug.

	A guest at the Smiling Reflection checked out yesterday and checked in tomorrow. Housekeeping is confused in both directions.

	The mist came off the lake at dusk and stayed until it had seen something. It saw the complainant. The complaint is withdrawn.





4. The Apokalypse — Bureau of Final Affairs: Rejected Filings

Form APOK-1: Declaration of Apocalypse. The following were rejected. Reasons attached. Anyone may declare the apocalypse on any Moonsday; the form must be filed by sundown.


	Filing declared the apocalypse for last Tuesday. The apocalypse occurred on schedule; the filing did not. Rejected: late.

	Applicant declared the end of the world "personally, and effective immediately." The world declined. Rejected: insufficient signatures.

	The bake sale's "Most Theologically Ambitious Pastry" entry is still screaming. The screaming is theologically ambitious. Approved in principle; rejected on volume.

	A Moonsday Night Service attendee left refreshed and slightly altered forever. The alteration is permanent. The refreshment has expired. Rejected: incomplete.

	Applicant submitted the apocalypse in triplicate. Two copies ended. One copy is pending. Rejected: partial apocalypse.

	The Crater Exchange sold "pre-apocalypse memorabilia" made last Tuesday. The memorabilia is genuine. Last Tuesday is pre-apocalypse. Rejected: technically correct, which is worse.

	A prophet declared the apocalypse, then rescheduled it twice. It is now booked for Moonsday. The venue is unconfirmed. The bake sale has the venue. Rejected: double-booked with the bake sale.

	Probably-genuine ATOO pamphlets were distributed at Last Rites parlor. The pamphlets are probably genuine. The distribution was definitely unlicensed. Rejected: probably.

	An applicant's head vibrated at impossible frequencies during chanting. The frequencies have been noted. The head has not been returned. Rejected: pending reassembly.

	A Last Rites match was played as if it were the end of the world. It was not. The stakes were real anyway. Rejected: the house always collects, even from the apocalypse. The house that collects is the Drowned Ante. It has filed a claim on the apocalypse. The claim is pending.

	The Righteous Ruin filed for a roof. The roof is optional. The filing is mandatory. Rejected: the form was the roof.

	Someone filed Form APOK-1 for the Council's nightly leap into Raduga Cove. The Bureau has questions. The Bureau will not ask them. Rejected: above our pay grade.





5. The Arkademia — The Dean's Disciplinary Docket

Offenses heard. Sentences pending. Tuition non-refundable. Any spell failing on university grounds becomes university property.


	A student's failed spell became university property and was resold to the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune at a markup. The student wants royalties. The spell wants out.

	Counterfeit Oracle metatarsals sold on the Quad prophesied accurately. The counterfeits are now genuine. The genuine ones are furious.

	A lecture hall rearranged its seating while observed. Forty students witnessed it. The hall denies everything. The students have been reassigned to the hall.

	A Sullen Society member reclaimed student status by failing successfully. "May you fail your way to Chaos" was taken literally. It worked.

	The Infirmary admitted a case of acute embarrassment. The embarrassment is contagious. Visiting hours are suspended. The patient is the Dean.

	A thesis defense at the Tenured Bed ended in a draw. The bed has been awarded the degree. Checkout is the dissertation.

	A "study aid" (haunted teapot with footnotes) cited its sources. The sources are screaming. The footnotes check out.

	Metatarsal fraud: a student read their own foot bones and liked the prophecy too much. The bones have been confiscated. The student is walking differently.

	A spell failed on university grounds during a tour for prospective students. The failure was impressive. Enrollment is up. The spell is now faculty.

	The Dean's List parlor accepted ante in academic credit from a student with no credits. The student is now owed a degree. The parlor is appealing.

	A music-box waltz played at the wrong speed through the walls for six hours. The walls have filed a complaint. The waltz is tenure-track.

	A prophecy named a student, dated yesterday. The student arrived today. The docket is backdated. Everyone is early, especially yesterday.





6. Sirenia Lake — Office of Drowned Property: Unclaimed Surfacing Ledger

The lake provides. The following surfaced. No one has claimed them. The lake is waiting.


	A sealed jar: an angry ghost, a Factions deck, a note reading "ANTE UP." The ghost insists it was winning. The deck is missing a card. The card is the ghost.

	A wedding ring, engraved "to my beloved." The lake provided it twice. Both rings are claimed by the same widow. The widow is patient.

	A ferry ticket, dated tomorrow, punched twice. A passenger disembarked matching a traveler's description exactly — one inch taller in time.

	A Mood-Setter's bow, snapped clean. The boathouse roof is silent. The hum continues without it. The hum is learning.

	A houseboat key, labeled with the harbormaster's ex-lover's name. All of them. The key fits none of the boats. The boats are nervous.

	A tentacle burger, still warm, glowing green slaw intact. Swimming is discouraged by everyone, including the lake. The burger disagrees.

	A mirror, face down. It shows the lake from below. Something down there is waving. Do not wave back. Report it. Apologize. (Form M-IRROR, waterproof.)

	A night ferry's passenger manifest. Every name is redacted except one: the reader's. The ferry runs nightly. The reader has never boarded. [blue ink, V.:] board it. The manifest is already filled out.

	A single blood-repellent boot, left. The right one was abandoned mid-step on Cobbler's Row and walked here. The left one is holding out for a better owner.

	A bottle containing a smaller lake. The smaller lake contains a smaller bottle. Do not open it. Someone opened it. The ledger is now damp. (See: Long River, flotsam log entry 12.)

	A drowned thing's calling card: "Thanks for the swim. See you at moonrise." The card is dry. The moon is rising.

	An oar, snapped, with teeth marks. The teeth are human. The lake provides. The lake also collects.





7. The Cemetery — Clerk of Returning Things: Anomaly Ledger

Burials, exhumations, and returns that did not go as filed. Fees payable in teeth. Do not ask whose.


	A body was filed, paid for, teeth collected, and buried. The grave is empty. The registry insists it is occupied. Something keeps signing the visitor's log. [violet, Widow:] the signing happens every Moonsday at midnight. I have watched. Bring teeth.

	A poltergeist was produced by an improperly filed burial. The poltergeist has filed a complaint about the filing. The complaint is properly filed. The poltergeist remains.

	A visitor was buried without Form D-CESSD and is legally "a visitor." The visitor has been asked to leave. The visitor is considering it.

	Pre-dated death certificates sold in the registry's back room. One is dated tomorrow. The named party is reading this ledger.

	A mourner at the Quiet Plot is avoiding becoming a mourner. The plot is quiet. The mourner is loud. The deceased has opinions.

	Six Feet Ante: a regular has been playing very slowly for eleven years and never concedes. The regular is winning. The regular is also deceased. The game continues. His opponent is his widow. She visits every Moonsday. She never concedes either.

	Genuine grave dirt — do not substitute. Someone substituted. The substitute is genuine. The genuine is missing. Both are dirt.

	A posthumous consultation: the deceased was asked what hurt. The deceased answered at length. The healer is now also deceased. The consultation continues.

	An unapproved poltergeist stayed wild. The wild one is polite. The approved ones are resentful. The distinction is under review.

	Teeth collected as fees, counted twice. The count is short by one tooth. The tooth is the Clerk's. The Clerk is smiling with the rest.

	A grave was exhumed by order, reburied by mistake, and exhumed again by curiosity. The occupant has filed for all three. The paperwork is immaculate.

	The detuned music-box lullaby stopped, very slowly, forever. The silence is in triplicate. The Cemetery has never been louder. The Clerk would pay, in teeth, for someone to find out who wound it.





8. The Old Farms — Farmers' Compact Tithe Office: Delivery Discrepancy Reports

Filed by the Compact. Disputed by the soil. Interpreted by a Gurunkin; fees apply.


	A wheat field stood up last night and walked to the Cemetery. The Compact wants it back. The Clerk wants it filed. The wheat wants something it will not say.

	Happy bread delivered without a giggle license. The bread is giggling anyway. The giggling is unlicensed. The license is giggling.

	A loaf sliced at the Giggling Sheaf laughed at the customer. The customer laughed back. Both are now regulars. The bread course is an event.

	The soil was asked about a boundary dispute. The soil answered in Unicornic. The interpreter's fees exceed the farm's value. The soil is pleased.

	Unlicensed seed stock found in the hayloft trade. The seeds are unplanted and already growing. The growing is unlicensed. The hayloft is proud.

	A barn tournament's ante (livestock and harvest futures) walked off mid-match. The livestock joined the wheat. The futures are uncertain, as futures are.

	Farm wives' poultices cured everything and advised everyone. The advice was unsolicited. The advice was correct. The soup is mandatory.

	Something grew that was never planted. It is thriving. It has opinions about the barter law. The Compact's lawyers are better. The pitchforks are ready.

	A farmhouse window looked hungry. The window was fed. The window wants more. The farmhouse is on a diet.

	The fiddle tune changed key with the weather. The weather changed key with the fiddle. They are now in agreement. It is raining in D minor. Anyone who plays in another key tonight will be blamed for the weather.

	A harvest future was sold, delivered, and eaten before planting. The eating was premature. The future was delicious. The paperwork is pending germination.

	The wheat at the Cemetery has filed for residency. The Clerk is processing it. The Compact is appealing. The soil abstains. The bread is watching.





9. The Long River — Riverwardens' Flotsam Log

Anything the river carries past the third bridge is legally "delivered." Including this log.


	A sealed jar: an angry ghost, a Factions deck, a note reading "ANTE UP." Delivered. The ghost insists it was winning. The river has taken the ante.

	A swimmer was found downstream, dry, holding a pamphlet. The pamphlet is ATOO literature. The swimmer does not remember receiving it. The swimmer remembers the river's opinions.

	The Eddy was sighted near the third bridge, probably. The blue one. It is never in the same place twice. It was in the same place twice. This has been logged as an emergency.

	An unregistered poltergeist in a jar, from the Rapids Market. The jar is labeled. The poltergeist is not. The label is screaming.

	A mirror with the smile still in it, floating face-up. The smile is enjoying the trip. Do not smile back. Report it. Apologize. (Form M-IRROR, riverproof.)

	A drowning-adjacent injury was treated by a river Gurunkin. The patient is fine. The river is offended. The Gurunkin billed the current.

	A smuggler's longboat outran a Riverwarden's longboat. The smuggler pays the Riverwarden's salary. Both boats logged the chase. The paperwork is excellent.

	A person was carried past the third bridge and is now legally "delivered." The person disputes this. The river does not accept returns.

	Spell-scarred stalls at the Rapids Market sold the scars separately. The scars are healing. The healing is for sale. The market is efficient.

	Undertow parlor: the stakes were literal. The house cut was collected by the river. The river is the house. The house always collects.

	A hurdy-gurdy was heard drowning. The drowning was musical. The music was drowning. The Riverwardens logged it as "rushing water, with intent." Somewhere upstream, someone is still playing it.

	On certain nights the river cuts the city in thirds. Tonight is a certain night. The third third has not been mapped. The map is in the river. The third third is damp. It smells of Sirenia. No one opened anything. (See: Sirenia Lake, ledger entry 10.)





10. The Inner City — Concerned Residents' Association: Petition Log

Petitions filed by residents of means. All stamped. Most denied. The Council reads the denials aloud at parties.


	A misprinted card circulates bearing a resident's face — stats, flavor text, collector's number. The resident demands the plate. The Printing Company demands the resident. The card is appreciating in value.

	Petition: the rat feathers smell metallic and sweet near the presses, and it is "lowering the tone." The tone has been measured. It is metallic and sweet.

	A counterfeit inquisitor was found to be counterfeit. The inquisitor was genuine. The genuine article was counterfeit. The Quarter is pleased.

	Petition: the pulsing cobblestones keep residents awake. The cobblestones pulse in 4/4. The residents have been issued earplugs. The earplugs were issued on schedule. The earplugs pulse.

	The House of Ante awarded a treasure pack that was won, not bought. The winner bought it anyway, to be safe. The pack contained the receipt.

	Petition: the Nawns conduct business in "one silence," which is exclusionary. The Nawns have no comment. The silence is inclusive.

	A price war became an actual war (briefly, alternate Zipdsday). The war was priced competitively. Peace was declared at a markup.

	Petition: the Book of Chaos is rumored to pass through the district, and rumors are untidy. The rumor has been tidied. The book remains.

	A contract was signed in triplicate. The Council's copy was read aloud at a party. The party is now party to the contract. The contract is thriving.

	Petition: the Gilded Misprint's wallpaper (misprinted cards) constitutes "an eyesore of appreciating value." The wallpaper has been appraised. The eyesore stands.

	Licensed chirurgeons (licenses framed, slightly forged) treated a resident. The treatment worked. The license is now slightly more forged. The frame is genuine.

	Petition: a citizen's face on a card is "identity-adjacent." The Association demands royalties. The card demands a rematch. The citizen is the stakes.





11. Loch Chesva & Tivea — Lochwardens' Transcript: Advice Given by the Lochs

Recorded verbatim. The advice is usually good. That is the dangerous part.


	CHESVA (black water): "Do not trust the silver one." TIVEA (silver water): "Do not trust the black one." Both were right. The wardens logged it twice.

	A fisherman asked about his catch. The lochs advised release, with thanks in its own tongue. The phrasebook was purchased. The fish thanked him first.

	TIVEA: "You will remember this perfectly for ten minutes." The fisherman now remembers a crime that has not happened yet. The ten minutes have not expired.

	CHESVA: "The third ledger is none of your business." The wardens have stopped asking about the third ledger. The ledger continues.

	A "taken" condition was treated with peat poultices and stern talking-tos. The talking-to worked. The peat is now taken. The wise-folk are stern.

	TIVEA: "Blink." At Still Water parlor, blinking is noticed. The advice was followed. The noticing was immediate. The fine stands.

	CHESVA: "The canal was not built." No engineer admits to building it. The canal admits nothing. It connects the lochs regardless.

	A silver catch granted ten minutes of perfect memory. The memory was of the advice itself. The ten minutes were spent wisely. The advice was "spend them wisely."

	TIVEA: "Your beds are also boats. Sleep in shifts." The Twin Hooks complies. The guests dream in shifts. The dreams are tidal.

	CHESVA: "Something was caught and released this morning. It was a fisherman." The fisherman was thanked in his own tongue. He is still thanking.

	Both lochs, together: "Do not ask what L and P stand for." The wardens have logged the question as asked. Asking is a direction. It points somewhere worse.

	TIVEA: "The next advice will cost you." CHESVA: "It already has." The transcript ends here. The wardens are still writing.





12. The Prisons — Office of Unnatural Sentencing: Filing Errors

Three clerks and a Raven that has never blinked. The following sentences were misfiled. Corrections are pending. Some are pending retroactively.


	An inmate was filed instead of sentenced. The inmate is now a file. The file is serving time. The time is filed under the inmate.

	A name, a face, and a Tuesday were removed from the record. The Tuesday has been located. It was guilty. It is serving consecutively.

	A memory bun from the bakery downstairs remembers someone the Office filed away. The Dept. buys them in bulk and denies it. The denial is delicious.

	A crime against a law that does not exist was committed on a Tuesday that was removed. The crime is pending. The law is pending. The Tuesday is serving time (see error 2).

	An inmate of the Gray was transferred to the Quiet. The transfer paperwork was murder. The paperwork has been filed. The murder is pending.

	A sentence was filed preemptively. The criminal has not been noticed yet. The Office noticed the noticing. The file is waiting, patiently, forever. The file has the reader's description. The description is accurate. The noticing is scheduled.

	The Raven has never blinked. The Raven blinked. The blink has been filed as an error. The error is under review. Do not ask the Raven about it.

	A filed-away person was remembered by a memory bun eaten by a clerk. The clerk is now two people. One of them is filed. The other is on break.

	The sign on the door reads "You were never here." Someone was here. The sign has been updated. The update was never here.

	A sentence of "unbeing" was misfiled as "unbecoming." The inmate is now impolite instead of nonexistent. The Office considers this leniency. The inmate disagrees, politely.

	The bakery downstairs raised its prices. The memory buns now cost more. The memories are worth it. The Office has filed a complaint about the cost of remembering.

	A form the party has never seen was filed by a party member, older, in an office above a bakery they have never visited. The filing is genuine. The visit is pending. [teal, undated:] the office above the bakery is real. The older you is still filing. Knock twice.





13. The Old Roadswirl — Traffic Wardens' Roundabout Incident Reports

The Grand Roundabout and its spirals. The Nawns maintain the maps personally and have added "OTHER" out of humility.


	A vehicle circled the Grand Roundabout nine times and is now legally "a resident." It has registered with the Dept. of False Identities. Its pin is enormous.

	A GOAT driver offered a shortcut on no map. It arrived before it departed. He charged extra for the time saved. The time has been saved. It is in his pocket.

	A traveler got lost and found the Lost Turn. The regulars refused directions on principle. The traveler is now a regular. The principle stands.

	The Spare Wheel sold an "alternative map" — wrong in useful ways. The ways were useful. The map was wrong. The traveler arrived exactly where the map said not to. (The Backstage's almost-maps are the Wheel's best sellers. The inch is still the point.)

	Masked Marauders descended at midnight. The roundabouts gave excellent cover. The cover has been complimented. The Marauders left a thank-you note. It was a warning.

	A GOAT-driver-turned-bonesetter treated a crash victim, cheap and fast. The victim is healed. The bill is itemized. The items are moving.

	A street looped back out of spite. The spite has been logged. The street is unrepentant. The Cartographers' Despair has lost another argument with the Nawns.

	Dead End parlor: every match ended with someone conceding "I never should have come this way." One player conceded before arriving. The parlor is expanding.

	A traveler navigated by East. The traveler was issued a corrected map and a corrected sense of shame. The shame points east. The map points OTHER.

	A small office above a bakery filed something at midnight. The filing was unnatural. The bakery was closed. The bread was not the point. (See: Prisons, errors 3, 8, 11, 12.) [pencil, M.:] follow the memory buns. The trail is warm. The office is above the bakery. The bakery was the point after all.

	A roundabout waltz in 5/4 was heard in 4/4. The missing beat has been reported. The beat is circling. It will return in nine loops.

	The compass rose was consulted: N / S / L / P / SW / OTHER. The traveler asked what L and P stand for. Asking is a direction. The traveler is now somewhere worse. The map is updated.





14. Raduga Cove & the Jovia District — Cove Harbormaster's Mooring Register

Pleasure barges, cliff stairs, and what surfaces. Annotations in a second hand: "the worst smell."


	Last night the Council trotted down to the Cove and leapt in. This morning they did not come back. Nine unicorns and one Mr. Black entered through the front door, damp, saying nothing. Logged.

	A pleasure barge moored at the cliff stairs. The stairs go down. The barge does not go down. The passengers went down anyway. They have not requested their barge. The barge's papers are in order.

	The Backstage sold maps to the Cove that stop one inch short. The inch is the point. The point has been measured. It is exactly one inch of "do not."

	A Raven politely suggested a witness had somewhere else to be. The witness agreed. The somewhere else was the Cove's edge. The politeness was absolute.

	The wind going down did not come back up. The register notes the wind's absence. The absence has been moored. It pays no fees. No sail in the Cove will fill until someone settles the absence's mooring account — and the register does not say with whom.

	Merriment medics treated a case of looking too long. Treatment: laughter therapy, then bandages, in that order. The patient is laughing. The bandages are watching the Cove.

	A Big Top performance: the audience bet on the game and the drama. The drama won. The game is appealing. The Cove is not discussed, measured, or leaned over.

	Form Q-CHASM exists. No one has filled it out twice. Someone filled it out once. The handwriting is the Council's. All nine. And one more.

	Something surfaced in the Cove at dawn. It was not the Council. It waved. The Harbormaster did not wave back. The register does not say what it was. The register is shaking.

	A Jovia Revels Committee bake sale was held at the Cove's edge. The pastries were cheerful. The cheerfulness was suspicious. The Cove declined a sample.

	The footage was deleted by the Ravens. Someone saved a copy. The copy is in the register's back pages. The back pages are damp. Do not look at them first. Look at them last.

	A unicorn trotted in through the front door this morning, damp, saying nothing. Just one. It looked at the register. It looked at the reader. It left a hoofprint. The hoofprint is still damp.





15. The High Citadel — Petition Intake Office: Daily Docket

Any citizen may petition the Council on any matter. The Council may answer in riddles, silence, or interpretive trotting. All three are binding.


	A decree arrived nailed to a citizen's door — in Unicornic, which the citizen suddenly can read — summoning them to a midnight audience. The Ravens deny issuing it. The nail is still warm.

	Petition: a shorter queue. The queue is first-come, first-forgotten. The petitioner has been forgotten. The petition is next.

	The petition-hall mirrors show petitioners' reflections signing things. A reflection signed for its petitioner. The signature is binding. The petitioner is illiterate in mirror.

	A gray-market favor was purchased: a petition expedited. The expedition arrived before the petition. The favor is owed. The owing is gray.

	The Iron Ante: a clerk was beaten at cards after hours. Beating one is legal. It was inadvisable. The clerk has filed a rematch. The rematch is also legal.

	Petition: an audience with the Council, "at their earliest convenience." The Council's schedule is classified. The convenience is interpretive. The trotting has begun.

	Citadel chirurgeons treated one the Council finds interesting. The diagnosis has a survival rate. The rate is a number. The number is classified.

	A white-clad authority was petitioned about the petition process. The authority petitioned back. Both petitions are pending. The whiteness is immaculate.

	Petitioners' Barracks: a petitioner slept in a stone bunk and was forgotten by morning. The bunk is first-come. The forgetting is first-forgotten. The petitioner is now staff. The bunk now has the reader's name on it. The name is spelled correctly. The reader has never petitioned.

	A Raven was bribed with a polished lens. The lens is excellent. The Raven can see everything. The everything includes the bribe. The bribe stands.

	Petition: the windows, which are like hungry eyes, "to blink." The windows have not blinked. The hunger is architectural. The petition is under the windows.

	A man in a grey leather jacket hung with trinkets, brass goggles pushed up, was seen correcting the docket, then pointing at the queue, then at the reader — wanted in twelve districts, do not approach. The docket notes: "helpful." The queue did not move.





16. Sollen's Shrine — The Shrine Visitor Book

Pilgrims sign. The gurus respond. Wisdom must be paid for in confusion; the gurus make change in riddles.


	"Came seeking enlightenment. Left enlisted. The sneakers were worth it. — A Wise One (unwillingly)"
   Guru's reply: "The willing are also enlisted. The sneakers are also worth it."

	"Sollen stole my sneakers and answered my question with my question. I am furious. I am enlightened. I am barefoot."
   Guru's reply: "The fury was the answer. The feet were the question."

	A Gurunkin followed a pilgrim, taking notes, and finally approached: Sollen has a question — the pilgrim's own deepest secret, asked back verbatim. The pilgrim answered. The notes are now the pilgrim.

	"Paid for wisdom in confusion. Received change in riddles. The change does not spend. The riddles are compounding."
   Guru's reply: "Spend the confusion. Save the riddles. Interest accrues."

	The Hall of Low Beds: a pilgrim's snoring was regulated. The regulation was musical. The music never resolved. The pilgrim sleeps in rounds.

	"Bought back my own stolen sneakers at the Reliquary. Sollen's signature doubled the price. The signature is my own handwriting."
   Guru's reply: "Whose hand, whose foot. The price is the teaching."

	The gurus' infirmary treated a case of excessive certainty via tea, riddles, and time. The certainty is cured. The time is still steeping.

	"Played the Guru's Gambit. The ante was a question. The house answered in riddles. I won. I do not know what I won."
   Guru's reply: "Exactly."

	A Gurunkin watched everybody's business — all 5,555 of them, cute to downright murdery. One of them watched the visitor book. The book is now watched. Sign accordingly.

	"The West Wing is abandoned. I went anyway. The chanting never resolved. I have resolved to never resolve."
    Guru's reply: "The Wing is not abandoned. You were the abandonment."

	A bottled poltergeist from the Bed sulks on the gift shelf. It is Approved. It is resentful about the badge. It is on sale. It remembers who didn't tip.

	"Sollen asked me my deepest secret. I told him. He told me it was his too. We are now the same secret."
    Guru's reply: "Sign the book. The book is also the secret."





17. Town Square — The Civic Reputation Ledger: Arrivals and Adjustments

Praxis's desk, in the open air. Every entry starts at zero and means it. Adjustments in his hand; the back section in no one's. The cup is at the correct temperature.


	The three lights swung toward the party at once — the first time the ledger has recorded two arrivals pointed at together. Praxis has entered the time, the weather, and the word together with a question mark he has never used before. He would like a word. [blue ink, P.:] I would. Before the lights decide which of you they meant.

	Finders Keepers: the ground produced a small bone with initials scratched into it — one of the party's. By statute, it is theirs. A second claimant has arrived with the matching skeleton and an advocate. The statute is on the party's side. The skeleton is not.

	Adjustment, +1. A stranger thanked a party member in public for something they have not done yet. The ledger has recorded the gratitude. The deed is now owed. The stranger is waiting at the One-Horned Tavern to watch it done.

	Summer Breeze has been relocated by municipal order, without moving, to wherever the party is standing. Ashley's door is now in front of them. Being interesting enough that Ashley keeps you is listed under Danger. The door is open.

	The auction has opened on the single building between the Bank of Filed Intentions and the Oracle House. Bids in Teeth and Twists. Someone in the queue is bidding in the party's names. They are winning.

	The Oracle House reads walk-ins anyway. A reading has been passed to a party member through the window, unrequested and non-refundable. It is cryptic. It is dated tomorrow. Gornola's fee has already been entered in the ledger, against their name.

	Adjustment, −1. A party member was seen reading their own Withheld section, which the Square lists under Danger. The ledger has docked them. Praxis is not angry. Praxis would like to know what it said.

	The Factions card shop has a new card in the front window: a party member's face, flavor text unkind but accurate. Allen will sell it to them. Allen will also sell it to anyone else. A queue is forming, and it is not theirs.

	The Theoretical Bakery has set out a tray of pastries that may not exist yet. One is labeled with a party member's name. Theoretically, it is a gift. Practically, it is evidence.

	The Cemetery's dead are commuting through, politely, as they do on Moonsdays. One stops at Praxis's desk to dispute their own ledger entry and asks the party to vouch for them. Vouching is recorded. So is refusing.

	A deed has surfaced with a party member's name on it, for a property in the Square that no one has seen. Finding your name on a deed is listed under Danger. City Hall would like it filed. The Oscu Estate's clerk would like it back. The deed would like to be read.

	The ledger's back section turned a page by itself. A name has been added, in a handwriting that is not Praxis's, in slightly different ink. It is one of the party's. Praxis does not administer that section. He would very much like to know what threshold they crossed. [blue ink, P.:] So would I. Do not let them see you read it.





End of tables. File under "Helpful." Do not correct the documents.


Chapter 18 — Handouts
Print these. Cut them out. Put them on the table. The Department has approved this chapter for perforation.

Greetings, Storyteller.

Everything in this chapter is a thing you can hand to a player. A form they must fill in. A poster they find nailed to a door. A card they play from their hand. A ledger that fills up, session by session, with things the city has taken.

Two rules. First: handouts are evidence, not decoration. If it goes on the table, it must do something — open a door, close a door, or prove that a door was never there. Second: the fine print is where the horror lives. Read it aloud. All of it. Especially the parts in the smallest type.

Forms 88-U and 88-F are  designs. Everything else is drawn from canon sources. Nothing here is about Dan. Perforate responsibly.

HOW TO USE THIS CHAPTER

Print the forms single-sided — players will write on them, fold them, lose them, and find them again in the wrong drawer, which is correct. The play aids (ledger, break log, chits) stay on the Storyteller's side of the table except the Unremembered ledger, which stays visible to everyone. A visible ledger is a promise.

Timing matters more than completeness. Do not hand out Form 88-U in session one. Let the party hear about the forms long before they see one — the Twice-Filer mentions paperwork the way other people mention weather. Form 88-F arrives when it is too late. It was always too late; the timing is the point.

The Last Page and Gornola's seventeenth reading are found documents: the party should discover them before they understand them, and understand them after they can no longer unread them. The wanted posters go up on walls the party passes. The Chronicle is yesterday's news, which in Montavera means it hasn't happened yet.

Plot Twist cards: deal two to each player at the start of a campaign arc. When they're gone, they're gone — the Timeline Bureau does not reprint.



THE OFFICE'S PRINTED FORMS

The forms below are printed separately, on the papers the Office specifies. What follows is the catalog: what each form is, who holds it, and where the book teaches it. Player forms on manila. The Storyteller's on carbon blue. The songbook on cream. The Office has checked the colors. The Office is particular.

Form F-1 — The File Jacket (player · 4 sheets)

The citizen, filed. Character creation and everything the rules count: trade and knack, runes, the ear, debts and bonds, pressures, the open petition, the Prior Life file (three open, three sealed), memory slots, endorsements, obligations, the seven voices and their degrees, the fragments, strain, Tuning, scars, possessions, the three currencies. Taught in Chapter 19 (Becoming More Filed). Fill it in pencil. The city will supply the ink.

*

The Carbon (Storyteller · 2 sheets, landscape)

The city's copy. One column per citizen: Tuning ticks (one per working — never announced to the player), Tuning stage, strain, bonds, Need, pressures, petition, debts in play, scars, memory. Sheet 2 holds what the city knows that they don't: the sealed pasts, the clocks, the Unheard ledger, unresolved questions, the next filing. Fold sheet 2 under before the players arrive. They will want to read it. That is a good sign.

*

Form TN-1 — The Book of Songs (player · 3 sheets)

The music, collected. One heard thing per sheet: its two songs, its flourish, its Unheard, its founding rhythm (given, never taken — leave blank until it is). The repertoire indexes every song held; the symphony page fills seven staves, and the name can only be voiced when all seven are written. Taught in Chapter 4 (The Music). Listen to everything. It's listening back.

*

Campaign Insert — The Party's Condition (Storyteller · main campaign only)

The five truths, stacked. The deal with the Merchant, the betrayed predecessors, the doomed something else, the broken seal, and the table's own — each tracked from dormant to revealed, with the knot that ties them and a surfacing log. Keep with the Carbon for the main campaign only. Another campaign does not need it, and the Carbon does not miss it.

*

BLANK FORMS

Handout 1 — FORM 88-U: WITHDRAWAL OF COUNTERSIGNATURE (SPONSORSHIP)

The Department of Filed Persons reminds you that withdrawal is a service, not a right.

Principal: _______________________________________
(Principal advised they will not recognise their signature following completion.)

Countersignatory: ______________________________________
(Countersignatory not present, not consulted, not available for comment, not available.)

Processed by: the Twice-Filer. Processed twice.

Item withdrawn: one (1) filing, entire, including antecedents, intentions, and three (3) Tuesdays.

Statement of Cause (as filed): on the day outside of days, the Part tore itself out, that reality might have room in it. The Department was not consulted. Filed under LEGEND, which is the closest drawer.

Date of Occurrence: before (clerk's hand; the Department has declined to clarify).

Attestation: sworn in the old words, witnessed by functionaries whose names predate their offices.

Fee: legibility, in full; forgetting, in full, payable upon signing. (The Department notes that "upon signing" has proven difficult to schedule, as the Principal does not remember signing.)

Council review: ☐ APPROVED ☐ DENIED (both will be stamped)

Principal's remarks: _______________________________________

Fine print: Withdrawal is effective upon the Principal's forgetting. The Book will collect the price in the currency of unremembered things. A spent signature cannot sustain a withdrawal; the Department accepts no liability for defective filings. There are never — ever — any freebies.

Recommended handling (Storyteller only — do not print this line): produce this form when the party asks who signed it. Do not produce it when they ask who agreed.



Handout 2 — FORM 88-F: FINAL DISPOSITION (DEFECTIVE WITHDRAWAL)

Re: File 88-U, held defective.

Finding: The countersignatures on file were spent, not given. A spent signature cannot sustain a withdrawal. The withdrawal is defective and cannot be closed in its current form.

Outstanding obligation: see attached ledger. It is long.

Terms offered: The principals shall reduce to one (1) by witnessed contest — arms, skill, or chance; the city's forms are ecumenical. The survivor shall be re-filed, whole, with all memories and all obligations pertaining thereto. The remainder shall be collected and catalogued.

Refusal: Should the principals decline, the Book will close the record by reclamation. All principals will perish. The seal-breach will proceed unopposed. The city with it.

Signatures of all principals: _________________ _________________ _________________ _________________

Fine print: This agreement is binding upon signature. The contest shall be witnessed and recorded. The Department does not adjudicate the form of the contest, only its completion. There are never — ever — any freebies.

Presented by: the Registrar. Stamps: APPROVED. DENIED.

(Storyteller only: present this form when it is too late. It was always too late.)



Handout 3 — FORMS GD-1 / ED-1: DAILY DEEDS (Department of Daily Deeds, Window 4)

Council decree, never repealed: one good deed and one evil deed per citizen per day.

Citizen name: ______________________ Date: ____________

GD-1 — GOOD DEED performed: _______________________________________

ED-1 — EVIL DEED performed: _______________________________________

Fine print: Deeds are graded on intent, execution, and paperwork. A good deed performed for the paperwork counts as the evil deed. An evil deed performed beautifully may be reclassified at the Department's discretion, which is exercised daily and without warning. Failure to file both forms by midnight constitutes a third deed, classified at Window 4's discretion. Window 4 is closed on Shroudsday. File anyway.



Handout 4 — RAVEN DELIVERY SLIP (Avian Oversight)

Sender: ______________________ Recipient: ______________________

Urgency: ☐ Routine ☐ Urgent ☐ The raven is already gone

Message (40 words or fewer — the raven will edit): _______________________________________

Raven ID: ____________ Malfunction report filed (Form RB-13): ☐ Yes ☐ The raven filed it

Fine print: If the delivering raven is perched facing the chasm, do not approach it. Do not read the message aloud within its hearing. Ravens retain footage of all deliveries; footage may be subpoenaed by the Book, the Council, or the raven. If your raven delivers to the wrong recipient, the wrong recipient is now the recipient. The Department does not correct ravens.



Handout 5 — WITHHELD ENVELOPE (template — fold and seal)

For sealed notes passed to the Storyteller.

┌─────────────────────────────────────────┐
│  WITHHELD                               │
│                                         │
│  From: ________________________         │
│  Date: ________________________         │
│                                         │
│  ☐ Resolve now                          │
│  ☐ Resolve later                        │
│  ☐ File and never resolve               │
│    (Storyteller's discretion)           │
│                                         │
│  At the campaign's end, the unopened   │
│  will be read aloud.                    │
│                                         │
│  [SEAL HERE]                            │
└─────────────────────────────────────────┘

Fine print on the flap: The Storyteller may open this envelope at any time, including times you would prefer they didn't. What is withheld from the party is not withheld from the record. The record is patient.



DOCUMENTS

Handout 6 — THE LAST PAGE

Recovered from a drawer that does not appear on any architectural plan. Kept verbatim.

FILED NOTE

If you are reading this, the party has returned.
Do not tell them what they did.
Do not tell them what they saved.
Do not tell them what they killed.



(Storyteller: the party should find this before they understand it, and understand it after they can no longer unread it.)



Handout 7 — REDACTED MEMO (Department of Civic Reassurance, intercepted)

TO: Window 4, Department of Daily Deeds
FROM: Office of ████████████
RE: Census anomaly, 50th–56th Ages
DATE: ████████████

Every census since the 50th Age counts exactly one more citizen than records allow. The extra citizen files perfect taxes. ████████████████████████ has been advised.

The extra citizen is not ████████████. Repeat: the extra citizen is not ████████████. The extra citizen has never been ████████████. Do not attempt to ████████████ the extra citizen.

Citizens are reminded to hum. (See: Civic Reassurance advisory 12-C.)

Marginalia, in pencil: "it files perfect taxes. doesn't that bother anyone. it bothers me."



Handout 8 — RAVEN PRINTOUT (transcript, footage reference RB-4471)

The following is a transcript of footage retained by a municipal raven. The raven has been commended. The raven has been warned.

[00:00] — Rooftop, Town Square district. Night. Four figures arrive. They do not come from any street.
[00:04] — Figure One looks directly at the raven. Figure One says: "Don't."
[00:05] — The raven continues filming. The raven is union.
[00:09] — Figure Two is holding a form. The form has already been stamped twice.
[00:14] — All four figures sign something none of them will remember signing.
[00:15] — [FOOTAGE WITHHELD BY ORDER OF THE BOOK]
[00:16] — The rooftop is empty. It has always been empty. The raven's footage disagrees.
[00:17] — End of footage. The raven would like it noted that it was facing the square, not the chasm, for the entire duration. The raven would like that noted very clearly.



Handout 9 — GORNOLA'S SEVENTEENTH READING

Oracle House, Town Square. Dated tomorrow. The Withheld section is longer than the reading.

THE READING (as scried — the Crones scry true):

FILED NOTE

Four come where the record is thinnest. The holes admit them the way a door admits weather. What was spent will be presented for payment. The morning collects. The morning has always collected.



GORNOLA'S INTERPRETATION (her own guess — accept or reject at your discretion):

FILED NOTE

"It means you should come back on Zipdsday. Or it means Zipdsday should come back to you. One of the two. The lamp will be on."



WITHHELD:

FILED NOTE

██████████████████████████████████████

(The Withheld section continues for some time. Reading it aloud would name the party truly. Gornola does not read it aloud. Neither should you.)





Handout 10 — THE MONTAVERA CHRONICLE (front page)

THE MONTAVERA CHRONICLE — All the news that fits the file.

BAKE-SALE BOOKS BAKE THE BOOKS — Elders tithe upward to the Goat and pocket the difference, thirty-six thousand monthly funneled through the Underground for "liturgical supplies" requiring armed escort. The Goat declined to comment. The Goat is a goat.

PARROT PIN TAPES: YOUR VOICE, DELIVERED — Seventeen thousand hours of pin audio now a blackmail commodity. A reader's own voice arrived by courier yesterday — a conversation held in an empty room. The Chronicle reminds readers that the red blinking lights are not decoration.

TELLER OF FATE: "VASTLY SUPERIOR TO THE ORACLE HOUSE" — The horoscope-dispensing machine installed directly across from Gornola's establishment reports record withdrawals. Gornola has filed her eighteenth complaint. The machine has filed a complaint about the complaint.

GREEN PHONES RING; LOCALS NOTICE NOTHING — Witnesses report the Town Square pay phones glowing green and ringing with increasing volume. All witnesses deny witnessing anything. "I was not looking at the phone," said one local, looking at the phone. Tourists are advised to answer.



Handout 10A — THE THREATENING LETTER

Recovered in full. The letter that made the Guru of Yonder storm out of his Chamber. The writer is not identified. Do not identify the writer.

FILED NOTE

Oh, Sollen… I thought we had an understanding, but today I saw one of your Gurus walking my woods. Meddling in what doesn't behoove him. Don't say I didn't warn you.



(Storyteller: hand this out as received. Who holds the woods, and what the warning purchases, are the party's to investigate.)



WANTED POSTERS

Handout 11 — WANTED: THE EXTRA CITIZEN

╔══════════════════════════════════════════╗
║              W A N T E D                ║
║                                         ║
║         [likeness unavailable —         ║
║          subject files perfect taxes    ║
║          and is therefore unremarkable] ║
║                                         ║
║  Crime: filing perfect taxes,           ║
║  every year, without error, without     ║
║  complaint, without existence.          ║
║                                         ║
║  Reward: one (1) answered question.     ║
║  Warning: the subject is polite.        ║
║  Do not be reassured by this.           ║
╚══════════════════════════════════════════╝

Handout 12 — WANTED: THE PLOT TWIST THIEF

╔══════════════════════════════════════════╗
║              W A N T E D                ║
║                                         ║
║  For the ongoing theft of Plot Twist    ║
║  cards from the Timeline Bureau's       ║
║  restricted archive.                    ║
║                                         ║
║  The Bureau condemns this theft         ║
║  publicly and rewards it privately.     ║
║  Both framings are on file.             ║
║                                         ║
║  Suspects: staff. Motive: custom.       ║
║  If you are the thief, please stop.     ║
║  If you are the thief, please continue. ║
║  File your preference in triplicate.    ║
╚══════════════════════════════════════════╝



PLAY AIDS

Handout 13 — THE UNREMEMBERED LEDGER

Kept visible at the table. The Book collects every session. It won't stay blank.




	Session
	Item collected
	Collected by
	Notes
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Fine print (Storyteller): each session, the Book collects one small established thing — a name the party knew, a detail of a PC's past, a thread they meant to pull. Once per arc, the party may demand an Audit: reveal one true Withheld thing, and the Book adds two items to the ledger. Interest. There are never any freebies.



Handout 14 — THE BREAK LOG (Storyteller only)

One line per revision. Never required every session. Never punish a table for missing one.




	#
	Original
	Revised
	Noticed by
	Evidence surviving





	1
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Rule: NPCs' memories follow the revision — they never notice. The party remembers the previous reality. So do a few key NPCs. Noticing is diegetic: the party compares what the city remembers with what they remember, and the difference is evidence.



Handout 15 — DISCREPANCY CHIT

Cut out. Hand to a player who files a Discrepancy.

┌─────────────────────────────────────────┐
│  DISCREPANCY — FILED                    │
│                                         │
│  "That's not how it was."               │
│                                         │
│  Bearer noticed a revision and said so  │
│  out loud, on the record.               │
│                                         │
│  Usable once to contradict the record   │
│  in a scene.                            │
│                                         │
│  Cost: Drak's Subject Pending Erasure   │
│  file advances one step. It intends     │
│  to finish the job.                     │
│                                         │
│  The city disagrees. The city is        │
│  wrong. File accordingly.               │
└─────────────────────────────────────────┘



THE REGISTRY DECK

Form R-1. Forty-two bespoke cards, issued by the Office of Applied Resonance for the filing of attempts. Every card is unique. The result of a draw is read straight off the cards — no chart, no arithmetic, no table.

How it works. Every card bears seals — stamped icons, zero to three — and an annotation line. Draw two cards (the city files in duplicate), count the seals, compare to what the city required. Seals met: filed clean. One short: annotated — read the annotation line on a drawn card; that is the shape the city's note takes. Two or more short: returned for correction. The deck is the resolution. There is nothing to look up.

The forty. Four departments, ten cards each. Seals are printed on the card, large enough to count at arm's length.

STAMPS — approval, and the lack of it.
* Form 12-A (no seals) — Report of an Item Requiring No Action. Annotation: the city files a report on this moment. The report requires no action. That is the action.
* The Wrong Stamp (no seals) — Annotation: stamped with the wrong seal. The error is now the official version.
* The Ink Pad (no seals) — Annotation: the impression is smudged. The city will interpret it later, unfavorably.
* The Rubber Stamp (one seal) — Annotation: approved, with a thump you feel in your teeth. Something was decided about you.
* Countersignature (one seal) — Annotation: someone else has now signed this moment. You will meet them.
* Stamp Duty (one seal) — Annotation: a fee is assessed. Payable in attention.
* Refused Stamp (one seal) — Annotation: the stamp was refused, then applied anyway. Both facts are filed.
* Pre-Approved (two seals) — Annotation: the city had already approved this. It is now wondering why you asked.
* Triplicate (two seals) — Annotation: filed in triplicate. Three offices now know.
* The Seal of the Day (three seals) — Annotation: today's seal. Everything you do today is now dated.

LEDGERS — records, and what they omit.
* Line Item (no seals) — Annotation: you are now a line item. The line is not flattering.
* The Missing Page (no seals) — Annotation: a page is missing. The city blames the last person who touched the ledger.
* Filed Under M (no seals) — Annotation: filed under M. You don't want to know what M stands for.
* The Carbon Copy (one seal) — Annotation: the city keeps the carbon. It always keeps the carbon.
* The Margin Note (one seal) — Annotation: someone wrote in the margin about you. In pencil. Pencil can be erased. This won't be.
* Cross-Referenced (one seal) — Annotation: see also your other file. And the one after that.
* The Daily Total (one seal) — Annotation: added to today's total. Today is now slightly worse.
* Balanced (two seals) — Annotation: the books balance. You are the balancing entry.
* The Audit Trail (two seals) — Annotation: every step you took is now a trail. Trails get followed.
* Red Ink (three seals) — Annotation: entered in red. Red means the city is paying attention.

SEALS — authority, and its weight.
* Broken Seal (no seals) — Annotation: the seal was already broken when you arrived. The breaking is now yours.
* The Dry Seal (no seals) — Annotation: embossed, not inked. Visible only when the light is right. The city checks the light.
* Blank Seal (no seals) — Annotation: a seal with nothing in it. The city will fill it in later.
* The Wax Seal (one seal) — Annotation: sealed. Breaking it will be noticed.
* Signet (one seal) — Annotation: pressed with a signet. The owner of the signet now knows your name.
* Unsealed Orders (one seal) — Annotation: orders, unsealed, addressed to you. They were always addressed to you.
* The Raven's Seal (one seal) — Annotation: witnessed by a raven. The footage is filed under Tournament. Everything is filed under Tournament.
* The Obligator's Seal (two seals) — Annotation: an Obligator has been notified. Not dispatched. Notified.
* Counter-Seal (two seals) — Annotation: sealed against another seal. Two authorities now disagree about you.
* The Council Seal (three seals) — Annotation: the Council's own seal. Whatever this was, it is now procedure.

KEYS — access, and the doors it opens.
* Wrong Key (no seals) — Annotation: the wrong key, but the lock turned anyway. The lock has questions.
* The Lost Key (no seals) — Annotation: a key was lost. The losing is attributed to you.
* No Key (no seals) — Annotation: there is no key for this. There is now a form for the absence of the key.
* The Spare Key (one seal) — Annotation: a spare now exists. Spares get copied.
* Key Deposit (one seal) — Annotation: your key is held as deposit. The city holds deposits indefinitely.
* Keyholder (one seal) — Annotation: you are listed as a keyholder. Keyholders get called at night.
* The Locked Room Key (one seal) — Annotation: this opens one specific room. The room has been waiting.
* The Skeleton Key (two seals) — Annotation: opens many things. Many things now know.
* Cut Fresh (two seals) — Annotation: cut this morning. The teeth are still sharp. So is the record.
* The Master Key (three seals) — Annotation: this was a master key. Every door it opened now remembers you.

The Unfiled (two copies). The card the city declines to recognize — which is why it works. Drawn: the attempt is automatically annotated, the city adding a note it refuses to file. Drawn twice: returned. The city declines to file at all.

The Red Stamp (table card). Not shuffled into the deck. Kept on the table, face-up, all session. Any player may reveal it at any time to pause the game — no explanation required, none expected — per Form CN-1. The city respects the stamp. The city stamped it.

Print-and-play. The full deck is laid out as cut-and-play sheets — nine cards to a page, with cut guides — in the companion file Registry-Deck-Print-and-Play.html (print it, or print to PDF, single-sided). Five sheets for the forty-two, a sixth for the Red Stamp table card. Cut along the filed lines, sleeve if you are the sleeving kind. Keep the Red Stamp on the table, not in the deck. Photocopy-friendly: black on white, no color required. Total cost: paper, ink, and ten minutes with scissors. The city approves of scissors.

Print-to-order. A printed Registry Deck — all forty-two cards plus the Red Stamp, on proper stock — is available print-to-order from the same shop as this book. The city's preferred supplier. The cards arrive pre-filed.

Not to be confused with the Plot Twist deck (Handout 16) — those are for twists. This is for attempts. The city maintains separate decks for separate filings, as any organized municipality would.
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