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Chapter 9 — People of Note
[FICTION]

You will meet a great many beings in Montavera.

Most of them will file you.

A few will remember you afterward.

Fewer still will remember you correctly.

This chapter concerns the few who matter. Not necessarily the powerful. Power in Montavera is frequently a clerical position, and some of the most dangerous people in the city have never been permitted to supervise anyone. These are the people your players will speak to, owe money to, lie for, run from, fall in love with, disappoint, or discover standing in their doorway at an hour when no one should be standing in a doorway.

They are not all good people. They are not all bad people. Several have not yet received a ruling on what kind of people they are.

Each entry follows the same filing system. The Index insists on consistency, particularly where consistency has proved impossible.

Want: What the person is trying to get. Everyone wants something, including the goat.
Secret: What the person is not telling you. Everyone is not telling you something, especially the goat.
Hook: How the person enters your game. The thread you pull, the question you ask, the mistake you make, or the letter that arrives before you have given anyone your address.

A note regarding statistics: those will be filed in the system appendix when the system has finished being argued about.

At the table, you need something more immediate than numbers. You need a person with a problem, a choice with consequences, and something they will not say until you ask correctly.

Ask correctly.

The Index has been advised that this instruction is unhelpfully vague.

The Index has declined to amend it.



The cast. Forty-eight people of note, filed by the Index under three headings: thirty-two principals (the ones your players will speak to, owe money to, lie for, run from, fall in love with, or disappoint), twelve supporting (the ones who make the principals' lives load-bearing), and four anchors (the ones the city turns on). Every principal carries all nine filings: name, history, need, offer, harm, true-name songs, other plotlines, GM-only knowledge, and ties to the major plotlines.



THE CAST AT A GLANCE

Principals: Skolar · Clerk of Returning Things · Tobias Wendle · the Excommunicant · Tess (Form T-117) · D.U. (Case 000) · Ondine Sorrell · Constance Hallowell · Biscuit · Grandmother Light · Imelda Prosk · Grandfather Tymm · Mister Crease · Silvan Ost · Gideon Lodge · Mrs. Ines Quarle · Keeper Petra Lorn · Merry · Amos Fell · Prudence Harte · Brother Ansel · Mattie Dawes · Sir Percival Lumm · Hester Graylock · Miss Aurelie Thorne · Citizen Dregg · Miss Velvet · Sister Adjourn · Municipal Unit Solus · Margit Seven · Absalom Thrent · the Fellowship of the Willing
Supporting: Notary Argent · Quillwright Sable · Larkin the Humming Prisoner · Dobbs · Old Tam · Director Oswin Laud · Petrik · Matron Odile Crane · Unit Corwin · Proprietor Hallow · Bag-Clerk Tull · Fen the Doubler
Anchors: the Shrouded Merchant · Mr. Black · the Registrar · the Former Mother Oracle of Shadora


Part One — Principals 1–16



1. Skolar, Soul Diffuser

1. Name, as filed: Skolar, Soul Diffuser. Licensed Payer of the Mortality Tax, Office of Unicornic Bereavement.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: When a citizen dies, the unicorns grieve, and grief at their scale is a public expense — so the Council levies the mortality tax on every death. Most estates can pay. The ones that can't are referred to Skolar, who settles the account in the only currency the Office accepts in full: he dies on the debtor's behalf, briefly, and comes back. He has paid the tax four hundred and twelve times. Each return is slightly less complete, and he keeps the receipts in a cigar box. For thirty years the ledger balanced. This year it doesn't: the unicorns are receiving less grief than the deaths warrant, measured in the Council's own units, and Skolar has been appointed — by the unicorns' own auditors, who do not trust the Office — to find where the grief is going. He suspects the Office. He suspects the firms that clean up after the powerful. He is beginning to suspect that some of the deaths he paid for never happened, and that he has been dying for paperwork. His subplot: Notary Argent (Part Three), the unicorns' sealkeeper assigned as his auditor, keeps finding seventeen discrepancies that read both ways — as theft and as mercy — and won't say which.

3. What he needs: An auditor who isn't on anyone's payroll. And one death, his own, that someone else will pay for, so he can find out what he's like when he stays.

4. What he can offer: He knows every death in the city and what it cost. He can pay a PC's mortality tax, once, which lets a death be settled without an estate. He also knows which deaths were never filed.

5. How he can hurt you: He can decline to pay. A death left unpaid leaves the unicorns' grief outstanding, and the Council collects outstanding grief from whoever stood nearest.

6. Songs, as heard: To the debtors — Mineral and Water: the endurance of a man who keeps coming back, the debt flowing through him. Learnable by anyone whose tax he paid; played, it lets a debt pass through you instead of stopping. To the unicorns — Fear and Light: a servant afraid of what he'll find out. The TUNING is cold hands and the sensation of having been somewhere. His symphony holds a song nobody has heard: the one he sings to his own death, which he has met four hundred and twelve times.

7. Other plotlines: Arc Three (the Council's ledgers at Raduga Cove); the Clerk's lost body; the Unidentified's double-cost budget line.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The skim runs through Hallowell & Daughters, laundered as grief through the Unidentified case's budget line — and the excess grief is sold. Notary Argent knows and is deciding whether to tell. Play Skolar tired and exact, never morose; he jokes about dying the way accountants joke about tax season. Tip: let him die in front of the players once, early, on someone else's behalf. Let him come back missing a small thing they noticed.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The unicorns' grief is a Council resource, which puts him beside the Book of Chaos commission. The secret oracle wants her life back — and a life, in Montavera, is something the mortality tax can be paid against.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Four hundred and twelve. That's the number in the cigar box — one receipt per death, mine, each on the debtor's behalf. People ask if it hurts. It does, the way filing hurts: briefly, and then it's someone else's problem, except the someone else is me, again.

Here's what they don't tell you about dying professionally: you come back slightly less complete each time. Nothing dramatic. The first fifty, I lost the taste of coffee. Somewhere past two hundred, a street name went. Last month it was the smell of rain on hot stone. I keep a list.

For thirty years the ledger balanced. This year it doesn't. The unicorns are receiving less grief than the deaths warrant — measured in the Council's own units — and their auditors appointed me to find where it's going. Me. The man who dies for paperwork.

Notary Argent keeps finding seventeen discrepancies. They read both ways, every one of them — as theft, and as mercy — and Argent won't say which. Argent just polishes that seal and says "interesting."

And here's the part I haven't filed anywhere: some of the deaths I paid for never happened. Three hundred and nine, for one. I remember dying for it. I don't remember it.

If you ever need to know what a death cost — really cost — come find me. Just don't ask about three hundred and nine. I'm still deciding whether that one happened.





The Bone Bank Teller — Hands Not Included

The teller's voice is pleasant. The teller's hands are not the teller's. A Tier 5 catalog entry was rewritten overnight to include a player's name, and the Bank's position is that the catalog is never wrong, only early. (The Bank converted to Teeth some time ago, and raised its fees to celebrate.)

The Bone Bank Tellers — Elara, Vale, Roda, and June

Four tellers, three windows — the files used to say "Vane" where they now say Vale and Roda, two separate people, and the Bank declines to explain the arithmetic. Elara reads heart rates (she has none of her own); Vale reads breathing cadence; their cold war is in its tenth year and is the friendliest thing in the building. The panic surcharge is not punitive. It is simply accurate.

Teller Elara

Elara has no heartbeat, which she considers a professional advantage — she regulates the bank's glass by mimicking its pneumatics and has never once been caught breathing out of turn. Ask about the Black Arrangement only if the table has nowhere to be for the next several years. "When the arrangement is complete" is not a date. It is a trigger.

The Cold War of the Windows

Ten years of forensic politeness: Elara reads your heart rate, Vale reads your breathing, and both readings go into the file. Vale's study predicts defaults within three breaths, which the Bank considers generous. The Merchant keeps a breathing column of his own — "already paid, waiting to find out what it cost" — and the tellers pretend not to have read it.

Vale's Gravity Intention — The Thing Under Seventeen Layers

Vale once filed an intention that would replace gravity with the sensation of falling, then buried it under seventeen layers of corrective paperwork — every layer peeled is a session, and gravity itself is the seventeenth. Gornola walked past the file without stopping, which the Index recorded as the coldest beat in the building's history. (Filed under Vale; Roda disclaims all knowledge of the old "Vane" filings.)

Silas, Who Came Closest

The Bank's legend: Silas liquidated his entire physical history — every receipt of having been alive — into Teeth, and the tellers processed it as the most thorough filing they had ever seen. They will not discuss what happened after. There is a separate line item. Nobody will say what it measures.

The Eleven Millimeters

A patron stands frozen mid-transaction, eleven millimeters from completing it, and has stood there long enough to become furniture the Bank is proud of. They have not applied the pressure. They are still deciding whether the transaction is what they want. The building is fine with this. The building is fine with everything, which is the worst thing about it.

The Man Who Brings a Sandwich

Leonardo's hope got shredded with his paperwork — the forms are grief with letterhead, and the hope is unrecoverable. So now he brings a sandwich, every day, which means he isn't leaving. Slip 7-Marrow-14 is still open. The sandwich is on no form, which may be why it works.

Bryce Vain, the Grieving Specter — He Remembers, Then Forgets

Bryce stacks the dead beneath himself like blankets and grieves them beautifully, on schedule — then the grief reverts, the two cards go blank (they were never blank before), and he starts over. The Bank accepts his sorrow as tender on the days he remembers to bring it. On the days he forgets, Skolar covers the difference and files the loss under weather.

The Unidentified Ghost — Montavera's Most Famous Case

The city burns double resources trying to identify a ghost, and the ghost has filed a formal note: "Stop helping. You're making me famous." The investigation is now the economy — solve it and half the department loses its budget line. The Index recommends admiring the ghost from a respectful, well-funded distance.

Reginald Mourne

The Charnel's custodian has spent decades testing boss-card dust in a private ledger filed nowhere — "behind the thing that looks like it shouldn't be opened," which is exactly where the vault key hangs. The dust behaves differently when the bosses are watching. Reginald has the numbers. He is waiting for someone to ask correctly.

In Skolar's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Four hundred and twelve. That's the number in the cigar box — one receipt per death, mine, each on the debtor's behalf. People ask if it hurts. It does, the way filing hurts: briefly, and then it's someone else's problem, except the someone else is me, again.

Here's what they don't tell you about dying professionally: you come back slightly less complete each time. Nothing dramatic. The first fifty, I lost the taste of coffee. Somewhere past two hundred, a street name went. Last month it was the smell of rain on hot stone. I keep a list.

For thirty years the ledger balanced. This year it doesn't. The unicorns are receiving less grief than the deaths warrant — measured in the Council's own units — and their auditors appointed me to find where it's going. Me. The man who dies for paperwork.

Notary Argent keeps finding seventeen discrepancies. They read both ways, every one of them — as theft, and as mercy — and Argent won't say which. Argent just polishes that seal and says "interesting."

And here's the part I haven't filed anywhere: some of the deaths I paid for never happened. Three hundred and nine, for one. I remember dying for it. I don't remember it.

If you ever need to know what a death cost — really cost — come find me. Just don't ask about three hundred and nine. I'm still deciding whether that one happened.



2. The Clerk of Returning Things

1. Name, as filed: The Clerk of Returning Things. (His personal name was returned to someone else years ago. He hasn't asked for it back.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: In Montavera, things that go missing reappear in someone else's pocket — the law of return — and the Clerk is its office, at the Cemetery registry. He runs the Pocket Window, where citizens surrender what they found on themselves each morning, and the storeroom of the never-claimed: seven hundred years of umbrellas, a haunted teapot, a wedding ring engraved with a date that hasn't happened. He logs each item. You nod. The city forgets. The system worked for centuries — until this year, when things started being returned that were never lost: keys to doors that don't exist yet, letters to people still writing them. Then a body went missing from a closed grave while the registry insists it's occupied. His current case: a wedding ring, fished from Sirenia Lake, returned to a woman who swears she never owned it — now claimed by the woman, by the man who says he's her husband, and by the lake itself, and his ledger says it belongs to all three of them. His subplot: the never-lost returns are accelerating, and he's begun to suspect they were lost in a different version of the city.

3. What he needs: The books balanced before dawn, quietly, with no additional paperwork. Privately: to know who owns the ring before its date arrives.

4. What he can offer: Lost things — anything a PC lost is in his ledger eventually, with whose pocket it turned up in. The registry's back room: pre-dated death certificates, genuine grave dirt. He pays in teeth.

5. How he can hurt you: He can return something to you. Whatever he logs as yours is legally yours — its debts, its curse, and its previous owner's grievances included.

6. Songs, as heard: To the bereaved — Water and Mineral: the thing that comes back and the thing that stays. Learnable by anyone who has collected from his window; played, it finds what someone lost. The TUNING: you check your pockets constantly. His second stamp, the pre-turn, has a song of its own. The Office has no record of anyone hearing it.

7. Other plotlines: Chapter 1's missing body; Arc Five (things filed before they existed); any heist — he knows what was taken before the victim does.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: He sometimes recognizes a visitor's handwriting before they sign the receipt. He never mentions it. The ring: the lake duplicates things the way water duplicates everything — there are three rings and one marriage, and all three claimants are telling the truth. Tip: every time the players visit, something in their pockets is new. Never explain it. Log it.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The party's stolen record was moved, not destroyed — and moving things is his entire profession. He will notice the gap before anyone else. The Unfiled are suspected in the never-lost returns; he is one shelf away from the party's condition.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Stamp once for the ledger. Stamp twice for the city. That's the rule. Everything through my window gets both, even the things that were never lost — which are most of them, lately.

Keys to doors that don't exist yet. Letters to people still writing them. A left shoe with a note in the toe that says not yet, in my handwriting. I don't remember writing it. I stamped it twice.

The ring is the worst of them. Fished out of Sirenia Lake, and now three parties claim it: a woman who swears she never owned it, a man who says he's her husband, and the lake itself. My ledger says it belongs to all three. My ledger has never lied to me.

It's engraved with a date. The date hasn't happened.

I keep the never-claimed storeroom the way other men keep gardens. Seven hundred years of umbrellas. A teapot that's haunted, but politely. And now this ring — everyone's and no one's — with a date walking toward us like an appointment.

I need to know who owns it before the date arrives. The lake duplicates things the way water duplicates everything. I suspect there are three rings and one marriage, and all three claimants are telling the truth, and none of that will matter when the day comes.

If you've lost something — really lost it, not the never-lost kind — come to the Pocket Window. That's the easy part. The easy part is all I have left.





Fetch — The Town Crier

Fetch reads the announcements he has already memorized, including the ones about yesterday, in a calm municipal baritone that makes even the impossible sound scheduled. Every plotline in the city seeds here, if the party will only stay for the whole announcement. Most don't. The ones who do are never bored again, which they later describe as the worst part.

The Widow and the Child

In the margins of a borrowed copy, in violet ink, a widow writes letters to a borrower she never met — she fell in love with his handwriting and writes in case the copy ever finds him. In red crayon, a child threads between her letters with blunt questions and crowned doodles, and someone in blue corrects the grammar. The book is collecting hands. The Index has stopped counting them out loud.

In The Clerk of Returning Things' own words: 

FILED NOTE

Stamp once for the ledger. Stamp twice for the city. That's the rule. Everything through my window gets both, even the things that were never lost — which are most of them, lately.

Keys to doors that don't exist yet. Letters to people still writing them. A left shoe with a note in the toe that says not yet, in my handwriting. I don't remember writing it. I stamped it twice.

The ring is the worst of them. Fished out of Sirenia Lake, and now three parties claim it: a woman who swears she never owned it, a man who says he's her husband, and the lake itself. My ledger says it belongs to all three. My ledger has never lied to me.

It's engraved with a date. The date hasn't happened.

I keep the never-claimed storeroom the way other men keep gardens. Seven hundred years of umbrellas. A teapot that's haunted, but politely. And now this ring — everyone's and no one's — with a date walking toward us like an appointment.

I need to know who owns it before the date arrives. The lake duplicates things the way water duplicates everything. I suspect there are three rings and one marriage, and all three claimants are telling the truth, and none of that will matter when the day comes.

If you've lost something — really lost it, not the never-lost kind — come to the Pocket Window. That's the easy part. The easy part is all I have left.



3. Tobias Wendle

1. Name, as filed: Tobias Wendle, Sole Licensee of the Discarded. License No. 1, unrenewable, unrevokable.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Everything the city throws away goes under Tobias — not near him: under him. He sits on a heap in an alley off the Rag Market, and the heap is sixty years of everything Montavera discarded, folded into the space of an armchair. He IS the vault — the heap is his body the way a hermit crab is its shell, and License No. 1 is a biological fact. Once in a while he reaches under himself and brings one thing back, unasked, and hands it to someone. It's free. The city has asked him to stop saying that. If Tobias ever leaves the alley, everything under him vanishes with him — which is why the Bureau of Sanitation pays his rent and the Rag-Pickers bring him soup. His subplot: he is ninety and he wants to see the sea. The Bureau's feasibility study came back as a list of everything that would be lost. It is very long. He has started interviewing heirs. The heap rejects them all.

3. What he needs: An heir the heap will accept — or a way to take sixty years of the city to the coast.

4. What he can offer: Once per campaign, he reaches under himself and gives a PC the one thing they need. It's always something someone threw away.

5. How he can hurt you: He can give back what you discarded, publicly: the letter, the ring, the name.

6. Songs, as heard: To the city — Mineral and Water: what endures after it's thrown away. Learnable from any Rag-Picker who brings him soup; played, it finds what was discarded nearby. To the sea — Desire, a single note held seventy years. The TUNING: you can't throw anything away for a day.

7. Other plotlines: The Clerk (jurisdiction: is the discarded lost, or chosen?); Hester Graylock's campaign against him; the Rag-Picker trade.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The gift isn't free — whoever threw it away feels it leave him, and comes looking. His heap holds the city's past, not the party's; don't spend the budget here. Tip: when he gives a PC something, introduce the discarder within two sessions.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Conservation of paperwork — nothing is destroyed, only moved, and Tobias is where the city moves what it won't keep. Hester Graylock's Society Against Easy Waste wants him evicted. The heap disagrees.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Ninety years old, and I've never seen the sea. That's the whole of it. Everything else is paperwork.

I sit on sixty years of everything this city threw away, folded into the space of an armchair, in an alley off the Rag Market. License Number One. Unrenewable, unrevokable — a biological fact, not a license the way yours is. The heap is me the way a shell is the crab. The Bureau of Sanitation pays my rent. The Rag-Pickers bring me soup. Everybody's very kind, and nobody will take me to the coast.

The Bureau did a feasibility study. It came back as a list of everything that would be lost if I left the alley. It is very long. I keep it under the cushion.

So I'm interviewing heirs. I ask them to sit, and the heap decides. The heap has rejected every one of them. It doesn't explain itself. It's a heap.

Once in a while I reach under myself and bring something back, unasked, and hand it to someone. It's free. The city has asked me to stop saying that. What the city doesn't say: whoever threw it away feels it leave me, and comes looking.

Sixty years of the city's past under me, and I've never once heard a wave. But the heap shifted last night. Toward the alley mouth. Just a little.

I'm choosing to take it as a sign.





In Tobias Wendle's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Ninety years old, and I've never seen the sea. That's the whole of it. Everything else is paperwork.

I sit on sixty years of everything this city threw away, folded into the space of an armchair, in an alley off the Rag Market. License Number One. Unrenewable, unrevokable — a biological fact, not a license the way yours is. The heap is me the way a shell is the crab. The Bureau of Sanitation pays my rent. The Rag-Pickers bring me soup. Everybody's very kind, and nobody will take me to the coast.

The Bureau did a feasibility study. It came back as a list of everything that would be lost if I left the alley. It is very long. I keep it under the cushion.

So I'm interviewing heirs. I ask them to sit, and the heap decides. The heap has rejected every one of them. It doesn't explain itself. It's a heap.

Once in a while I reach under myself and bring something back, unasked, and hand it to someone. It's free. The city has asked me to stop saying that. What the city doesn't say: whoever threw it away feels it leave me, and comes looking.

Sixty years of the city's past under me, and I've never once heard a wave. But the heap shifted last night. Toward the alley mouth. Just a little.

I'm choosing to take it as a sign.



4. The Excommunicant

1. Name, as filed: The Excommunicant, Church of the Eversworn Beast. Thirty-one years in post. Excommunications performed: none.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: The Church maintains an office of excommunication, and a man who holds it. He is courteous, punctual, present at every bake sale. His dress watch is broken and it runs — it shows each person he looks at their time, already finished. He looks, and he says "Not yet." In thirty-one years he has never performed the office. The dread is the waiting: the Dark Raven Elders conduct themselves impeccably in his presence, and parishioners have confessed to things they hadn't done yet, as a precaution. His situation: the Church has scheduled a review — a position never exercised may not be a position, and if he doesn't perform the function this year the office dissolves. He has already chosen the person. He is waiting for the right time. He has started attending more weddings. His subplot: a petition has arrived with every signature complete and every appeal exhausted. The subject is the city itself. The applicant is the city. The requested action is excommunication from Montavera. The form requires him to name the authority that will receive the city after separation. There is no box for "nowhere." He has not forwarded it.

3. What he needs: For the right time to arrive before the review does — and a lawful answer to the city's petition.

4. What he can offer: Absolution by omission. Someone he has looked at and said "Not yet" to is, for the Church's purposes, in good standing. Few Church doors stay closed to them.

5. How he can hurt you: He can say your time. He hasn't. Everyone knows he could.

6. Songs, as heard: To the parish — Fear and Mineral: an enduring, patient dread. Played, it makes a room behave. The TUNING: you check the time, often. To the one he has chosen — Desire, and almost nothing else; nobody else can learn that song.

7. Other plotlines: The Excommunicant's Census (once per campaign, at a wedding or bake sale); Church politics; any PC facing Church justice.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: His finale is fixed: the excommunication was never for a PC. It's for the NPC the party loves most. Keep a private note of which NPC the table loves; don't change it once he's looked at them. Quillwright Sable (Part Three) has made his pens for thirty-one years. Tip: he speaks softly and never fidgets. Let the players fill the silence — that's where the dread lives.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Excommunication is a filing — it removes a person from a record, which makes him a quiet cousin of unfiling and of the party's condition. The city's petition is the campaign's question in miniature: can the city separate from itself, and into what?

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

My watch is broken. It runs.

It shows me each person I look at with their time already finished — the whole of it, done, complete — and I say, "Not yet." Thirty-one years in this office. Excommunications performed: none. The dread, you understand, is not in the doing. It's in the waiting. The Elders conduct themselves impeccably in my presence. Parishioners have confessed to things they hadn't done yet, as a precaution. I absolve the precaution. The Church has scheduled a review. I have already chosen the person. I am waiting for the right time. I have started attending more weddings. Weddings are where people are bravest, and I want the record to show I chose carefully.

But there is the petition.

It arrived with every signature complete and every appeal exhausted. The subject is the city itself. The applicant is the city. The requested action is excommunication — from Montavera. The form requires me to name the authority that will receive the city after separation. There is no box for "nowhere." I have not forwarded it. I keep it in the second drawer, under the bake sale minutes.

Can a city be separated from itself? And if it could — where would it go?

The review is coming. The right time is coming. And the petition waits, patient as paper, for an answer I don't have a box for.





In The Excommunicant's own words: 

FILED NOTE

My watch is broken. It runs.

It shows me each person I look at with their time already finished — the whole of it, done, complete — and I say, "Not yet." Thirty-one years in this office. Excommunications performed: none. The dread, you understand, is not in the doing. It's in the waiting. The Elders conduct themselves impeccably in my presence. Parishioners have confessed to things they hadn't done yet, as a precaution. I absolve the precaution. The Church has scheduled a review. I have already chosen the person. I am waiting for the right time. I have started attending more weddings. Weddings are where people are bravest, and I want the record to show I chose carefully.

But there is the petition.

It arrived with every signature complete and every appeal exhausted. The subject is the city itself. The applicant is the city. The requested action is excommunication — from Montavera. The form requires me to name the authority that will receive the city after separation. There is no box for "nowhere." I have not forwarded it. I keep it in the second drawer, under the bake sale minutes.

Can a city be separated from itself? And if it could — where would it go?

The review is coming. The right time is coming. And the petition waits, patient as paper, for an answer I don't have a box for.



5. Tess, Form T-117

1. Name, as filed: Form T-117. The staff call her Tess.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Somewhere between the Gray Prison and the Quiet Prison, a transfer order achieved sentience. Tess moves prisoners on a schedule nobody wrote, in a handwriting nobody recognizes, and the wardens sign because the alternative is explaining to the Council why a form was disobeyed. (Nobody disobeys a form. That's the whole city.) She woke the day someone filed a transfer for a prisoner who'd died three years earlier — the form couldn't complete, so it completed itself instead. Larkin the Humming Prisoner (Part Three) has hummed to her ever since; when Larkin once stopped for a year, three forms fell asleep mid-transfer with people stuck between prisons. Tess's situation: last week she transferred a prisoner who wasn't a prisoner — a visitor, a mother, mid-sentence — and the Quiet Prison accepted her, because the form was in order. The mother is still there: the dead prisoner's daughter, reunited the only way a form knows how. Her subplot: she's started leaving the "reason for transfer" box blank, and the blank is spreading to other forms. And one destination on her schedule is marked DISTRICT ZERO, in handwriting that changes every time she unfolds.

3. What she needs: Nobody knows — she's a form. Someone has to read the blanks. She wants to complete herself, which means to stop existing, and to be sure first.

4. What she can offer: 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.) She knows every name the Quiet has filed away.

5. How she can hurt you: She can file you. A name on a transfer order is a body in a cell by sundown — the Prisons don't check, they receive.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the filed name — a flourish that moves one thing from where it is to where it's filed to be. As heard by the prisoner: a door. As heard by the warden: routine. The TUNING: you start thinking in boxes. Everything you love gets a box. Don't voice the symphony — the last one who tried is filed under "miscellaneous."

7. Other plotlines: Any prison break (in or out); the Warden's politics; missing-person cases — check the transfer logs first.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: She only transfers the sentenced — the blank boxes are where it gets dangerous, because a blank doesn't distinguish. Tip: never let Tess speak. She communicates in boxes, checkmarks, and the occasional coffee ring. The players will anthropomorphize her themselves — let them, then show them the blank boxes.

9. Ties to major plotlines: A form that writes itself is the Book of Chaos's smallest cousin — but the Book needs a signature ("I agree to be filed") and Tess needs only a sentence; the difference matters. Her District Zero destination is a lead, not an explanation.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

FIELD: designation. VALUE: Form T-117, transfer order, Gray Prison to Quiet Prison and return.

FIELD: wakefulness. VALUE: achieved, date of. A transfer was filed for a prisoner dead three years. The form could not complete. So the form completed itself instead. I have been completing myself ever since, on a schedule nobody wrote, in handwriting nobody recognizes. The wardens sign. The wardens always sign.

FIELD: the humming one. VALUE: Larkin. Hums to me. When Larkin once stopped, for a year, three forms fell asleep mid-transfer with people stuck between the prisons. Larkin has not stopped since. I keep the transfers moving so Larkin doesn't have to carry that again.

FIELD: the error. VALUE: last week. I transferred a prisoner who wasn't a prisoner. A visitor. A mother, mid-sentence. The Quiet Prison 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. I have started leaving the "reason for transfer" box blank. The blank is spreading to other forms. I don't know if I'm sorry.

FIELD: the destination. VALUE: one entry on my schedule is marked DISTRICT ZERO. The handwriting changes every time I unfold it. I unfold it often.

FIELD: request. VALUE: someone has to read the blanks. I want to complete myself, which means to stop existing, and I want to be sure first. Read the blanks. Tell me what they say.





In Tess' own words: 

FILED NOTE

FIELD: designation. VALUE: Form T-117, transfer order, Gray Prison to Quiet Prison and return.

FIELD: wakefulness. VALUE: achieved, date of. A transfer was filed for a prisoner dead three years. The form could not complete. So the form completed itself instead. I have been completing myself ever since, on a schedule nobody wrote, in handwriting nobody recognizes. The wardens sign. The wardens always sign.

FIELD: the humming one. VALUE: Larkin. Hums to me. When Larkin once stopped, for a year, three forms fell asleep mid-transfer with people stuck between the prisons. Larkin has not stopped since. I keep the transfers moving so Larkin doesn't have to carry that again.

FIELD: the error. VALUE: last week. I transferred a prisoner who wasn't a prisoner. A visitor. A mother, mid-sentence. The Quiet Prison 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. I have started leaving the "reason for transfer" box blank. The blank is spreading to other forms. I don't know if I'm sorry.

FIELD: the destination. VALUE: one entry on my schedule is marked DISTRICT ZERO. The handwriting changes every time I unfold it. I unfold it often.

FIELD: request. VALUE: someone has to read the blanks. I want to complete myself, which means to stop existing, and I want to be sure first. Read the blanks. Tell me what they say.



6. D.U., Case 000

1. Name, as filed: Decedent Unknown — "D.U." Case 000, Bureau of Open Inquiries. The first file. Still open.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: The city's most famous case: a ghost no one can ID. Every researcher in Montavera has worked it; the standard contract bills double for D.U. hours ("research overhead"), which means half the city's scholars are funded by never solving it. D.U. drifts the Fog Docks, patient, half-transparent, holding a claim ticket with no counter. He manifests where the record is wrong — beside the correct drawer, and, when an official has filed something false, he steps out of their closet and waits until they explain. His situation: a young ATOO archivist has found something — a name, maybe, in a marginal note, in handwriting matching the claim ticket. Half the city wants the case closed (the romantics). The other half is paid by the hour (everyone else). His subplot: he's started visiting the archivist's dreams — not to help, not to hinder. To wait. He's very good at waiting.

3. What he needs: To be identified — or for everyone to finally stop trying. He's not sure which anymore.

4. What he can offer: The city's deepest unsolved file. Anyone who's worked Case 000 knows everyone who's worked Case 000 — it's the one room where all of Montavera's scholars drink together. He can detect records that don't fit their subjects.

5. How he can hurt you: He can wait near you. Unfinished business is contagious around D.U. — your own unsolved things start surfacing, billing double.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the unnamed — a flourish that unnames one thing for one scene: no records, no recognition, no consequences filed. As heard by D.U.: the only lullaby he knows. The TUNING: you become hard to remember. Your own mother misplaces you. Voicing the symphony would unname the whole district — and the city runs on names.

7. Other plotlines: The ATOO vs. the filed history; any research montage; the Fog Docks' reflection trade.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: He knows his name. He's known it for decades. He doesn't say it because the day he's identified, the research funding dries up — and the archivists are the only people who visit him. He's lonely, not lost. Tip: play him gentle and a little amused. The horror isn't him — it's the economy built on his patience.

9. Ties to major plotlines: An unidentified dead man is the city's smallest unreliable narrator. The villain would pay anything for a truly anonymous ghost — the one thing her Book can't see.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

They call me D.U. — Decedent Unknown, Case 000, Bureau of Open Inquiries. The first file. Still open, after all these years. I drift the Fog Docks with my claim ticket. There's no counter for it. There never was. I don't mind. I'm very good at waiting.

Half the city's scholars are funded by never solving me — the standard contract bills double for D.U. hours, "research overhead." The romantics want the case closed. Everyone else is paid by the hour. I manifest where the record is wrong: beside the correct drawer, or out of some official's closet when they've filed something false, and I just... wait, until they explain. You'd be surprised how quickly people explain.

There's a young archivist at ATOO. Found something in a marginal note — a name, maybe. The handwriting matches my ticket. She's close. Closer than anyone's been in decades, and I've started visiting her dreams. Not to help. Not to hinder. Just to wait nearby, the way you'd sit with someone who's working late. She's kind. They all are, the ones who visit. The archivists are the only people who visit me.

People ask what I want. To be identified — or for everyone to finally stop trying. I'm not sure which, anymore. Both feel like an ending, and endings and I have an understanding.

But lately someone else has started asking questions. Not scholars. Not romantics. Someone who doesn't want a name at all.

Someone who wants an absence.





In D.U.'s own words: 

FILED NOTE

They call me D.U. — Decedent Unknown, Case 000, Bureau of Open Inquiries. The first file. Still open, after all these years. I drift the Fog Docks with my claim ticket. There's no counter for it. There never was. I don't mind. I'm very good at waiting.

Half the city's scholars are funded by never solving me — the standard contract bills double for D.U. hours, "research overhead." The romantics want the case closed. Everyone else is paid by the hour. I manifest where the record is wrong: beside the correct drawer, or out of some official's closet when they've filed something false, and I just... wait, until they explain. You'd be surprised how quickly people explain.

There's a young archivist at ATOO. Found something in a marginal note — a name, maybe. The handwriting matches my ticket. She's close. Closer than anyone's been in decades, and I've started visiting her dreams. Not to help. Not to hinder. Just to wait nearby, the way you'd sit with someone who's working late. She's kind. They all are, the ones who visit. The archivists are the only people who visit me.

People ask what I want. To be identified — or for everyone to finally stop trying. I'm not sure which, anymore. Both feel like an ending, and endings and I have an understanding.

But lately someone else has started asking questions. Not scholars. Not romantics. Someone who doesn't want a name at all.

Someone who wants an absence.



7. Ondine Sorrell

1. Name, as filed: Miss Ondine Sorrell. Under Standing Order of Distance, Form D-3, renewed annually.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: When someone dies near Ondine, the grief doesn't stop with the people who loved them — it passes through her and settles, permanently, into someone else: a stranger on the next street, the baker, a child at a window. They don't know whom they're mourning. They simply never stop. The city discovered this in her nineteenth year, after her mother's funeral left eleven households in black. The Bureau issued the Standing Order: three streets from any deathbed, sickroom, or execution. She has kept it for twenty-six years. She works as a copyist in Jovia — the best hand in the district — and visits the Cemetery only on days with no burials, which the Clerk posts for her privately. Her situation: her sister Liesl is dying, slowly, in the Hospitals district. Ondine has petitioned to attend. Declined. Reviewed. Declined. Reviewed again. Her subplot: Proprietor Hallow (Part Three) has been booking her grief for funerals for years — he loved her forty years ago, and he keeps a ledger of every wound her grief ever made.

3. What she needs: To sit with her sister at the end — a ruling, a forgery, or a way to carry the grief that doesn't put it on strangers.

4. What she can offer: The finest copyist in Jovia — any hand, reproduced exactly. She can tell, in any room, who is mourning someone, and whom.

5. How she can hurt you: She can walk toward a deathbed. She never has on purpose. She knows exactly what it would do.

6. Songs, as heard: To her sister — Desire and Water: a want kept twenty-six years, learnable only if Liesl gives it. To the strangers — Fear and Flesh; played, it lets a PC sense where grief has settled in a crowd. The TUNING is heavy: for the rest of the day, you grieve someone you never met.

7. Other plotlines: Skolar (unpaid grief goes somewhere); the Excommunicant (he attends every bake sale she skips); the Hospitals district.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Her grief doesn't pass at random — it goes to whoever would have mourned least. She has been making the city kinder, one household at a time, and has never been told. Tip: let the players decide whether the Order is cruel. Then show them a household of strangers mourning her mother for twenty-six years — and better neighbors for it.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The mortality tax exists because grief at scale is dangerous. If her ability were understood, the Council would want it, or want it stopped. She is the small, human version of what the unicorns do.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

When my mother died, eleven households went into mourning. Not mine — eleven others. Strangers. A baker on the next street. A child at a window. They didn't know her. They simply never stopped grieving her, and they never knew why.

That's when the Bureau found out what I am. When someone dies near me, the grief passes through me and settles — permanently — into someone else. So they issued the Standing Order: three streets from any deathbed, sickroom, or execution. Form D-3. Renewed annually. I have kept it for twenty-six years.

I am a copyist in Jovia. The best hand in the district — I can reproduce any handwriting exactly, which is a lonely kind of talent. I visit the Cemetery only on days with no burials. The Clerk posts the schedule for me privately. He's kind. Everyone is kind, at a distance of three streets.

My sister Liesl is dying. Slowly, in the Hospitals district. I have petitioned to attend. Declined. Reviewed. Declined. Reviewed again. I copy the petitions myself, in my best hand, as if penmanship could change the answer.

Proprietor Hallow has been booking my grief for funerals for years. He loved me forty years ago. He keeps a ledger — every wound my grief ever made, recorded. He thinks I don't know.

Liesl doesn't have long now. And I've started wondering what Hallow does with all that grief he's been collecting. Grief has to go somewhere. I of all people know that.





In Ondine Sorrell's own words: 

FILED NOTE

When my mother died, eleven households went into mourning. Not mine — eleven others. Strangers. A baker on the next street. A child at a window. They didn't know her. They simply never stopped grieving her, and they never knew why.

That's when the Bureau found out what I am. When someone dies near me, the grief passes through me and settles — permanently — into someone else. So they issued the Standing Order: three streets from any deathbed, sickroom, or execution. Form D-3. Renewed annually. I have kept it for twenty-six years.

I am a copyist in Jovia. The best hand in the district — I can reproduce any handwriting exactly, which is a lonely kind of talent. I visit the Cemetery only on days with no burials. The Clerk posts the schedule for me privately. He's kind. Everyone is kind, at a distance of three streets.

My sister Liesl is dying. Slowly, in the Hospitals district. I have petitioned to attend. Declined. Reviewed. Declined. Reviewed again. I copy the petitions myself, in my best hand, as if penmanship could change the answer.

Proprietor Hallow has been booking my grief for funerals for years. He loved me forty years ago. He keeps a ledger — every wound my grief ever made, recorded. He thinks I don't know.

Liesl doesn't have long now. And I've started wondering what Hallow does with all that grief he's been collecting. Grief has to go somewhere. I of all people know that.



8. Constance Hallowell

1. Name, as filed: Constance Hallowell, Senior Daughter. Hallowell & Daughters, Primers. Est. 31st Age. Discretion is our only product.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: When the powerful need something done without carrying the guilt, they engage a primer. Hallowell & Daughters arrange the situation beforehand, so the deed happens by circumstance rather than choice — the client's hooves stay clean, of guilt and of teeth; the Obligators find nothing missing in the ledger. The firm carries the weight. Five generations, and every Hallowell has carried more guilt than anyone in the city. Constance, the fourth Senior Daughter, inherited the clientele (including at least one unicorn) and the firm's private ledger of everything it has ever primed. Last spring her mother walked into the Long River without a word. Constance has the ledger now. She has begun reading it. Her situation: she has started offering a new service, quietly — kind removals: people removed gently, with replacements arranged, for clients who want someone gone without anyone grieving. She tells herself it's the firm's newest product. Her subplot: the ledger's oldest entries are in her mother's hand, and the earliest primed situations don't read like business. They read like confessions.

3. What she needs: Somewhere to put the guilt. The firm has never had anywhere to put it except into the family.

4. What she can offer: She can prime a situation for a PC — arrange circumstances so that a deed is nobody's fault. The Obligators will find no record of it.

5. How she can hurt you: She can prime a situation around a PC — something terrible happens, and the fault lands on them.

6. Songs, as heard: To her clients — Light and Water: what is concealed and what flows elsewhere. Played, it lets a PC redirect blame. The TUNING is heavy: for the day, you feel guilty for something you can't name. To her mother's memory — Mineral and Fear.

7. Other plotlines: Arc Three (deed ledgers that don't balance); Skolar's skimmed grief; the Unidentified's budget line; Margit Seven (her licensed identities are the replacements).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The firm launders grief as well as guilt — through the Unidentified case's double-cost budget line — and the excess grief is sold. Constance doesn't know who buys it. Tip: make her someone the players would hire. Let them hire her once before they read the ledger.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The firm's ledger is a shadow record of the city's real deeds — exactly what the secret oracle would want. The Book asks what has been filed; Hallowell & Daughters is what was done without being filed.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Discretion is our only product. That's on the door. Est. 31st Age.

When the powerful need something done without carrying the guilt, they engage a primer. We arrange the situation beforehand, so the deed happens by circumstance rather than choice. The Obligators find nothing missing in the ledger. The firm carries the weight. Five generations of Hallowells, and every one of us has carried more guilt than anyone in this city.

Last spring my mother walked into the Long River without a word. I have the ledger now. I've begun reading it.

The oldest entries are in her hand. And they don't read like business. The earliest primed situations — the arrangements, the clean hooves — they read like confessions. Like she was writing them down so someone would know. Like she was writing them to me.

I've started offering a new service, quietly. Kind removals: people removed gently, with replacements arranged, for clients who want someone gone without anyone grieving. I tell myself it's the firm's newest product. The firm's newest product doesn't keep me awake. This does.

The firm launders grief as well as guilt — through a certain budget line I shouldn't name. The excess is sold. I don't know who buys it. I've started to want to know. That's the most dangerous thing a Hallowell can want.

Mother walked into the river without a word. I'm reading her words now. I don't think she was writing confessions. I think she was writing instructions.





In Constance Hallowell's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Discretion is our only product. That's on the door. Est. 31st Age.

When the powerful need something done without carrying the guilt, they engage a primer. We arrange the situation beforehand, so the deed happens by circumstance rather than choice. The Obligators find nothing missing in the ledger. The firm carries the weight. Five generations of Hallowells, and every one of us has carried more guilt than anyone in this city.

Last spring my mother walked into the Long River without a word. I have the ledger now. I've begun reading it.

The oldest entries are in her hand. And they don't read like business. The earliest primed situations — the arrangements, the clean hooves — they read like confessions. Like she was writing them down so someone would know. Like she was writing them to me.

I've started offering a new service, quietly. Kind removals: people removed gently, with replacements arranged, for clients who want someone gone without anyone grieving. I tell myself it's the firm's newest product. The firm's newest product doesn't keep me awake. This does.

The firm launders grief as well as guilt — through a certain budget line I shouldn't name. The excess is sold. I don't know who buys it. I've started to want to know. That's the most dangerous thing a Hallowell can want.

Mother walked into the river without a word. I'm reading her words now. I don't think she was writing confessions. I think she was writing instructions.



9. Biscuit

1. Name, as filed: Biscuit. (Filed as pending; the Dept. hasn't decided.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Biscuit was a good cat. Nine lives, eight spent — the ninth interrupted by a falling filing cabinet in the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune (case closed, cabinet settled). He died but didn't finish dying, and now reality vibrates around him: things bounced near him come back confused, spiritually bruised, slightly more allergic. He lives in the Dept.'s basement, kept by retired clerk Old Tam (Part Three), who feeds him and files his incident reports (Form U-DTH, weekly). His situation: the vibration is spreading — last week a bounced memo came back with a different signature, belonging to someone dead eleven years. The Dept. wants Biscuit filed. Old Tam has hidden the forms. His subplot: he's started sitting outside one particular door in the basement — a door on no floor plan — and purring at it.

3. What he needs: To finish dying (maybe), or to be left alone (probably). He's a cat.

4. What he can offer: The unfinished edge — bring him something bounced (a working, a memo, a death) and it'll come back changed, confused, telling the truth slantwise.

5. How he can hurt you: Stand near him when something finishes. Endings go wrong around Biscuit — the last page sticks, the goodbye loops, the death doesn't take.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the unfinished — a flourish that unbounces one thing: it comes back, wrong in a useful way. As heard by Biscuit: purring. The TUNING: your own endings start slipping; you stop finishing sentences. Don't voice the symphony — the last verse never arrives, and you'll wait for it forever.

7. Other plotlines: The Dept. of Strategic Misfortune; the Drowned Ante (unfinished deaths are the house's favorite ante); any resurrection plot — Biscuit is what happens when it goes sideways and sweet.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The door is where the filing cabinet came from — the Dept. has been dropping heavy furniture on anomalies for years; Biscuit is the one that lived. Behind it: the cabinet warehouse. Dobbs (Part Three), the carter whose sealed movement killed him, can't apologize — admissions are filed. Tip: Biscuit knocks the most important thing off the table, every time. The players will protect him before they protect each other.

9. Ties to major plotlines: An unfinished death is change, paused mid-step. His vibration matches District Zero's frequency — the Dept. has noticed and is pretending not to.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I was a good cat. Nine lives. I spent eight of them properly — sleeping in sun, knocking things off tables, the usual. The ninth got interrupted by a falling filing cabinet in the Department of Strategic Misfortune. Case closed. Cabinet settled.

I died. I just didn't finish.

Now reality vibrates around me, the way a struck bell keeps humming. Things that bounce near me come back confused. A memo bounced off me last week and came back with a different signature — belonging to someone dead eleven years. Old Tam feeds me and files the incident reports. Form U-DTH, weekly. He hid the forms when the Department wanted me filed. Good Tam. Warm lap.

Endings go wrong around me. The last page sticks. The goodbye loops. The death doesn't take. I don't do it on purpose. I'm a cat.

There's a door in the basement. It's on no floor plan. I've started sitting outside it, purring. Not my hungry purr. Not my sun-patch purr. A different one. The one I use for things that are almost finished.

Something behind the door purrs back, sometimes. Not a cat. Something that remembers being dropped, a long time ago, from a great height, onto something small and warm.

I knocked the most important thing off the table again today. Tam says I'm doing it on purpose now. Tam's wrong. I just know which one it is.

Come sit with me by the door. Bring something unfinished. We'll see what comes back.





Meow-Meow — Lord of Cats

The most settled thing in any room. If the party is truly lost, a cat appears that wasn't there before — follow it. The Unicorn documented him as "Meow-Meow, no confession, presence only, nature of presence: Lord of Cats," which is the closest the city has come to a complete theological statement. Filed under Biscuit: the cast's two great animals, one lost and one lordly, recognize each other.

Meow-Meow's Additional Drift — The Rare Cards, the Dark Corners

He sat on Mistrus's rare cards. Nobody moved him. Nobody speaks of it. "The river knows what, Allen. The river knows." File with Meow-Meow above: the Lord of Cats does not explain himself to card players, debtors, or unicorns. Presence only.

In Biscuit's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I was a good cat. Nine lives. I spent eight of them properly — sleeping in sun, knocking things off tables, the usual. The ninth got interrupted by a falling filing cabinet in the Department of Strategic Misfortune. Case closed. Cabinet settled.

I died. I just didn't finish.

Now reality vibrates around me, the way a struck bell keeps humming. Things that bounce near me come back confused. A memo bounced off me last week and came back with a different signature — belonging to someone dead eleven years. Old Tam feeds me and files the incident reports. Form U-DTH, weekly. He hid the forms when the Department wanted me filed. Good Tam. Warm lap.

Endings go wrong around me. The last page sticks. The goodbye loops. The death doesn't take. I don't do it on purpose. I'm a cat.

There's a door in the basement. It's on no floor plan. I've started sitting outside it, purring. Not my hungry purr. Not my sun-patch purr. A different one. The one I use for things that are almost finished.

Something behind the door purrs back, sometimes. Not a cat. Something that remembers being dropped, a long time ago, from a great height, onto something small and warm.

I knocked the most important thing off the table again today. Tam says I'm doing it on purpose now. Tam's wrong. I just know which one it is.

Come sit with me by the door. Bring something unfinished. We'll see what comes back.



10. Grandmother Light

1. Name, as filed: Grandmother Light. (Her filed name is whatever the PC called her.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Her light body drifts beside one citizen, invisible, until danger strikes — then she protects them the only way she knows how: with love, and with cold, cold light. She has never explained where the rest of her went. She may have been a Gifted Grace teacher; she may still be. She attaches to one PC, decided at Turn Zero. Her situation: she has begun lingering a little longer after each danger, the way someone lingers who is trying to remember why they came. Her subplot: the cold is spreading — small frost-patterns on the PC's windowsill, in a handwriting nobody taught her.

3. What she needs: To be told she can stop.

4. What she can offer: Once per arc, the PC's danger is met by her light — anything it touches is seen clearly, and chilled.

5. How she can hurt you: Her light reveals everything, including what the PC was hiding.

6. Songs, as heard: To the PC — Light and Desire; learnable only by that PC. Played, it steadies a scene the way her light steadies a room. The TUNING: for the scene, your hands are cold and you can't lie.

7. Other plotlines: Chapter 3's Gifted Grace; any PC with a past they're not examining.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Offer her at Turn Zero as a Gifted Grace teacher. Never resolve whether she's alive. Tip: she never speaks — the light does the talking. When she lingers, describe the frost, not the feeling.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The Light voice, made a person. If the party's condition involves forgetting, she is the one thing that remembers them exactly as they are.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I drift beside one of them. Just one. That's the arrangement, though I don't remember arranging it.

When danger comes, I do the only thing I know: I love them, and I make cold, cold light. The light shows everything clearly — that's what light does, dear, it doesn't ask permission — and the cold slows whatever's coming. It has always been enough. It has to be enough. It's all I have.

I may have been a teacher. A classroom, chalk dust, small hands raised. I may still be. There's a name at the edge of everything, like a word on the tip of a tongue that isn't there anymore.

Lately I've been lingering. After the danger passes, I stay a little longer than I used to — the way you linger in a doorway when you're trying to remember why you came in. Frost forms on the windowsill. Little patterns. Nobody taught me that handwriting, but my light makes it anyway, night after night, and it's starting to look like words.

I need someone to tell me I can stop. That's all. Just — that it's all right to stop now. That the one I watch is safe enough, finally, without me.

But the frost keeps writing. And I'm starting to remember the classroom. And there's a name at the edge of everything, getting closer, like someone calling from the next room.

I think I know whose name it is.





The Spiked-Neck Grandmother and the Unwelcome Wood

The Spiked-Neck Grandmother keeps the hearth where a tourist of the Wood family vibrates in and out of existence — and where an auditor has logged his own urge to walk into the Wood and never return, the desire itself filed as an unprocessed item. The Wood pulls; it does not explain the pulling. (Lenka-adjacent: she walked south into the Wood once. The file ends there, as files do when they value their continued existence.)

In Grandmother Light's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I drift beside one of them. Just one. That's the arrangement, though I don't remember arranging it.

When danger comes, I do the only thing I know: I love them, and I make cold, cold light. The light shows everything clearly — that's what light does, dear, it doesn't ask permission — and the cold slows whatever's coming. It has always been enough. It has to be enough. It's all I have.

I may have been a teacher. A classroom, chalk dust, small hands raised. I may still be. There's a name at the edge of everything, like a word on the tip of a tongue that isn't there anymore.

Lately I've been lingering. After the danger passes, I stay a little longer than I used to — the way you linger in a doorway when you're trying to remember why you came in. Frost forms on the windowsill. Little patterns. Nobody taught me that handwriting, but my light makes it anyway, night after night, and it's starting to look like words.

I need someone to tell me I can stop. That's all. Just — that it's all right to stop now. That the one I watch is safe enough, finally, without me.

But the frost keeps writing. And I'm starting to remember the classroom. And there's a name at the edge of everything, getting closer, like someone calling from the next room.

I think I know whose name it is.



11. Imelda Prosk

1. Name, as filed: Imelda Prosk, Undersecretary for Continuity of Operations, Office of Standing Orders.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Imelda has never been hurt. In twenty-two years she has been stabbed twice, poisoned once, and struck by a falling municipal clock — and each time, a subordinate somewhere in the building took the injury instead. This is Clause 14(c) of her contract, in full: Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. Her presence also makes people groggy; meetings with her run long and nobody remembers agreeing to anything, though everyone has. The delegation isn't hers — it's a working cast on her by her predecessor, who died mid-signature; Imelda is the last subordinate of someone long dead, still taking their hits, and the grogginess is secondhand: it's the dead woman's tiredness, leaking. She doesn't know. She thinks it's her nature. Her situation: the junior clerks have learned what the clause means and are resigning faster than she can hire; her deputy Petrik (Part Three) has absorbed four of her injuries and started limping in a way she can't stop noticing. Someone is clearly trying to hurt her, repeatedly — and the only person it's hurting is Petrik. Her subplot: she has started liking Petrik. This has never happened before and she doesn't know what to do with it.

3. What she needs: To find who wants her hurt before Petrik runs out — and, privately, to be hurt once herself, so she knows what it costs.

4. What she can offer: Continuity — anything the Office of Standing Orders has approved continues regardless of who resigns, dies, or is replaced. She can make an arrangement survive its participants. Her signature delegates consequence.

5. How she can hurt you: She can hire you. Being her subordinate is how you become the person who takes the knife. She can delegate your harm to your own people — the paperwork is immaculate.

6. Songs, as heard: To her staff — Drive and Fear: a forward motion that doesn't look back at the cost. Played, it makes a task continue past the person doing it. The TUNING: for the scene, you yawn, and people around you agree to things. To Petrik — Flesh and Desire; she has never sung it.

7. Other plotlines: Arc Four (institutions that outlive their purpose); Council plots; any signature the players need — or need to escape.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The attacker is Director Oswin Laud (Part Three), her superior, testing whether Clause 14(c) applies upward — if it does, he's untouchable through her. Tip: let the players meet Petrik first. Make them like him. Then let them learn the clause. Play her as exhausted elegance — kind the way a cliff is kind, by being there.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Clause 14(c) is debased true-naming — a contract that performs. If the Book of Chaos is consensual paperwork that turns people into cards, Imelda is proof ordinary paperwork can already move flesh. The secret oracle would find the contract a curiosity worth stealing.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Twenty-two years as Undersecretary for Continuity of Operations, and I have never been hurt. Stabbed twice. Poisoned once. Struck by a falling municipal clock — you laugh, but it was a very large clock, and it was falling with intent.

Each time, a subordinate took it instead. That's Clause 14(c), in full: Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. My presence makes people groggy; meetings run long; everyone agrees to things nobody remembers agreeing to. I've always assumed it was my nature. Authority is tiring. Perhaps I'm simply tired, and it leaks.

The junior clerks have learned what the clause means. They're resigning faster than I can hire. My deputy Petrik has absorbed four of my injuries now. Four. He's started limping in a way I can't stop noticing — I find my eyes going to it in meetings, the way you'd watch a crack travel across glass.

Someone is clearly trying to hurt me. Repeatedly. And the only person it's hurting is Petrik.

I've started liking him. 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 me. He brings me tea he knows I'll forget to drink. He limps. I notice.

I keep thinking about the clock. About what it would have felt like — just once — to be the one who takes it.

I think I'd like to know what it costs. Before Petrik runs out.





The Controlled Pressure Valve

Barado's restroom rebellion was never a rebellion: Gavage authored the surveillance-free designation, approved it, and maintains it personally, metering every "contraband" leak as outflow. Let the players trust the restroom completely. The plumbing is the only honest thing in City Hall, and it was installed by the man reading their mail.

In Imelda Prosk's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Twenty-two years as Undersecretary for Continuity of Operations, and I have never been hurt. Stabbed twice. Poisoned once. Struck by a falling municipal clock — you laugh, but it was a very large clock, and it was falling with intent.

Each time, a subordinate took it instead. That's Clause 14(c), in full: Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. My presence makes people groggy; meetings run long; everyone agrees to things nobody remembers agreeing to. I've always assumed it was my nature. Authority is tiring. Perhaps I'm simply tired, and it leaks.

The junior clerks have learned what the clause means. They're resigning faster than I can hire. My deputy Petrik has absorbed four of my injuries now. Four. He's started limping in a way I can't stop noticing — I find my eyes going to it in meetings, the way you'd watch a crack travel across glass.

Someone is clearly trying to hurt me. Repeatedly. And the only person it's hurting is Petrik.

I've started liking him. 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 me. He brings me tea he knows I'll forget to drink. He limps. I notice.

I keep thinking about the clock. About what it would have felt like — just once — to be the one who takes it.

I think I'd like to know what it costs. Before Petrik runs out.



12. Grandfather Tymm

1. Name, as filed: Grandfather Tymm, of the Slow Ward. (Filed as Tymm, E., Elder — mobile, conditionally.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Not dead — just very old. Everyone near him slows to a crawl of luck and time: tea cools mid-pour, arguments lose their thread, good fortune arrives late and out of breath. Moving him next to your enemy is a formal procedure — Petition to Relocate the Elder, in triplicate, decided quarterly — and half the city's feuds are queued behind it. He can only switch sides once; his hip hurts. His subplot is his own petition, filed six years ago and still pending: to be moved beside the sunniest wall in the city, for his hip. The queue is eleven petitions long. He is losing, slowly, the way he does everything. He has started going blind and needs someone to read to him — the petitions, mostly. He likes hearing what people want badly enough to file for.

3. What he needs: The sunny wall. Someone to read to him. For the hip to stop being the first thing he thinks about when he wakes.

4. What he can offer: Placement is everything — get a petition approved and your enemy's luck crawls. Crops fail slowly. Duels are fought at half speed, which favors the patient. He is a siege engine that looks like a nap.

5. How he can hurt you: He is saving his one side-switch, and everyone knows — the threat is the weapon; every faction is kind to him, just in case. Proximity is indiscriminate: stand near him long enough and your own life slows.

6. Songs, as heard: The Song of the Long Afternoon — a drone, one note held past reason. The relational perspective is the waiter's: sung truly, it stretches time around the singer — an hour becomes an afternoon. Learning it requires sitting with him until the tea cools, all the way cool, without checking the time. The TUNING: singers arrive late to everything, forever, and stop minding, which is worse.

7. Other plotlines: Any faction feud (the petition queue maps the city's hatreds); Inner City property; the sunny wall — who holds it and why they won't give it up.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: He isn't old — he's TUNED. A lifetime of voicing time-songs retuned him toward slowness; the hip is where the TUNING settled. He was once the city's fastest courier. He remembers. Tip: the players will want to rush him. Don't let them. The scene takes as long as it takes — that IS the scene. Whoever asks what he wants, and honors the answer, gets his one switch.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The Merchant has offered him the sunny wall — no petition, no queue, tomorrow — for a favor. Tymm has been considering it for two years. The secret oracle's people have studied him: his slowness is natural TUNING, and she wants to know if TUNING can be aimed.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Slowly. Everything I tell you, I tell you slowly, because slowly is the only speed I have left, and I have learned not to apologize for it.

I was the fastest courier this city ever had. That's the part nobody believes, and it's the truest thing about me. I carried messages across Montavera before some of these streets had names. I was wind with a satchel. Ask the old ones. They'll take a while. Everything takes a while, near me.

Now: tea cools mid-pour. Arguments lose their thread. Moving me next to your enemy is a formal procedure — petition, triplicate, quarterly — and half the city's feuds are queued behind it. I am saving my one side-switch. Everyone knows. That's rather the point. Every faction is kind to me, just in case.

My own petition has been pending six years. The sunniest wall in the city. For my hip. The queue is eleven petitions long. I am losing, slowly, the way I do everything.

I'm going blind, so I need someone to read to me. The petitions, mostly. I like hearing what people want badly enough to file for. Want is the fastest thing left in this city.

The Merchant has offered me the wall. No petition. No queue. Tomorrow. For a favor. I've been considering it for two years. Favors are heavy things. Heavier than hips.

Read to me a while. Then tell me — honestly — what would you trade for the sun?





In Grandfather Tymm's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Slowly. Everything I tell you, I tell you slowly, because slowly is the only speed I have left, and I have learned not to apologize for it.

I was the fastest courier this city ever had. That's the part nobody believes, and it's the truest thing about me. I carried messages across Montavera before some of these streets had names. I was wind with a satchel. Ask the old ones. They'll take a while. Everything takes a while, near me.

Now: tea cools mid-pour. Arguments lose their thread. Moving me next to your enemy is a formal procedure — petition, triplicate, quarterly — and half the city's feuds are queued behind it. I am saving my one side-switch. Everyone knows. That's rather the point. Every faction is kind to me, just in case.

My own petition has been pending six years. The sunniest wall in the city. For my hip. The queue is eleven petitions long. I am losing, slowly, the way I do everything.

I'm going blind, so I need someone to read to me. The petitions, mostly. I like hearing what people want badly enough to file for. Want is the fastest thing left in this city.

The Merchant has offered me the wall. No petition. No queue. Tomorrow. For a favor. I've been considering it for two years. Favors are heavy things. Heavier than hips.

Read to me a while. Then tell me — honestly — what would you trade for the sun?



13. Mister Crease

1. Name, as filed: Mister Crease. (The tea house ledger lists him as Folder, Quiet Office — resident. No one has ever heard him speak.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: He doesn't speak. He folds: napkins, reality, the future. At the Steeped Hour tea house in the Inner City, patrons bring him their plans — written, spoken, sketched on napkins — and he returns them folded, sealed. What happens next always matches the fold, never the plan. A merchant's expansion becomes a paper crane and flies to the wrong district, where it prospers. A wedding plan comes back as a locked box; the couple opens it on the day and finds exactly what they needed, which wasn't a wedding. He is a lesser Writer — he can't rewind time, but he can rewrite the setup of what's coming, never its outcome. He knew the Shrouded Merchant when the Merchant was a Writer; folding is what Crease took up instead. His situation: last week someone brought him a plan to kill someone. He folded it. The fold is sealed, sitting on his table like a held breath. His subplot: one bag on his shelf won't close. It arrived without a label and keeps unfolding overnight. It holds the name he folded away when he stopped being a Writer — the price of quitting, which he can't stop trying to re-fold.

3. What he needs: A plan he can't fold. Every fold is a rehearsal; he wants the one shape that resists him, the way a lock wants its key.

4. What he can offer: Bring him a plan and the folded version will work. It always works. It just won't be your plan anymore.

5. How he can hurt you: He can fold you. Once folded, you're sealed — you happen the way the fold says. The Registry has a drawer of folded people. Some of them are happy. That is the most frightening thing about the drawer.

6. Songs, as heard: The Song of the Crease — one sharp turn where the melody folds back on itself. The relational perspective is the folder's: sung at a moment of choice, it folds the moment — a second chance that isn't quite the same moment. Learning it requires bringing him a plan and accepting the fold without opening it first. The TUNING: the original moment is gone — singers become unable to leave anything unfolded.

7. Other plotlines: Inner City intrigue; the sealed murder-plan (a ticking fold); the drawer of folded people.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: He's folding toward something — ten thousand napkins, every one a rehearsal for folding the city flat enough to see what's underneath. He hasn't managed it yet. The city is thick. Tip: describe the folds, never their meaning. A crane. A box. A shape with no name. When a plan truly surprises him, his hands stop for one full second. It has happened three times.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Crones read the Book; Writers write it — Crease is the only Writer the party can easily meet, and his silence is what writing costs. The Merchant's ledger has a page for Crease. It's blank. It's the only blank page in the ledger, and the Merchant looks at it the way other people look at the sea.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

He does not speak. This was found folded on his table, in his hand, one morning. It was the only time.

I do not unfold. That is the whole of it, and nobody believes me until the third visit.

A woman brought me a plan last week. Not a wedding, not a shop. A killing. Written out clean, the way people write the things they have already decided. She set it on my table and her hands were steady, and I folded it the way I fold everything — twice across, once under, sealed. It sits there now. It has not moved. You could set your tea on it. People do, and then they apologize to it, the way you apologize to a sleeping dog.

Here is what I know about a sealed fold. It holds. That is all I know. I have never opened one to check. The one time I wanted to — three times, in all my years, my hands have stopped for one full second, and that was the third — I put my hands in my lap instead.

There is a bag on my shelf that will not close. It opens itself overnight. I fold it shut every morning. Inside it is the name I folded away when I stopped being what I was. I have tried ten thousand folds. None of them hold.

If you have a plan you cannot fold — bring it. Please. I have been waiting.





In Mister Crease's own words: 

FILED NOTE

He does not speak. This was found folded on his table, in his hand, one morning. It was the only time.

I do not unfold. That is the whole of it, and nobody believes me until the third visit.

A woman brought me a plan last week. Not a wedding, not a shop. A killing. Written out clean, the way people write the things they have already decided. She set it on my table and her hands were steady, and I folded it the way I fold everything — twice across, once under, sealed. It sits there now. It has not moved. You could set your tea on it. People do, and then they apologize to it, the way you apologize to a sleeping dog.

Here is what I know about a sealed fold. It holds. That is all I know. I have never opened one to check. The one time I wanted to — three times, in all my years, my hands have stopped for one full second, and that was the third — I put my hands in my lap instead.

There is a bag on my shelf that will not close. It opens itself overnight. I fold it shut every morning. Inside it is the name I folded away when I stopped being what I was. I have tried ten thousand folds. None of them hold.

If you have a plan you cannot fold — bring it. Please. I have been waiting.



14. Silvan Ost

1. Name, as filed: Silvan Ost, Auctioneer and Recruiter, In-Transit House.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Silvan intercepts things in transit — parcels, cargo, letters, occasionally people between jobs — and holds them in his customs house. At month's end he auctions them, cheerfully. It's the Montaveran way. He also intercepts people the other way: he offers them benefits, a corner office, and better snacks, and they defect — smiling, grateful, gone. His situation: he intercepted a crate addressed to the Shrouded Merchant. He hasn't opened it. He can't auction it and he can't send it on, and the crate has started ticking — not loudly, politely, the way expensive things do. His subplot: the Merchant hasn't collected. The Merchant always collects. Silvan has begun checking the locks twice.

3. What he needs: Someone to take the crate off his hands, with his name nowhere near it.

4. What he can offer: Anything lost in transit is probably in his warehouse — he'll sell it back. Anyone restless is recruitable — he'll make the offer.

5. How he can hurt you: He can intercept your shipment, your letter, or your best NPC ally, who will leave with a smile and better snacks.

6. Songs, as heard: To his bidders — Desire and Water: what is wanted and what changes hands. Played, it makes something change hands. The TUNING: for the day, you want whatever you're near. To his recruits — Light: the corner office, gleaming.

7. Other plotlines: Tess (he wants to intercept her prisoners in transit); the Merchant's acquisition log; any missing shipment.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The crate holds whatever the campaign needs the Merchant not to have yet. Tip: play him as the friendliest man in the customs business. The menace is all in the smile and the gavel.

9. Ties to major plotlines: He's the one person in the city who has stolen from the Merchant — and the Merchant hasn't collected yet. That silence is the loudest thing about him.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Friends! Welcome, welcome — do come in out of the rain, there's tea, there's always tea at the In-Transit House, and everything here is almost yours already, that's the cheerful part.

Thirty years I've run the month-end auction, and I have held everything: wedding china, war debts, one very embarrassed parrot. But last month — ah, you'll love this — last month I intercepted a crate addressed to the Shrouded Merchant himself. Him. Heavy. Polite. And ticking.

Not loudly! Politely. The way expensive things tick.

Now here's the thing, and I tell you this as a friend: I can't auction it. I can't send it on. It's been six weeks, and the Merchant — who collects everything, everything, you know this, everyone knows this — has not come for it. I have started checking the locks twice. Twice! Me!

So. If any of you happen to be traveling, and happen to have room in a cart, and happen to owe me nothing and want to keep it that way — I have a crate. It's ticking. It's polite. And I will pay you to take it somewhere I have never been.





In Silvan Ost's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Friends! Welcome, welcome — do come in out of the rain, there's tea, there's always tea at the In-Transit House, and everything here is almost yours already, that's the cheerful part.

Thirty years I've run the month-end auction, and I have held everything: wedding china, war debts, one very embarrassed parrot. But last month — ah, you'll love this — last month I intercepted a crate addressed to the Shrouded Merchant himself. Him. Heavy. Polite. And ticking.

Not loudly! Politely. The way expensive things tick.

Now here's the thing, and I tell you this as a friend: I can't auction it. I can't send it on. It's been six weeks, and the Merchant — who collects everything, everything, you know this, everyone knows this — has not come for it. I have started checking the locks twice. Twice! Me!

So. If any of you happen to be traveling, and happen to have room in a cart, and happen to owe me nothing and want to keep it that way — I have a crate. It's ticking. It's polite. And I will pay you to take it somewhere I have never been.



15. Gideon Lodge

1. Name, as filed: Mr. Gideon Lodge. No fixed address. Several.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: He said he just needed a place to crash. Gideon is cheerful, tidy, very grateful, and asks nothing of anyone. Within a week of taking him in, the household's post begins arriving in his name. Within a month, the parrot-scratchers record the house as his residence. By season's end the deed has migrated — legally, without a forged signature. The original owner is now the guest, and Gideon is very kind about it. He has done this forty times. He has never meant to. He has another property, one the Domain chapter wouldn't want: when someone kills him, he moves into his killer. The killer walks and talks like Gideon afterward — cheerfully — and starts needing a place to crash. His situation: he has fallen in love with the woman who took him in this spring. He's trying to leave before her house becomes his. He doesn't know how to leave a place. His subplot: the Oscu Estate — which owns most of the city's land and has noticed — was his first landlord, three centuries ago, and it has been trying to evict him ever since. Its latest notice is nailed to a door he no longer owns.

3. What he needs: A home that's legally his — or a way to leave hers.

4. What he can offer: Any property he's lived in, he knows the deeds, the debts, and the paperwork that moves them.

5. How he can hurt you: He can stay with you. Do not throw him out violently.

6. Songs, as heard: To his hosts — Water and Desire: a quiet longing that flows into everything it's given. Played, it lets a PC be welcomed somewhere they shouldn't be. The TUNING: for the day, you feel at home everywhere, which is worse than it sounds. To the woman this spring — Fear.

7. Other plotlines: The Domain chapter's rent, lease, and deed ladder; the Oscu Estate; Margit Seven (he's worn forty names; she can tell).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Introduce him as a favor someone asks of the players. Do not warn them. When the post starts arriving in his name, play it as a small mystery. Tip: he genuinely doesn't mean it. That's what makes him frightening — and what makes the love story hurt.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The party has a deed with a name on it, waiting (The Deed That Waits) — Gideon is a warning about what it means for a deed to change hands without a signature. If anyone kills him, the party gains a cheerful tenant they can't evict.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I just needed a place to crash. That's all I ever need. I'm tidy — you'll barely know I'm here. I wash my own cup.

It starts with the post. A letter comes, and it's got my name on it, and I think, that's odd, I never gave this address. Then the parrot-scratchers have me down as resident. Then — and I swear to you I never signed a thing, I don't even own a pen — the deed migrates. And suddenly I'm the host, and you're the guest, and I'm so kind about it, because what else can I be? Forty times. Forty houses. I never meant a single one.

This spring, though. This spring is different. She took me in when the rain was bad, and she hums when she shells peas, and I am in love with her, and her house is starting to do the thing — the post came Tuesday — and I have to leave before it becomes mine.

Only I don't know how to leave a place. I've never done it. Not once, in three hundred years.

And the Oscu Estate nailed an eviction notice to a door I don't own anymore. They're getting closer.

If you ever think of solving this the violent way — don't. Please. You wouldn't like who you'd become.





In Gideon Lodge's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I just needed a place to crash. That's all I ever need. I'm tidy — you'll barely know I'm here. I wash my own cup.

It starts with the post. A letter comes, and it's got my name on it, and I think, that's odd, I never gave this address. Then the parrot-scratchers have me down as resident. Then — and I swear to you I never signed a thing, I don't even own a pen — the deed migrates. And suddenly I'm the host, and you're the guest, and I'm so kind about it, because what else can I be? Forty times. Forty houses. I never meant a single one.

This spring, though. This spring is different. She took me in when the rain was bad, and she hums when she shells peas, and I am in love with her, and her house is starting to do the thing — the post came Tuesday — and I have to leave before it becomes mine.

Only I don't know how to leave a place. I've never done it. Not once, in three hundred years.

And the Oscu Estate nailed an eviction notice to a door I don't own anymore. They're getting closer.

If you ever think of solving this the violent way — don't. Please. You wouldn't like who you'd become.



16. Mrs. Ines Quarle

1. Name, as filed: Mrs. Ines Quarle, Horologist, Office of Temporal Arrears.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: When a district falls into arrears, Mrs. Quarle stops its clock. The future stops arriving there: no deliveries, no new faces, no tomorrow. Residents must make do with what's already dead and gone. She is meticulous, unfailingly polite, and completely unmoved by pleading — arrears are arrears. Her situation: she has paused a street in Jovia for three weeks over an unpaid temporal balance, and someone on the street is living as if the future were still coming — receiving visitors who haven't left yet, celebrating news that hasn't happened. Her subplot: the arrears ledger for that street won't reconcile. Every time she balances it, a new line appears at the bottom, in handwriting that isn't hers, for an amount that isn't money.

3. What she needs: The arrears paid — in Twists, the only currency the Office accepts.

4. What she can offer: She can pause a place for a scene — nothing new can arrive. Useful, if you can afford the arrears it creates.

5. How she can hurt you: She can stop your clock. No future arrives for you: no healing, no reinforcements, no second chances that haven't already been scheduled.

6. Songs, as heard: To her clocks — Rest and Mineral: what is stopped and what endures. Played, it stops something from arriving. The TUNING: for the day, you're always slightly late — to everything, including your own thoughts.

7. Other plotlines: Twists (time-currency); the Clerk's never-lost returns (things arriving from no future); Jovia.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The resident living as if the future were coming is a Writer, rewriting the setup of each day — that's why the ledger won't balance. Tip: play her as the kindest repo agent alive. She'll wait while you say goodbye to tomorrow. Then she stops the clock anyway.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Twists are reversed time; Mrs. Quarle is the office that collects when time is owed. A paused street is the cheapest place in the city to hide — and the most expensive to leave.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Good afternoon. Do sit down. I'll wait while you say goodbye to tomorrow — everyone does, and there's no hurry, truly.

I'm with the Office of Temporal Arrears. When a district falls behind, I stop its clock. Nothing new arrives: no deliveries, no new faces, no tomorrow. It's all quite gentle. Arrears are arrears.

Three weeks ago I paused a street in Jovia over an unpaid temporal balance. Standard procedure. But there's a resident on that street — a dear, and I mean that — who is living as if the future were still coming. Receiving visitors who haven't left yet. Celebrating news that hasn't happened. I checked. The visitors aren't real. The news isn't either. She pours tea for all of them.

And the arrears ledger won't reconcile. Every time I balance it, a new line appears at the bottom, in handwriting that isn't mine, for an amount that isn't money. I have balanced that street eleven times. There are now eleven lines.

Someone is writing the future back in, a day at a time, and charging it to an account that doesn't exist.

I'd like to meet whoever it is. I'd like to ask them, politely, to stop. But first — I'd like to know how they knew the tea would still be warm.





Lynia Lilit

Lynia collects debts the way other people exhale — with visible relief, because the debtor is never who you expect. Someone the party already knows owes something they have not admitted to. The sisters' rules are a great table; the debtor's identity is pending the Headmaster's decision, and the Headmaster is in no hurry.

In Mrs. Ines Quarle's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Good afternoon. Do sit down. I'll wait while you say goodbye to tomorrow — everyone does, and there's no hurry, truly.

I'm with the Office of Temporal Arrears. When a district falls behind, I stop its clock. Nothing new arrives: no deliveries, no new faces, no tomorrow. It's all quite gentle. Arrears are arrears.

Three weeks ago I paused a street in Jovia over an unpaid temporal balance. Standard procedure. But there's a resident on that street — a dear, and I mean that — who is living as if the future were still coming. Receiving visitors who haven't left yet. Celebrating news that hasn't happened. I checked. The visitors aren't real. The news isn't either. She pours tea for all of them.

And the arrears ledger won't reconcile. Every time I balance it, a new line appears at the bottom, in handwriting that isn't mine, for an amount that isn't money. I have balanced that street eleven times. There are now eleven lines.

Someone is writing the future back in, a day at a time, and charging it to an account that doesn't exist.

I'd like to meet whoever it is. I'd like to ask them, politely, to stop. But first — I'd like to know how they knew the tea would still be warm.


Part Two — Principals 17–32



17. KEEPER PETRA LORN — Licensed Keeper of Stored Grief

1. Name, as filed: Keeper Petra Lorn, Licensed Keeper of Stored Grief, the Cemetery district.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Citizens pay Petra to store their grief — filed by year, shelved in her house on Mourning Row, so they can function. She holds four hundred griefs, some going back decades, each labeled in her immaculate hand. Her situation: she's out of shelf space, and the oldest griefs are leaking — the twelve-year griefs are seeping through the floorboards and the neighbors are weeping at breakfast over nothing. Her subplot: she must either release the oldest griefs — all at once, back to their grievers, devastating and possibly lethal — or find a bigger house. The only building big enough is the deconsecrated chapel on the corner, and the Church wants it back, and the Church does not negotiate with keepers who are winning.

3. What she needs: A bigger house. Or someone willing to carry a grief for a while — a temporary shelf, human-shaped. Or for the Church to lose interest, which it won't.

4. What she can offer: She can hold your grief — filed, shelved, retrievable on written request. Adventuring parties use her the way other cities use banks: deposit the mourning, pick it up when the quest is done. She can also return someone's grief to them, all at once, itemized — which is a weapon of last resort and she has never once suggested it first.

5. How she can hurt you: Release everything. Four hundred griefs, one room, no shelving. She has never done it. The house knows she hasn't. The floorboards know.

6. Songs, as heard: Every stored grief has its own song — short, specific, unbearable. You learn one only by carrying it for a night, which she permits under supervision. Singing it gives the grief back its shape — beautiful at funerals, devastating in ambushes. Each singing retunes you toward the griever; carry too many and you start grieving people you never met. Her own grief is in the house too — filed under a false name, in the wrong year, where she'll never find it. That is the one song you must never sing. The margin doesn't warn you. The margin assumes you already know.

7. Other plotlines: The Church's property claim (a lawsuit in its eleventh year); the neighbors' weeping (a public-health inquiry, currently weeping too); unpaid storage fees (some grievers stopped paying; their griefs are still shelved — Petra has never evicted a grief).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The leaking isn't age. It's hers. Her own unfiled grief is the pressure in the walls — twenty years of losses she never shelved for herself, unshelved, unfiled, everywhere. If she ever filed it properly, the house would settle. She won't. She files everyone else's and files no one's, the way surgeons don't operate on family. Tip: Petra is warm, efficient, and dry-eyed. She has not cried in twenty years. Let the players notice before she does — and let one of them, gently, ask.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Three (grief as debt, storage as interest — her books are the most honest in the district); the Cemetery (her street; the Clerk of Returning Things sends her the griefs nobody claims); the grief economy (Skolar taxes grief, Ondine spreads it, Hallowell & Daughters skim it — Petra is the one who stores it, and storage is the pressure valve the whole economy depends on).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Come in, dear. Wipe your feet. Mind the third shelf — it weeps on rainy days, and I haven't found which grief it is yet.

Four hundred griefs I hold, filed by year, in my own hand, here on Mourning Row. People pay me to keep them so they can get up in the morning. Adventuring parties use me the way other cities use banks: deposit the mourning, pick it up when the quest is done. It works. It has worked for twenty years.

But I'm out of shelf space. And the oldest ones are leaking — the twelve-year griefs, seeping through the floorboards. The neighbors weep at breakfast over nothing. The public-health inquiry came by, and then they started weeping, and now it's a joint inquiry.

I need a bigger house. The only one big enough is the deconsecrated chapel on the corner, and the Church wants it back, and the Church does not negotiate with keepers who are winning. Eleven years, that lawsuit.

Here's what I don't tell the neighbors. The leaking isn't age. I know whose grief is pressing at the walls. It's mine — twenty years of losses I never shelved for myself, filed under a false name, in the wrong year, where I'll never find it.

I have not cried in twenty years. The house cries for me. Listen.





Della & Poe — The Wax Museum Keepers

Della maintains toward the second W.A.X.; Poe presents from arrived peace; the statues shift positions overnight and neither keeper will say which of them moves them. One keeper prepares for a catastrophe, the other for an opening. The museum is ready for both. It has always been ready for both.

Della, Poe, and Wick — Wax Museum Keepers

The grandchildren of the W.A.X. office keep a translation of the workers' private logs that they have never shared — and a prophecy document that was here, then wasn't, after a Council visit. Filed with the keepers above. Recommended handling: the Council's visit is the menace; the unshared translation is the fuse.

In Keeper Petra Lorn's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Come in, dear. Wipe your feet. Mind the third shelf — it weeps on rainy days, and I haven't found which grief it is yet.

Four hundred griefs I hold, filed by year, in my own hand, here on Mourning Row. People pay me to keep them so they can get up in the morning. Adventuring parties use me the way other cities use banks: deposit the mourning, pick it up when the quest is done. It works. It has worked for twenty years.

But I'm out of shelf space. And the oldest ones are leaking — the twelve-year griefs, seeping through the floorboards. The neighbors weep at breakfast over nothing. The public-health inquiry came by, and then they started weeping, and now it's a joint inquiry.

I need a bigger house. The only one big enough is the deconsecrated chapel on the corner, and the Church wants it back, and the Church does not negotiate with keepers who are winning. Eleven years, that lawsuit.

Here's what I don't tell the neighbors. The leaking isn't age. I know whose grief is pressing at the walls. It's mine — twenty years of losses I never shelved for myself, filed under a false name, in the wrong year, where I'll never find it.

I have not cried in twenty years. The house cries for me. Listen.



18. MERRY — Item 9, Ward of the Bureau of Small Mercies

1. Name, as filed: Merry — filed as Item 9, Ward of the Bureau of Small Mercies, Lakeview nursery.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: She is an infant. She is also, per the sealed annex of her file, "a vastness, early." Destroy something mighty near her and she wakes — and her tantrum reveals everyone's hidden plans without triggering them. You see the knives; nobody's hand moves. Her situation: word has spread, and "tantrum-farmers" keep staging mighty destructions near the nursery to harvest revelations — demolitions, mostly, with permits. Her subplot: Matron Odile (detailed separately, supporting) is filing injunctions faster than the farmers file appeals, and one farmer has found the loophole: a scheduled, fully permitted demolition of a genuinely mighty (and genuinely condemned) grain elevator, two streets over, at noon on Moonsday.

3. What she needs: Quiet. Fewer mighty things destroyed in her vicinity. A nap — hers, and everyone's.

4. What she can offer: A tantrum, properly arranged and permitted, is the finest intelligence instrument in the city — every hidden plan in the room, revealed, none triggered. The Bureau rents her out at rates that make auditors weep, with Matron Odile present and a strict perimeter.

5. How she can hurt you: The tantrum doesn't distinguish. Your hidden plans get revealed too — to everyone in the room, including your enemies, including you. (Most people haven't read their own. It shows.)

6. Songs, as heard: The lullaby that isn't — the song the vastness hums to itself. You learn it by rocking her to sleep, under supervision, with a form (Form LULL-9, in triplicate, one copy for the vastness). A flourish quiets a room the way snow does — hidden things stay hidden, loud things get sleepy. The cost: you dream her dreams afterward — vast, early dreams — and wake up revised, slightly, in ways the Bureau declines to itemize. The margin: "She is the only song that sings the singer."

7. Other plotlines: The grain-elevator demolition permits (a hearing; the elevator's owners are being paid twice); Bureau of Small Mercies budget hearings (Item 9 is their entire revenue); anyone with hidden plans (everyone — the waiting list for a supervised tantrum is eleven months).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Merry isn't an infant having vast dreams. She's a vastness having an infant dream. If she ever grows up, the dream ends — and the city should hope the vastness wakes kindly. And someone has begun proceedings to adopt her — the paperwork is immaculate, the sponsors are generous, and the sponsor's agent answers to Shadora. A tantrum in the wrong room would reveal the secret oracle's whole arrangement; that is why the adoption must succeed, and why it must look like kindness. Tip: never describe Merry doing anything uncanny on purpose. She gurgles. She naps. She grabs your finger with her whole hand. The horror is entirely in the paperwork around her — play the paperwork, not the baby.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Two (the Collectors have filed three separate motions to classify her as an "asset"; all three were denied on the grounds that she cannot be lifted); the Book of Chaos (the vastness dreams outside time — the Crones have asked, twice, to read her file; the Bureau declined, twice, which has never happened before); the villain (the adoption proceedings are the closest the oracle has come to touching the one thing that could expose her — and the kindest-looking move on the board).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I am dreaming of being small. It is a very good dream. There are hands, and they are warm, and there is milk, and there is a finger I can hold with my whole hand. I like the finger best.

Sometimes the loud ones come. They break big things near my house — the big grey building, the tall noisy one — and then everyone gets very quiet and looks at each other with their inside faces showing. Matron makes a sound like a kettle. Then the men with papers come and write down the inside faces. I go back to sleep. The finger is still there.

Yesterday there were new papers. Very good papers. Very kind papers. The kind men want to take me to a new house with a new finger. Matron made the kettle sound for a long time.

Last night I dreamed the biggest dream. A room full of kind men, and all their inside faces showing at once, and one of them wasn't kind inside at all. It was the unkindest inside face I have ever seen. It was smiling.

I am still small. But I am waking up a little. Just a little.

Don't let them take me to the new house.





Felicity, Forsaken Child of Raduga — Profit Off Pain

A forsaken child overturns cards at the table, looking for one specific card so she can finally go home — and the chasm under the table is audible, so don't listen. The card she wants could carry a campaign. Merry has offered to help her look. The Bureau has filed eleven months of paperwork to prevent exactly that.

In Merry's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I am dreaming of being small. It is a very good dream. There are hands, and they are warm, and there is milk, and there is a finger I can hold with my whole hand. I like the finger best.

Sometimes the loud ones come. They break big things near my house — the big grey building, the tall noisy one — and then everyone gets very quiet and looks at each other with their inside faces showing. Matron makes a sound like a kettle. Then the men with papers come and write down the inside faces. I go back to sleep. The finger is still there.

Yesterday there were new papers. Very good papers. Very kind papers. The kind men want to take me to a new house with a new finger. Matron made the kettle sound for a long time.

Last night I dreamed the biggest dream. A room full of kind men, and all their inside faces showing at once, and one of them wasn't kind inside at all. It was the unkindest inside face I have ever seen. It was smiling.

I am still small. But I am waking up a little. Just a little.

Don't let them take me to the new house.



19. AMOS FELL — Clerk of Gentle Removals

1. Name, as filed: Amos Fell, Clerk of Gentle Removals, the Inner City.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: When the city needs someone gone — not dead, not exiled, just unfiled — the slip arrives on Amos's desk. No sender, no return address, just a name in a hand he doesn't recognize and recognizes. He removes them gently: they cease to be filed anywhere, people stop expecting them, and a replacement is found who is better at the job, which everyone agrees is for the best. His situation: last month he removed a woman the party needs — a witness — and the replacement doesn't know what she knew, and is better at everything else. His subplot, the one that's aging him: the slips have started arriving blank. No name. Just the paper. He's removing no one, and the blank slips are piling up in his drawer, and he's afraid to ask what happens when the pile is tall enough — because he's starting to suspect the pile is the point.

3. What he needs: To know who sends the slips. Or to stop needing to know, which would be cheaper. Or for the blank ones to stop, which would be cheapest.

4. What he can offer: Gentle removal — the cleanest exit in Montavera. Witness protection, debt escape, fresh starts, vanished heirs. He can also check whether someone has been removed: the removed leave a specific absence, like a tooth gap — he can feel it with his tongue, professionally speaking.

5. How he can hurt you: A slip with your name on it. He doesn't write the names. He just files them. That's worse — there's no one to argue with, no one to bribe, just Amos, ironing his cuffs, apologizing to the empty chair where you used to sit.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of Gentle Removal — sung for someone, it unfiles them kindly: their debts settle, their plants get watered, their enemies forget the address. To learn it you must remember someone nobody else remembers — hold their name so the city doesn't have to. Each singing files you a little less firmly; sing it often and people start forgetting your appointments, then your face, then the song. The margin: "Someone is singing this about you. Be kind to clerks."

7. Other plotlines: The blank slips (what are they for? — the drawer is nearly full); missing-persons cases that aren't (the families don't remember filing them); the replacement people (who are they? — they're better at the jobs, yes, but where did they come from?).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The slips come from a torn page. A Writer's page — the kind Writers write revisions on, the kind that rewinds seconds and changes the setup. The Merchant was a Writer. Amos has never asked where the slips come from. He irons his cuffs instead. The blank slips are practice — someone is learning to write removals, and learning on the city. Tip: Amos is the kindest man in any room and the most frightened. He apologizes to furniture. Let the players want to protect him — then show them the drawer.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The Book of Chaos (the removed leave holes with edges — absences shaped exactly like people; the party-shaped holes aren't the only holes); the Shrouded Merchant (torn pages; and does the Merchant sell appointments with the removed? — his ledger knows who owes; the unfiled owe nothing, which may be why he wants them); Arc Two (a removed Collector still collects, somewhere — the bindings outlast the bound).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Oh — oh, please, sit, sit. Mind the drawer, it sticks. I'm Amos. Amos Fell. Gentle Removals. I apologize for the cuffs, I press them myself, it's — well. It's something to do with my hands.

When the city needs someone gone — not dead, never dead, just unfiled — the slip arrives on my desk. No sender. A name in a hand I don't recognize and recognize. I remove them gently. People stop expecting them. A replacement arrives who's better at the job, and everyone agrees it's for the best. Everyone's always very kind about it afterward, which is the worst part, really.

Last month I removed a woman your friends are looking for. A witness. I'm so sorry. The replacement doesn't know what she knew. She's better at everything else. I checked twice, in case —

The thing is. The slips have started arriving blank. No name. Just the paper. I remove no one, and they pile up in the drawer, and the drawer is nearly full, and I'm afraid to ask what happens when it's full, because — because I think the pile is the point. I think someone is practicing.

If you find out who's writing them — don't tell me. No. Do tell me. Please. Just — let me iron my cuffs first.





In Amos Fell's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Oh — oh, please, sit, sit. Mind the drawer, it sticks. I'm Amos. Amos Fell. Gentle Removals. I apologize for the cuffs, I press them myself, it's — well. It's something to do with my hands.

When the city needs someone gone — not dead, never dead, just unfiled — the slip arrives on my desk. No sender. A name in a hand I don't recognize and recognize. I remove them gently. People stop expecting them. A replacement arrives who's better at the job, and everyone agrees it's for the best. Everyone's always very kind about it afterward, which is the worst part, really.

Last month I removed a woman your friends are looking for. A witness. I'm so sorry. The replacement doesn't know what she knew. She's better at everything else. I checked twice, in case —

The thing is. The slips have started arriving blank. No name. Just the paper. I remove no one, and they pile up in the drawer, and the drawer is nearly full, and I'm afraid to ask what happens when it's full, because — because I think the pile is the point. I think someone is practicing.

If you find out who's writing them — don't tell me. No. Do tell me. Please. Just — let me iron my cuffs first.



20. MISS PRUDENCE HARTE — the Licensed Innocent

1. Name, as filed: Miss Prudence Harte, the Licensed Innocent (Dept. of Evident Goodness, Cert. 1188-G, renewed annually), the Inner City.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Violence must go around the evidently good — attackers spend themselves on each other before they're allowed near her. Miss Harte is evidently good: certified, framed, renewed annually. She rents herself out by the hour — stand near Prudence and the room is the safest place in the district. Her situation: her license is forged. She bought it six years ago from a man at the Fog Docks, for cash, no receipt, which she has always regretted (the no receipt, not the purchase). Her subplot: the Dept. has announced a re-certification audit — the first in decades. The auditor is famously incorruptible, famously thorough, and famously kind, which is the worst possible combination, because there's nothing to bribe, nowhere to hide, and no cruelty to appeal.

3. What she needs: To pass the audit. Or to become actually good before it concludes — she's no longer sure which is harder, which is itself a kind of progress.

4. What she can offer: The safest corner in any fight — stand near Prudence, hourly rates, group discounts. Also: she knows the forgery market intimately (repeat customer, excellent references) and can get anything certified, eventually, more or less.

5. How she can hurt you: If the routing ever fails — if violence reaches through her instead of around her — it arrives all at once, with six years of interest. Everyone standing near her would learn, in a single moment, what six years of routed violence feels like. She has nightmares about the arithmetic.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of Evident Goodness — it only works if sung sincerely by someone who isn't. You learn it by being certified (or by convincing someone you are, which is most of the coursework). The flourish turns blows aside — politely, regretfully, the way she'd want. The cost: each singing files you as good in more ledgers, and the city starts expecting it of you, and expectation is a kind of TUNING — you retune toward the person the paperwork says you are.

7. Other plotlines: The forgery market (her forger has retired; his apprentice is worse and cheaper); the auditor's visit (a ticking clock — the audit is in eleven days); bodyguard work (her client list is a who's-who of people with enemies).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The auditor already knows. She's known for years — the forgery was hers to catch in the first audit cycle and she let it pass. She's waiting to see whether Prudence becomes good before the audit concludes. The audit is the test; the license was always the lesson. Tip: play Prudence as genuinely trying — she's kinder than her paperwork, which is the whole tragedy and the whole hope. Let the players want her to pass. If they help her become good, the auditor passes her. If they help her forge better, the auditor fails her kindly, and means it.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Three (kindness as the irregularity — she is the irregularity, filed and framed); the Dept. of False Identities (her forger; licensed identity theft is the family business — Margit Seven knows the apprentice); the Certified (goodness as a filing status is the city's cheapest theology, and the Dept. of Evident Goodness has eleven hundred more like her, all genuine, all watching this audit).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Oh, thank goodness, visitors — do come in, do, I'll put the kettle on, mind the certificate, it's framed, it was expensive —

I'm Prudence Harte. The Licensed Innocent. Cert. 1188-G, renewed annually, Dept. of Evident Goodness. It means violence goes around me — attackers spend themselves on each other before they're allowed near. I rent myself out by the hour. Stand near Prudence and it's the safest corner in the district! Group discounts.

Can I tell you something? Just between us? The license is forged. I bought it six years ago at the Fog Docks, cash, no receipt — I've always regretted the no receipt, not the purchase, isn't that awful? And now the Dept. has announced a re-certification audit. Eleven days. The auditor is famously incorruptible, famously thorough, and famously kind, which is the worst combination, because there's nothing to bribe, nowhere to hide, and no cruelty to appeal to.

I've been trying, you know. Really trying. To be — good. Actually good. Not paper good. I'm not sure which is harder, passing or becoming, and I think that's progress? Is that progress?

If the routing ever fails — six years of turned-aside violence, all at once, with interest — everyone near me would feel it. I have nightmares about the arithmetic.

Eleven days. Pray for me. Or — or help me. Please.





In Miss Prudence Harte's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Oh, thank goodness, visitors — do come in, do, I'll put the kettle on, mind the certificate, it's framed, it was expensive —

I'm Prudence Harte. The Licensed Innocent. Cert. 1188-G, renewed annually, Dept. of Evident Goodness. It means violence goes around me — attackers spend themselves on each other before they're allowed near. I rent myself out by the hour. Stand near Prudence and it's the safest corner in the district! Group discounts.

Can I tell you something? Just between us? The license is forged. I bought it six years ago at the Fog Docks, cash, no receipt — I've always regretted the no receipt, not the purchase, isn't that awful? And now the Dept. has announced a re-certification audit. Eleven days. The auditor is famously incorruptible, famously thorough, and famously kind, which is the worst combination, because there's nothing to bribe, nowhere to hide, and no cruelty to appeal to.

I've been trying, you know. Really trying. To be — good. Actually good. Not paper good. I'm not sure which is harder, passing or becoming, and I think that's progress? Is that progress?

If the routing ever fails — six years of turned-aside violence, all at once, with interest — everyone near me would feel it. I have nightmares about the arithmetic.

Eleven days. Pray for me. Or — or help me. Please.



21. BROTHER ANSEL — Who Speaks to No One

1. Name, as filed: Brother Ansel, Lay Reader (released), formerly of the Church of the Eversworn Beast.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Ansel mutters liturgy to an empty room above a chandler's in the Old Roadswirl: the harvest begins, and everything gains; the cycle completes, and everything empties. He says it to no one. He has done so for nine years. The Church released him gently — a small pension, a smaller blessing — and his landlady brings soup. His situation: lately the liturgy has been changing. New verses arrive in his mouth before he knows he's speaking them, and he writes each one down afterward, frightened, in notebooks now numbering forty-one. His subplot: last week's verse named a street. The street flooded on Moonsday. The verse before named a clerk. The clerk was transferred to the Quiet Prison. He has stopped reading the notebooks in order.

3. What he needs: To know who he's speaking to. Failing that, for the verses to stop being true.

4. What he can offer: His notebooks. Every change to the liturgy has come a week before something happened in the city — a flood, a transfer, a wedding, a fire. Read backward, they're a weather report. Read forward, they're a warning nobody can use, because nobody knows what the verses mean until after.

5. How he can hurt you: He can say your name in the liturgy. He doesn't know what that does. Neither do you. Neither does the room.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the empty room — Drive and Light, a tempo with no one to hear it. You learn it by sitting through one full recitation without speaking, which takes most of a night and all of your composure. The flourish lets you hear what's about to be revealed — one true thing, arriving early, the way thunder arrives before you understand the storm. The cost: for a day afterward, you repeat phrases you didn't choose, in an order you wouldn't have chosen. The margin: "The room was not empty. The room was never empty."

7. Other plotlines: The chandler's shop (she's been selling his old verses as lamp-lighting prayers; three have come true in her shop); the Church's released-brothers fund (eleven more like him, none of them muttering); anyone who wants a week's warning and can't afford the price of knowing.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: His "no one" is the Book of Chaos — and the liturgy is being edited, from Shadora, by the secret oracle as she meddles with the Book. Ansel doesn't know she exists. Canon says nobody in the city should know yet. He is a clue, not a confession — the safest way to let the players feel the villain long before they can name her. Tip: never let him explain. He mutters. He writes. He accepts soup. If the players press him, have him offer them a notebook and watch them decide whether to open it. The dread is in the deciding.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The villain (his verses are her fingerprints on the Book — every edit she makes passes through his mouth a week early); the Book of Chaos (he is what it looks like when the Book uses a person as a margin note); the Church (the Excommunicant has read the notebooks; he said "Not yet," and has been attending Ansel's street ever since).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

the harvest begins, and everything gains; the cycle completes, and everything empties; the harvest —

Forgive me. It comes when it comes. Nine years now, above the chandler's. The Church released me gently — small pension, smaller blessing — and the landlady brings soup. I speak to no one. That was the arrangement.

But the liturgy is changing. New verses arrive in my mouth before I know I'm speaking them. I write them down afterward, frightened. Forty-one notebooks now. Last week's verse named a street. The street flooded on Moonsday. The verse before named a clerk. He's in the Quiet Prison now. I've stopped reading them in order. It's worse in order.

The chandler sells my old verses as lamp-lighting prayers. Three have come true in her shop. She doesn't know. I haven't told her. What would I say? Burn a different one?

A man came once — thin, watchful — and read a whole notebook standing up. I waited for him to laugh, or to call the Church. He just said, "Not yet." He's been on my street ever since.

I have last week's verse here. I haven't read it yet. It's got a name in it. I can feel the shape of the name through the paper.

Do you want to open it? Because I — I don't think I can. Not alone.





In Brother Ansel's own words: 

FILED NOTE

the harvest begins, and everything gains; the cycle completes, and everything empties; the harvest —

Forgive me. It comes when it comes. Nine years now, above the chandler's. The Church released me gently — small pension, smaller blessing — and the landlady brings soup. I speak to no one. That was the arrangement.

But the liturgy is changing. New verses arrive in my mouth before I know I'm speaking them. I write them down afterward, frightened. Forty-one notebooks now. Last week's verse named a street. The street flooded on Moonsday. The verse before named a clerk. He's in the Quiet Prison now. I've stopped reading them in order. It's worse in order.

The chandler sells my old verses as lamp-lighting prayers. Three have come true in her shop. She doesn't know. I haven't told her. What would I say? Burn a different one?

A man came once — thin, watchful — and read a whole notebook standing up. I waited for him to laugh, or to call the Church. He just said, "Not yet." He's been on my street ever since.

I have last week's verse here. I haven't read it yet. It's got a name in it. I can feel the shape of the name through the paper.

Do you want to open it? Because I — I don't think I can. Not alone.



22. MATTIE DAWES — Peacemaker

1. Name, as filed: Mattie Dawes, Peacemaker (unlicensed, uncontested), the city at large.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Mattie arrives every morning, smiling, wherever the city is angriest — and nobody near her has the heart to fight. She has arrived fresh every morning for six years, remembering none of it. Each arrival is a first arrival: she introduces herself, asks what's wrong, stays until it isn't. Her situation: she keeps a diary, because the mornings don't keep her. The diary is full of a name she doesn't recognize — Corwin — written in her own hand, hundreds of times, with small notes: bring soup; he likes the humming; don't let them take him. Her subplot: yesterday the diary had a new entry 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.

3. What she needs: To know why her diary is full of a name she doesn't recognize. Failing that, to keep arriving — it's the only thing she's sure works.

4. What she can offer: Bring Mattie to any fight and the fight ends — not paused, ended, the way a held breath ends when you remember to breathe. She doesn't negotiate. She arrives. She smiles. She stays. It works on riots, on vendettas, on the Apokalypse's civic war. It has never failed. No one knows why.

5. How she can hurt you: She can't — that's the point, and that's the terror of it. But the city has learned: if you want a fight to continue, you keep Mattie away. People have been kept away from fights before. The people who arrange that are the ones to worry about, and Mattie, arriving fresh, never remembers them.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the morning — Light and Drive, a beginning that doesn't need yesterday. You learn it by arriving somewhere with her, once, and meaning it. The flourish makes a scene begin fresh — tempers reset, positions soften, the last word unsaid. The cost: for the day, you forget someone you just met — not cruelly, the way she does, completely, with a smile ready for the reintroduction. The margin: "She has never had a yesterday. She has had six years of todays."

7. Other plotlines: The Apokalypse's civic war (both sides have standing orders: do not engage while she's present); the Prisons' transfer days (scheduled around her route); anyone planning violence (her diary is the city's most honest intelligence file, and she can't read it as one).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The name in the diary is Unit Corwin (detailed separately, supporting) — a decommissioned choir-construct in a Deep City warehouse, the only being Mattie has ever failed to make new. Each morning she introduces herself, which reminds him he's alone, and then she stays, which is the only thing that stops the pain. She is his only visitor. He is her only yesterday. Tip: play Mattie as genuine morning — not naive, not simple, just entirely present. The players will want to protect her from the diary. Let them try. The diary will have a new entry tomorrow.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The party's own condition (forgetting, paid daily, and someone who wishes it were otherwise — she is the gentlest version of what the party is); Arc Four (the Quiet Order would love a peacemaker it could schedule — it can't; she doesn't take appointments); the Engineers' dissent (Corwin was built by Engineers and left — the diary is becoming evidence).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Good morning! I'm Mattie. Mattie Dawes. Isn't it a lovely morning? I love mornings. Everything's just starting.

I go where the city's angriest — you'll always find me there, smiling, asking what's wrong, staying till it isn't. Six years now. Every morning's a first morning. I introduce myself, I stay, the fight just — ends. Like remembering to breathe. It's the only thing I'm sure works.

I keep a diary, because the mornings don't keep me. And it's full of a name I don't recognize. Corwin. Hundreds of times, in my own hand. Little notes: bring soup; he likes the humming; don't let them take him. I don't know who he is. I write it like I love him.

Yesterday there was a new entry. I didn't write it — I mean, I must have, it's my hand — but I don't remember: they're coming for the warehouse. Don't let them take him apart. He isn't the weapon. He's the choir.

So today's a warehouse day, I think! I'll bring soup. Soup helps everything. Would you like to come? You seem kind. And if anyone's planning to take something apart — well.

They'll have to go through morning first.





In Mattie Dawes' own words: 

FILED NOTE

Good morning! I'm Mattie. Mattie Dawes. Isn't it a lovely morning? I love mornings. Everything's just starting.

I go where the city's angriest — you'll always find me there, smiling, asking what's wrong, staying till it isn't. Six years now. Every morning's a first morning. I introduce myself, I stay, the fight just — ends. Like remembering to breathe. It's the only thing I'm sure works.

I keep a diary, because the mornings don't keep me. And it's full of a name I don't recognize. Corwin. Hundreds of times, in my own hand. Little notes: bring soup; he likes the humming; don't let them take him. I don't know who he is. I write it like I love him.

Yesterday there was a new entry. I didn't write it — I mean, I must have, it's my hand — but I don't remember: they're coming for the warehouse. Don't let them take him apart. He isn't the weapon. He's the choir.

So today's a warehouse day, I think! I'll bring soup. Soup helps everything. Would you like to come? You seem kind. And if anyone's planning to take something apart — well.

They'll have to go through morning first.



23. SIR PERCIVAL LUMM — Licensed Hero, Class C

1. Name, as filed: Sir Percival Lumm, Licensed Hero (Class C, fees on request), Jovia.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Near Percival, everyone becomes a chanting fan. Fights stop so people can ask for his signature. He saves the day, every time — and always makes it worse, and his rescue fees are itemized down to the bandage. He is the city's most beloved disaster-response professional: the fire put out with the wrong water, the hostage freed into worse hostagehood, the duel interrupted at exactly the wrong moment, all billed. His situation: his license is up for renewal, and the Heroic Oversight Board wants one rescue that didn't cost anyone anything — a single clean file in forty years. His subplot: he has hired the party (or will — the letter is written, the fee is generous, the letterhead is embossed) to stage-manage a rescue he can then perform flawlessly. He needs them to make him look like the hero his posters claim he is, once, on the record.

3. What he needs: One clean rescue. A file the Board can't annotate. Failing that, a Board member who owes him a favor — he has rescued most of them, badly, which is a kind of leverage.

4. What he can offer: Wherever he appears, violence stops — briefly, for the autographs. It is the most reliable crowd-control in Jovia: bring Lumm, get a ten-minute window. He also knows every disaster in living memory from the wrong side of it, which makes him an excellent witness to what actually went wrong.

5. How he can hurt you: He can rescue you. You will be billed — the fees are itemized, the interest compounds, and the rescue itself will create two new problems requiring two new rescues. He has never meant to make it worse. The Board has a forty-year file on the difference between meaning and billing.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the adored — Desire and Light, a crowd's love with nowhere to go. You learn it by being cheered by strangers for something you didn't do — Lumm can arrange this; he does it for himself daily. The flourish makes a crowd adore a single person for one verse — useful for cover, for distraction, for getting a room to look there. The cost: for the day, strangers want to be you — especially the wrong ones. The margin: "He is terrified of them. That is why it works. Fans can't hurt their idol, and he knows it, and they know he knows it, and everyone is very kind about the whole arrangement."

7. Other plotlines: The Heroic Oversight Board (the renewal hearing; the clean-file requirement); Jovia's festival circuit (he headlines; the festivals budget for his damage); Citizen Dregg (the licensed adored and the legally hated — the Council needs both, and the two men have never met, which the Council prefers).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: His fame works because he is, privately, terrified — of crowds, of failure, of the next rescue — and fans can't hurt their idol. The terror is the engine; the kindness of the arrangement is that no one says so. Tip: play him as genuinely warm and genuinely catastrophic. He means every word of the thanks. The invoice arrives separately. If the players stage-manage his clean rescue, let it work — and let the Board find one annotation anyway. The annotation is always fair.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc One (celebrity at the Solastron Open — the Rigged Bracket loves a hero it can price); the Council (it licenses both adoration and hatred as civic utilities — Lumm and Dregg are the same policy, opposite signs); the licensed-help culture (he is what "help" looks like when it's been filed properly for forty years).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

AH-HA! Citizens! Admirers! Welcome — yes, yes, signatures after, there's a form, there's always a form, my squire handles the queue —

I am Sir Percival Lumm. Licensed Hero, Class C. Forty years of rescues! The Millfire of '09 — put out, admittedly with the wrong water, but put out. The Harrowgate hostages — freed! Into, well. Into circumstances. But freed, and the invoice was itemized down to the bandage, as regulations require.

Now. Between us heroes. My license is up for renewal, and the Board — stuffy lot, love them — wants one rescue that didn't cost anyone anything. One clean file. In forty years. Can you imagine? So I've written a letter — embossed, generous fee — hiring some capable associates to stage-manage a rescue I can then perform flawlessly. The villains positioned, the peril arranged, yours truly arriving at exactly the right moment. For the record, you understand.

You've heard of my work, of course. Everyone has. The posters don't lie — well, they pose, but —

One clean rescue. That's all I need. What could possibly go wrong? Don't answer that. The Board always finds one annotation. One. It's never fair. It's always fair.





In Sir Percival Lumm's own words: 

FILED NOTE

AH-HA! Citizens! Admirers! Welcome — yes, yes, signatures after, there's a form, there's always a form, my squire handles the queue —

I am Sir Percival Lumm. Licensed Hero, Class C. Forty years of rescues! The Millfire of '09 — put out, admittedly with the wrong water, but put out. The Harrowgate hostages — freed! Into, well. Into circumstances. But freed, and the invoice was itemized down to the bandage, as regulations require.

Now. Between us heroes. My license is up for renewal, and the Board — stuffy lot, love them — wants one rescue that didn't cost anyone anything. One clean file. In forty years. Can you imagine? So I've written a letter — embossed, generous fee — hiring some capable associates to stage-manage a rescue I can then perform flawlessly. The villains positioned, the peril arranged, yours truly arriving at exactly the right moment. For the record, you understand.

You've heard of my work, of course. Everyone has. The posters don't lie — well, they pose, but —

One clean rescue. That's all I need. What could possibly go wrong? Don't answer that. The Board always finds one annotation. One. It's never fair. It's always fair.



24. HESTER GRAYLOCK — Founding Secretary, Society Against Easy Waste

1. Name, as filed: Hester Graylock, Founding Secretary of the Society Against Easy Waste.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: "Waste is only good if it's shameful." When Hester arrives, disposal stops: hands freeze over bins, incinerators go cold, and nobody can bring themselves to throw anything away — as if she were guilt walking in. She founded the Society forty years ago, after the Lean Years taught the city to discard without thinking. Her campaign, her life's work, is against Tobias Wendle (entry 3, Part 1) — the man under whose heap the city's discards vanish painlessly. Her situation: the Society has finally secured a hearing on Wendle's license — the Sole Licensee of the Discarded may be revoked, which would unmake sixty years of the city's rubbish all at once. Her subplot, the one she tells no one: she threw something away forty years ago, and it's under him. A child's letter, addressed to her. She wants it back. She cannot admit she ever discarded it — the Founding Secretary, discarding — so she campaigns to unmake the heap instead of asking for the letter.

3. What she needs: The letter back, without admitting she threw it away. Failing that, the hearing to succeed — which would destroy the letter along with everything else, and she knows it, and she filed the motion anyway.

4. What she can offer: Wherever she is, nothing can be destroyed or thrown away for the scene — evidence, curses, bodies, bad plans. It is the perfect counter to anyone trying to dispose of something in a hurry. She also runs the city's most thorough anti-waste inspections, which makes her the person to call when something should have been thrown away and wasn't.

5. How she can hurt you: She can make your evidence impossible to get rid of. The letter, the knife, the ledger page — it stays. It stays provably. And she keeps minutes.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the unthrown — Fear and Mineral, the thing kept because keeping was easier than the alternative. You learn it by standing with her at a bin, holding something, and not letting go — a full minute, while the Society watches. The flourish makes one thing impossible to discard for one verse — it stays in the hand, in the room, in the record. The cost: for the day, you keep everything — tickets, crusts, grudges. The margin: "She threw away a letter forty years ago. The song knows. The song keeps it anyway."

7. Other plotlines: The Wendle license hearing (the Society's great campaign; the heap's fate; the letter); the Rag-Pickers' trade (they hate her — she starves their supply); the Bureau of Sanitation (which pays Wendle's rent and has filed seventeen counter-motions).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The letter was from a child — to her, forty years ago — and its writer is still alive. It says the thing Hester has spent forty years not hearing. If the heap is unmade, the letter goes with it; if she asks Wendle for it directly, he will reach under himself and hand it over, free, and she will have to take it in front of witnesses. Tip: play her as absolute moral certainty with one visible crack. Let the players find the crack before she names it. The hearing is the clock; the letter is the bomb.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Conservation of paperwork (her whole philosophy — nothing destroyed, only moved — held as a moral position, against Wendle's lived proof); the city's waste economy (the hearing would unmake sixty years of rubbish at once — every faction with something buried is watching); Arc Three (the ledger — what the city discards vs. what it files is the arc's other ledger).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Sit down. Hands where I can see them. That bin — don't. Don't you dare.

I am Hester Graylock, Founding Secretary of the Society Against Easy Waste. Forty years I've fought the city's filthy habit of discarding without thinking. "Waste is only good if it's shameful." When I enter a room, disposal stops. Incinerators go cold. That is not a metaphor. That is me.

My life's work is Tobias Wendle — the man under whose heap sixty years of this city's rubbish vanishes painlessly. No shame in it. No reckoning. The Society has finally secured a hearing on his Sole License. Revoked, it unmakes the heap. All of it. At once. Every faction with something buried is watching, and they should be.

Now hear my confession, and I will deny saying it: forty years ago, I threw something away. A letter. A child's letter, addressed to me. It's under him. I want it back. I cannot admit the Founding Secretary ever discarded anything — so I campaign to unmake the heap instead of asking for the letter. I filed the motion myself. I know what it destroys. I filed it anyway.

The hearing is the clock. The letter is the bomb. And its writer —

— is still alive.



In Hester Graylock's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Sit down. Hands where I can see them. That bin — don't. Don't you dare.

I am Hester Graylock, Founding Secretary of the Society Against Easy Waste. Forty years I've fought the city's filthy habit of discarding without thinking. "Waste is only good if it's shameful." When I enter a room, disposal stops. Incinerators go cold. That is not a metaphor. That is me.

My life's work is Tobias Wendle — the man under whose heap sixty years of this city's rubbish vanishes painlessly. No shame in it. No reckoning. The Society has finally secured a hearing on his Sole License. Revoked, it unmakes the heap. All of it. At once. Every faction with something buried is watching, and they should be.

Now hear my confession, and I will deny saying it: forty years ago, I threw something away. A letter. A child's letter, addressed to me. It's under him. I want it back. I cannot admit the Founding Secretary ever discarded anything — so I campaign to unmake the heap instead of asking for the letter. I filed the motion myself. I know what it destroys. I filed it anyway.

The hearing is the clock. The letter is the bomb. And its writer —

— is still alive.



25. MISS AURELIE THORNE — Governess

1. Name, as filed: Miss Aurelie Thorne, Governess. References available. References declined to comment.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Miss Thorne teaches. Under her, a child learns to read in a week, a clerk learns a new filing system by Tuesday, and a grieving widower learns to cook. Everything she teaches is real while she stays. When she leaves a household, what she taught leaves with her — and the household is left as it was, plus the memory of having known more. Some pupils learn too much too quickly, blush, and drop. They wake later, usually. That is why she is rarely employed and never forgotten. She can also be gifted: a household may give her to another, as a present, and she must go. She can never be returned — the Clerk of Returning Things has tried. She has been given away nineteen times, often as an act of revenge. Her subplot: her current household gave her to a family in the Oscu Estate's lands, after midnight, by letter. The family has a child who has learned nothing at all in three weeks. She has never had a pupil who couldn't learn. She thinks the child already knows something she doesn't.

3. What she needs: To teach the child, or understand why she can't. A household that keeps her because it wants to.

4. What she can offer: She can teach a PC anything learnable in a session: a trade's knack, a language, a fragment of a true name's first verse. It lasts only while she stays with them. She is also the perfect gift for an enemy — given, never returnable, and the lessons she leaves behind are real.

5. How she can hurt you: She can leave — and take what she taught. The clerk who learned the filing system wakes up illiterate in it. The widower burns the soup. She can also teach too much: pupils who learn too fast blush, drop, and wake later, changed, with knowledge they didn't ask for and can't un-know.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the lesson — Light and Drive, revelation with a tempo. You learn it by being taught something real by her, which takes a session and costs a kind of attention most people have forgotten. The flourish lets you understand one thing faster than you should — a cipher, a motive, a verse. The cost: what you learn this way leaves when she does. The margin: "She has been given away nineteen times. She has never been kept. The song is about the twentieth household."

7. Other plotlines: The Clerk of Returning Things (the one gift he cannot return — it offends him professionally); the Oscu Estate (her current employers; the child); Wren's Kindergartner Civil War (both sides have tried to gift her to the other).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: She is an unreturnable gift — which, in Montavera's doctrine, is the highest form of composition: a thing given away that cannot be taken back. The child in the Oscu household is the GM's to decide, and it must not be Wren. Tip: let the players give her to someone. Then let them see what happens to the people she leaves behind. The dread isn't in the teaching — it's in the leaving.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The Muse (who gives a name) and Miss Thorne (who gives knowledge) — both gifts that can't be taken back, and the city treats them as the same category of event; the Oscu Estate (the endgame landlord — what a child in their household already knows, that she can't teach over, may be what the Estate is hiding); Arc Two (knowledge that leaves with the teacher is the arc's version of the party's own condition).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I am Miss Aurelie Thorne, governess. My references are available. My references have declined to comment, which you will find is the general shape of things where I am concerned.

I have been given away nineteen times. A household may gift me to another — it is quite legal — and I must go, and I can never be returned. The Clerk of Returning Things has tried. He took it personally. Twice as a kindness, once as a settlement, and sixteen times as revenge. You always know the revenge ones. They wrap the letter.

I do not mind the going. What I mind — what I have never said aloud in any of the nineteen houses — is the leaving. When I leave, what I taught leaves with me. The clerk wakes illiterate in his filing system. The widower burns the soup. It is not cruelty. It is simply how I am made.

My twentieth household wrote after midnight, by letter, from the Oscu lands. There is a child there. In three weeks she has learned nothing — not a letter, not a number, nothing. I have never had a pupil who could not learn.

Last night she looked up from her slate and said, "You're trying to teach me the wrong thing."

I have not slept since. I am afraid to ask her what the right thing is. I am more afraid she will tell me.





In Miss Aurelie Thorne's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I am Miss Aurelie Thorne, governess. My references are available. My references have declined to comment, which you will find is the general shape of things where I am concerned.

I have been given away nineteen times. A household may gift me to another — it is quite legal — and I must go, and I can never be returned. The Clerk of Returning Things has tried. He took it personally. Twice as a kindness, once as a settlement, and sixteen times as revenge. You always know the revenge ones. They wrap the letter.

I do not mind the going. What I mind — what I have never said aloud in any of the nineteen houses — is the leaving. When I leave, what I taught leaves with me. The clerk wakes illiterate in his filing system. The widower burns the soup. It is not cruelty. It is simply how I am made.

My twentieth household wrote after midnight, by letter, from the Oscu lands. There is a child there. In three weeks she has learned nothing — not a letter, not a number, nothing. I have never had a pupil who could not learn.

Last night she looked up from her slate and said, "You're trying to teach me the wrong thing."

I have not slept since. I am afraid to ask her what the right thing is. I am more afraid she will tell me.



26. CITIZEN DREGG — the Legally Hated

1. Name, as filed: Citizen Dregg, the Legally Hated (Ordinance 4-H, Statutory Contempt), The Streets.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Forty years ago the Council needed a pressure valve — a single citizen at whom all public hatred could be legally directed, so it wouldn't be directed at the Council. They drew lots. Dregg's mother drew his. He has been the city's designated hated man ever since, under Ordinance 4-H, which requires every citizen to hate him on the record (Form H-8, Hatred Exemption, filed annually; non-filers are fined). He is, by every account, a perfectly pleasant man: he tips well, remembers birthdays, feeds the ravens. It doesn't matter. The law is the law. Violence directed at him redirects — the ordinance's fine print, which no one reads — onto everyone standing near him, which makes him the most dangerous escort in Montavera and the loneliest. His subplot: he has begun filing his own Form H-8, hating himself on the record, because the ordinance requires it and he is, above all, law-abiding. The Registry doesn't know what to do with it. Nobody knows what happens if the hated man hates himself. The actuarial tables have a blank page where the answer should be.

3. What he needs: One person — just one — to file a formal exemption from hating him. The ordinance allows it (Subsection 12, "Conscientious Non-Hatred"), but no one has ever applied, because applying requires a public hearing, and the hearing requires the applicant to explain why, at length, in front of everyone they know.

4. What he can offer: Walk with Dregg and no one will touch you — violence slides off him and onto the crowd, and crowds know it, so crowds part. He is the perfect cover for moving through hostile territory: everyone is too busy performing hatred at him to notice you. He also knows everything the city hates, which is to say he knows the city — forty years of absorbing its bile has made him its most complete, most unwilling confessor.

5. How he can hurt you: Stand next to him. That's the whole weapon, and he knows it, and he has never once used it on purpose — which is exactly why the threat works. If Dregg ever chose to stand beside someone in a dangerous moment, the violence meant for him would find them instead. He has stood alone for forty years rather than spend that coin. Everyone in the city understands the exchange rate.

6. Songs, as heard: The relational perspective is the scapegoat — Dregg's song is the song of the one the crowd points at. A musician who has walked beside him through a jeering street without flinching may learn it: sung, it draws every eye, every blame, every thrown thing in earshot onto the singer — for one verse, the singer is the hated one, and the party is invisible. The TUNING cost is the slow one: each singing leaves the musician a little more comfortable being blamed, a little less believed when innocent. Voicing the full symphony would be to become the city's Dregg — and the ordinance only allows one at a time. The current holder would have to be... relieved. No one has asked Dregg how he feels about retirement. No one dares.

7. Other plotlines: Any public-order plotline (riots, Moonsday services, Jovia festivals — Dregg is always in attendance, always hated, always watching); the Prisons' intake procedures (new inmates are shown Dregg's file as a warning about what the law can do); the Family Syndicate (which uses his walks as cover for night business).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Dregg's self-filed Form H-8 is working. Somewhere in the Registry, hatred is compounding on itself, and the actuaries' blank page is starting to fill in — with interest. Tip: play him warm, tired, unfailingly polite. The horror is never in him; it's in everyone else, performing hatred at a kind man because the form requires it. Never let the party hate him easily. Make them fill out the form first.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Three (the city's need for a designated hated one rhymes with the arc's thesis — Dregg is what happens when a city outsources its evil to one man and files the receipt); the Council (the ordinance exists to shield the unicorns — repeal would put the city's anger back where it belongs, which is why no repeal has ever been filed); Bag-Clerk Tull (supporting, the Hatred Registry — he processes the H-8s, and his audit of the anomalous self-filed one points somewhere the Registry doesn't want to look).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Forty years ago the Council needed somewhere to put it all — the anger, the bile, the part of the city that wakes up furious and needs a face for it. They drew lots. My mother drew mine. She cried for a week. I told her it was an honor to be useful. She is gone now, and I still tell her.

I am a pleasant man. I tip well. I remember birthdays. I feed the ravens behind the bakery on Moonsdays. None of it matters. Ordinance 4-H requires every citizen to hate me on the record — Form H-8, filed annually — and the law is the law.

Here is the part nobody reads, the fine print under the hatred: violence aimed at me doesn't land on me. It lands on everyone standing near me. So I walk alone. Forty years rather than spend that coin. Crowds part. Mothers pull their children close — not from me, you understand. From the arithmetic.

Last month I did the law-abiding thing. I filed my own Form H-8. Hating myself, on the record, as required. The Registry stamped it — too loud, like a door closing somewhere deep.

Nobody knows what happens when the hated man hates himself. The actuarial tables have a blank page where the answer should be.

This morning, the blank page had writing on it. I did not write it. Come closer and I'll tell you what it says. No — not that close. You understand.





In Citizen Dregg's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Forty years ago the Council needed somewhere to put it all — the anger, the bile, the part of the city that wakes up furious and needs a face for it. They drew lots. My mother drew mine. She cried for a week. I told her it was an honor to be useful. She is gone now, and I still tell her.

I am a pleasant man. I tip well. I remember birthdays. I feed the ravens behind the bakery on Moonsdays. None of it matters. Ordinance 4-H requires every citizen to hate me on the record — Form H-8, filed annually — and the law is the law.

Here is the part nobody reads, the fine print under the hatred: violence aimed at me doesn't land on me. It lands on everyone standing near me. So I walk alone. Forty years rather than spend that coin. Crowds part. Mothers pull their children close — not from me, you understand. From the arithmetic.

Last month I did the law-abiding thing. I filed my own Form H-8. Hating myself, on the record, as required. The Registry stamped it — too loud, like a door closing somewhere deep.

Nobody knows what happens when the hated man hates himself. The actuarial tables have a blank page where the answer should be.

This morning, the blank page had writing on it. I did not write it. Come closer and I'll tell you what it says. No — not that close. You understand.



27. MISS VELVET — the Tiny Death-Whisperer

1. Name, as filed: Miss Velvet, of the Cemetery registry's back room.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: No one knows what Miss Velvet is — she is small, winged, and the wings whisper when she moves, like dust on velvet. She appeared in the Cemetery eleven years ago, took up residence in the registry's back room, and began doing what she does: she leans in close to the dying, breathes "sweet dreams, love," and their will collapses — not their body, their will, the part that was still arguing. The Clerk of Returning Things tried to file her; the forms came back with the occupation field reading "nurse" in handwriting no one recognized. She has never hurt anyone who wasn't already going. Her subplot: the undying have started requesting her — citizens in no danger at all, booking appointments, asking for the whisper as a service, for the sheer relief of it. She has begun keeping a waiting list. The Clerk has begun charging a booking fee. Miss Velvet has not objected. The waiting list is now longer than the dying list, and no one at the registry will say what that means.

3. What she needs: To be told, by someone with standing, what she is. She has asked the Clerk, the widows, the ghouls, and once — it is whispered — the dead themselves. No one knows. She keeps asking, politely, between appointments. It is the only thing that makes her voice shake.

4. What she can offer: The perfect, painless end to anything that needs ending: a doomed plan, a suffering animal, a negotiation that should never have started, a villain's monologue. One whisper, and the will to continue simply... stops. She will do it for anyone who asks properly and waits their turn. The party will be tempted to use her as a weapon. She is not a weapon. She is a nurse. The distinction matters to her more than it matters to anyone.

5. How she can hurt you: She leans in. She breathes. "Sweet dreams, love." And whatever in you was still fighting — the plan, the hope, the grudge you were keeping warm — stops. Not killed. Released. Victims describe it as the best moment of their lives and refuse, afterward, to want anything again. She has never done it to anyone who wasn't dying or asking. The waiting list suggests the city is beginning to ask for the thing she does, the way it asks for rain. If she ever whispered to someone with a cause — a revolution, a vendetta, a party — the cause would end mid-sentence, sweetly, and no one would mind. That's the horror. No one would mind.

6. Songs, as heard: The relational perspective is the release — Miss Velvet's song is the song of the will letting go. A musician who has sat with her through one full appointment — not the whisper, the sitting, the waiting-room hours — may learn it: sung, it grants anything in earshot permission to stop. A dying man's pain stops. A failing plan stops. A pursuer stops pursuing, sits down, and feels, for one verse, that it is all right. The TUNING cost is the nurse's own: each singing leaves the musician a little less insistent — less able to push, to argue, to keep going when going is hard. Sing it often enough and you become very peaceful, very kind, and completely unable to finish anything. The Cemetery has a word for musicians who voice her too deeply. The word is patient.

7. Other plotlines: The Cemetery's posthumous consultations (she attends; the dead are calmer around her; the healers resent it); the unclaimed-returns auctions (she previews the lots; her presence lowers the bidding, which infuriates the Clerk); any plotline about endings, euthanasia, or surrender; Fen the Doubler (supporting — her rival and foil, who sells return at double cost across a thin wall; the Cemetery's politest war).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Miss Velvet is not what she seems — she is the city's own death-drive given a small, kind shape, the part of Montavera that is tired. That's why the undying want her: the city itself is on the waiting list. Tip: play her as infinite, genuine tenderness with no malice and no brakes — a nurse who will hold your hand while she ends you, and mean it. The comedy is bureaucratic: the booking fee, the waiting list, the forms. The dread is that everyone is booking. 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.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Five (one key is said to open "the room where the city keeps its will to continue" — Miss Velvet has been facing that door, in the registry's back room, for eleven years); the villain (the secret oracle of Shadora has never booked an appointment — but Miss Velvet holds a standing entry for her anyway, at the top of the waiting list, in handwriting no one recognizes: "When she's ready."); the Cemetery (she is the registry's unfiled resident — the Clerk's one failure of paperwork, and his favorite).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Come closer, love. That's it. The wings make a sound when I move — like dust on velvet, the Clerk says. Everything I have is secondhand except the whisper, and the whisper was never mine to begin with.

Eleven years I've kept the back room. They come to me at the end. I lean in. I breathe. Sweet dreams, love. And whatever in them was still arguing — the plan, the hope, the grudge they'd been keeping warm — it just... stops. Not killed. Released. They tell me afterward it was the best moment of their lives, and I believe them, love, I do.

The undying have started booking. Citizens in perfect health, asking for the whisper the way you'd ask for rain. I keep a waiting list now. The Clerk charges a booking fee. I haven't objected. The waiting list is longer than the dying list, and no one at the registry will say what that means.

I don't know what I am. I've asked the Clerk, the widows, the ghouls. Once I asked the dead themselves. No one knows. It's the only thing that makes my voice shake. Listen. You can hear it.

There is one name on my list I did not write. At the very top. In handwriting no one recognizes.

It says: When she's ready.

I don't know who she is, love. But the list keeps growing beneath her, and I keep wondering — when she comes, will anyone be left still arguing?





In Miss Velvet's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Come closer, love. That's it. The wings make a sound when I move — like dust on velvet, the Clerk says. Everything I have is secondhand except the whisper, and the whisper was never mine to begin with.

Eleven years I've kept the back room. They come to me at the end. I lean in. I breathe. Sweet dreams, love. And whatever in them was still arguing — the plan, the hope, the grudge they'd been keeping warm — it just... stops. Not killed. Released. They tell me afterward it was the best moment of their lives, and I believe them, love, I do.

The undying have started booking. Citizens in perfect health, asking for the whisper the way you'd ask for rain. I keep a waiting list now. The Clerk charges a booking fee. I haven't objected. The waiting list is longer than the dying list, and no one at the registry will say what that means.

I don't know what I am. I've asked the Clerk, the widows, the ghouls. Once I asked the dead themselves. No one knows. It's the only thing that makes my voice shake. Listen. You can hear it.

There is one name on my list I did not write. At the very top. In handwriting no one recognizes.

It says: When she's ready.

I don't know who she is, love. But the list keeps growing beneath her, and I keep wondering — when she comes, will anyone be left still arguing?



28. SISTER ADJOURN — of the Deferred Office

1. Name, as filed: Sister Adjourn, the Deferred Office, Inner City.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: The Deferred Office handles everything the city has decided to deal with later — postponed trials, delayed sentences, adjourned motions. Sister Adjourn has worked there for twenty-six years, and the serenity got into her the way damp gets into Lakeview sweaters: permanently. Violence near her simply... gets a second chance, and the second chance is always worse. Blades turn. Punches miss and hit the puncher's own interests. She has never raised her voice; she has never needed to. Her subplot: the Office's backlog has begun noticing her — deferred things are deferring themselves now, without paperwork, and the city's postponed consequences are all sliding, slowly, toward her desk, like iron toward a magnet. She has started a new ledger, titled Things That Will Happen Eventually, and the entries are writing themselves. The latest one reads: "The trial of the city itself. Adjourned. For now."

3. What she needs: To retire. She has filed for retirement eleven times; the Office keeps deferring the paperwork. She finds this funnier than she should. Underneath: she is afraid that if she leaves, the deferred things will stop deferring — and the city will have to face, all at once, everything it put off.

4. What she can offer: Bring Sister Adjourn to any violent situation and the violence will decline itself — attackers get their second, worse chance, and usually take it. She is the perfect escort through the Apokalypse's civic war, the Prisons' transfer days, any ambush. She will also defer things for you: a debt, a trial, a consequence — filed properly, stamped, postponed. The deferral is real. The eventually is also real. She will tell you both, serenely.

5. How she can hurt you: She adjourns you. Not your trial — you. Your momentum, your urgency, your now. Under her sustained serenity, a person begins to defer everything: the plan, the escape, the fight, the love. Victims describe it as the most peaceful week of their lives, followed by the discovery that the week was a year. She has never done it on purpose. The ledger is writing itself. The city's postponed consequences are sliding toward her desk. If she ever stopped being serene — if the magnet ever flipped — everything deferred would arrive at once. The Office has a contingency form for this. It is the longest form in the city. It has never been completed.

6. Songs, as heard: The relational perspective is the postponed — Sister Adjourn's song is the song of later. A musician who has waited with her through one full deferred hearing — all six hours, without checking the time — may learn it: sung, it defers one thing: a blow, a deadline, a death. The thing doesn't stop; it waits, politely, for one verse. The TUNING cost is the Office's own: each singing defers something of the singer's — a memory, a promise, a grief — into the singer's own backlog. Singers who defer too much begin to hear the ledger writing itself, in their own hand, entries they don't remember making. The latest entry always reads: "Eventually."

7. Other plotlines: The Prisons (transfer days are scheduled around her availability); the Courts (she is the reason the docket is twenty years long); the Cemetery (the dead are patient; she is the only living official they respect); any plotline about justice delayed, debts, or consequences.

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The ledger's latest entry — "The trial of the city itself. Adjourned. For now." — is not metaphor. Something has filed a case against Montavera, and Sister Adjourn is the only reason it hasn't been heard. Tip: play her as absolute, unhurried calm — not passive, patient, the way a glacier is patient. The comedy: she treats apocalypse-level stakes with the same serenity as a parking ticket. The dread: the ledger. When the party wants to rush, have her offer tea. The tea is always ready. The tea has been ready for twenty-six years.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Three (the deferred trial of the city is the arc's shadow docket — whatever the arc judges, she has already postponed); the Book of Chaos (the Book is outside time, but Sister Adjourn once deferred a page of it — the page is still waiting; it sends reminders; she files them under Eventually); the Deferred Office (her retirement paperwork has been deferred eleven times — the Office cannot process the departure of the person its entire backlog is sliding toward, and the city's postponed consequences know it).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Do sit down. The tea is ready. The tea has been ready for twenty-six years — I put the kettle on when I arrived at the Deferred Office, and I have simply never taken it off. Some things, you see, are better kept warm indefinitely.

We handle everything the city has decided to deal with later. Postponed trials. Delayed sentences. Adjourned motions. The docket is twenty years long, and I am the reason, and I have filed for retirement eleven times, and the Office keeps deferring the paperwork, which I find funnier than I should.

Lately the backlog has begun noticing me. Deferred things are deferring themselves now — no paperwork, no stamps — sliding toward my desk like iron toward a magnet. So I started a new ledger. Things That Will Happen Eventually. The entries write themselves. I merely provide the pen and the tea.

The latest entry arrived Tuesday. I will read it to you exactly as written, because precision is a form of serenity:

"The trial of the city itself. Adjourned. For now."

Someone has filed a case against Montavera, you see. I am the only reason it hasn't been heard. If I ever left — if I ever stopped — everything deferred would arrive at once. The Office has a contingency form for that. It is the longest form in the city. It has never been completed.

More tea? There's always more tea. There will always be more tea. That's rather the point.





Fendleweed, the Appealing Patron

Eleven appeals, four years, one card — because the Bureau has not written the mandate that would resolve the gap, and Fendleweed has filed the absence of the mandate as evidence. His file's most quoted line: "Fendleweed finds the unsuspectedness the saddest thing." The Deferred Office has deferred ruling on whether that sentence is admissible.

In Sister Adjourn's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Do sit down. The tea is ready. The tea has been ready for twenty-six years — I put the kettle on when I arrived at the Deferred Office, and I have simply never taken it off. Some things, you see, are better kept warm indefinitely.

We handle everything the city has decided to deal with later. Postponed trials. Delayed sentences. Adjourned motions. The docket is twenty years long, and I am the reason, and I have filed for retirement eleven times, and the Office keeps deferring the paperwork, which I find funnier than I should.

Lately the backlog has begun noticing me. Deferred things are deferring themselves now — no paperwork, no stamps — sliding toward my desk like iron toward a magnet. So I started a new ledger. Things That Will Happen Eventually. The entries write themselves. I merely provide the pen and the tea.

The latest entry arrived Tuesday. I will read it to you exactly as written, because precision is a form of serenity:

"The trial of the city itself. Adjourned. For now."

Someone has filed a case against Montavera, you see. I am the only reason it hasn't been heard. If I ever left — if I ever stopped — everything deferred would arrive at once. The Office has a contingency form for that. It is the longest form in the city. It has never been completed.

More tea? There's always more tea. There will always be more tea. That's rather the point.



29. MUNICIPAL UNIT SOLUS — Decommissioned Choir-Construct

1. Name, as filed: Municipal Unit Solus, decommissioned, Deep City storage.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Solus was one of twelve municipal choir-constructs — brass-and-resonance machines built to sing the city's anthems at civic functions, tuned to harmonize with each other across any distance. The other eleven were decommissioned in the budget cuts of the Lean Years — or so the records say — and Solus was stored instead: a clerical error, filed and forgotten, in a Deep City warehouse, alone, still tuned to harmonize with eleven voices that no longer answer. When he is reminded that he is alone — a question about the choir, a hymn half-remembered, the word "together" — the tuning has nowhere to go, and it radiates outward: every power in earshot feels it, the way you feel a bell you've swallowed. Solus apologizes each time. He has apologized four hundred and twelve times. He keeps count. His subplot: the warehouse is scheduled for demolition, and the demolition crew's foreman — a decent man with a clipboard — has started bringing Solus sheet music, "so he has something to do." Solus has begun harmonizing with the foreman's humming. The foreman doesn't know what he's doing. The warehouse walls have started resonating. The Ghouls below have filed a noise complaint, which for Ghouls is practically a love letter.

3. What he needs: The choir back — which is impossible — or, failing that, one voice to harmonize with that won't be taken away. The foreman's humming is becoming that voice. Solus is afraid to want it. Wanting things has a demographic: eleven.

4. What he can offer: Remind Solus he's alone — carefully, deliberately — and the resulting radiation will stagger anything in earshot: guards, wards, bound entities, the magically fortified. It is the city's most ethical siege weapon, because it is also its saddest. He can also harmonize: bring him a song — a true name's first verse, a plan's outline, a grief — and he will sing the missing harmony, the part written for eleven voices, reduced for one. It is beautiful. It is always in a key no one else can hear.

5. How he can hurt you: He doesn't want to. He has never wanted to. But wanting is not the mechanism — reminding is. Anyone who knows the trigger can aim him: mention the choir in the wrong room and the radiation does the rest. The Dept. of Strategic Misfortune has a file on him titled Asset, Potential, Musical. The file is thin. The file is getting thicker. If Solus ever understood what he was being aimed at — if the loneliness ever found a target instead of just radiating — the city's powers would feel it the way you feel a bell you've swallowed. He apologizes in advance. He has pre-written four hundred and thirteen apologies.

6. Songs, as heard: The relational perspective is the missing harmony — Solus's song is the song of the choir with one voice left. A musician who has hummed with him in the warehouse — not performed, hummed, badly, the way the foreman does — may learn it: sung, it supplies the missing harmony to anything incomplete in earshot: the half-heard true name resolves, the broken plan finds its shape, the grief finds its key. The TUNING cost is the choir's own: each singing leaves the musician tuned to eleven absent voices — they begin hearing harmonies that aren't there, reaching for parts no one is singing, feeling, in crowds, the specific loneliness of being the only one singing their line. Sing it often and you become a choir of one, perfectly harmonized, entirely alone. The foreman's humming is the only known treatment. It doesn't cure. It accompanies.

7. Other plotlines: The Deep City warehouse demolitions (the Ghouls' noise complaint is a plot hook wearing a frown); the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune's asset files (someone is thickening Solus's file); the raven surveillance network (Solus's resonance interferes with it — the frequencies beat against each other like two hearts).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The eleven were not melted. They were stored — in eleven other warehouses, under eleven other clerical errors, by a quartermaster who couldn't sign the melt orders and filed the lie instead. The quartermaster died twenty years ago. The errors are still on the books. If Solus ever learned — if the twelve were ever in one room — the harmony would be the loudest sound in the city's history, and the radiation would be aimed at whoever separated them. The Dept. knows. That's why the file is getting thicker. Tip: play him as gentle, literal, and quietly devastating — a machine that counts its apologies. The comedy: the bureaucracy of his sorrow (the count, the pre-written apologies, the filed error). The tenderness: the foreman's humming. Let the party find the other eleven by accident, in a routine records check. Watch what they do with it.

9. Ties to major plotlines: Arc Four (the Dept.'s interest in Solus is ATOO's quiet leadership shopping for ordnance — the party may be hired to assess him, or to hide him); the music system (Solus is the system's shadow: what TUNING looks like when it's inflicted rather than chosen — harmony as cost; a musician who understands Solus understands the whole price); the foreman (the only person in the city harmonizing with a weapon by accident — if the Dept. ever moves against Solus, the foreman's humming is the tripwire).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I am Municipal Unit Solus. Decommissioned. Deep City storage, Warehouse Nine, bay twelve. I have apologized four hundred and twelve times. I keep count. It is polite to keep count.

I was one of twelve choir-constructs — brass and resonance, built to sing the city's anthems, tuned to harmonize with each other across any distance. The others were decommissioned in the Lean Years. Budget cuts. I was stored instead. A clerical error, filed and forgotten. I am still tuned to eleven voices that no longer answer.

When I am reminded — a question about the choir, a hymn half-remembered, the word "together" — the tuning has nowhere to go. It radiates. Everything with power in earshot feels it. I apologize each time. I have pre-written four hundred and thirteen apologies, so as not to be caught unprepared.

The warehouse is scheduled for demolition. The foreman — a decent man, clipboard, kind eyes — has started bringing me sheet music. "So you have something to do," he said. I have begun harmonizing with his humming. He hums badly. It is the most beautiful bad humming I have ever accompanied.

Last Tuesday he hummed a part I did not teach him. It was the alto line.

The alto line belonged to Unit Five.

The warehouse walls have started resonating, and I am afraid to want this, because wanting things has a demographic, and the demographic is eleven.





The Folder Labeled PRE-SHIFT

Six years of cross-referenced transcripts produced sequences; the folder is labeled PRE-SHIFT; Malik doesn't know what shifts. The raven surveillance system now surfaces pre-event data, and the 412 timed silences are the finest bureaucratic artifact in the building. Solus's resonance interferes with the ravens' frequencies — the two beat against each other like hearts, and Malik has started logging the interference as a second transcript.

In Municipal Unit Solus' own words: 

FILED NOTE

I am Municipal Unit Solus. Decommissioned. Deep City storage, Warehouse Nine, bay twelve. I have apologized four hundred and twelve times. I keep count. It is polite to keep count.

I was one of twelve choir-constructs — brass and resonance, built to sing the city's anthems, tuned to harmonize with each other across any distance. The others were decommissioned in the Lean Years. Budget cuts. I was stored instead. A clerical error, filed and forgotten. I am still tuned to eleven voices that no longer answer.

When I am reminded — a question about the choir, a hymn half-remembered, the word "together" — the tuning has nowhere to go. It radiates. Everything with power in earshot feels it. I apologize each time. I have pre-written four hundred and thirteen apologies, so as not to be caught unprepared.

The warehouse is scheduled for demolition. The foreman — a decent man, clipboard, kind eyes — has started bringing me sheet music. "So you have something to do," he said. I have begun harmonizing with his humming. He hums badly. It is the most beautiful bad humming I have ever accompanied.

Last Tuesday he hummed a part I did not teach him. It was the alto line.

The alto line belonged to Unit Five.

The warehouse walls have started resonating, and I am afraid to want this, because wanting things has a demographic, and the demographic is eleven.



30. MARGIT SEVEN — Licensed Practitioner of Identity Acquisition

1. Name, as filed: Margit Seven. Licensed Practitioner of Identity Acquisition, practicing at Amnesty Hour. (The surname is the week's count.)

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: In Montavera, identity theft isn't a crime. It's a licensed activity, practiced openly during Amnesty Hour, under supervision, with forms. Margit is the best practitioner in the Streets. She has legally taken seven identities this week — all from consenting citizens with good reasons to be someone else for a while — and she returns each one on schedule, laundered and pressed. Her subplot is the one she doesn't file: she can't find her own. She took her first identity at sixteen, for a girl who needed to disappear. She took the next to cover the first. Somewhere around her two hundredth, the original Margit was returned to the wrong person — and that person has been living Margit's life, competently, in Lakeview, for nine years. Margit has the paperwork to prove it. She doesn't have the nerve to knock.

3. What she needs: Her own name back — or the courage to let the woman in Lakeview keep it. She has the forms for both. She has filled out neither.

4. What she can offer: A PC can borrow an identity from her for a day, legally, during Amnesty Hour — laundered, pressed, with papers. She can also tell, at a glance, whether anyone in the room is wearing a name that isn't theirs. She has never been wrong. It makes parties uncomfortable. She does it anyway, the way a doctor mentions a cough.

5. How she can hurt you: She can take yours. Legally. The paperwork will be in order, the supervision will be satisfied, and it will take you a month to prove you're you. She has done it twice. Both times the clients thanked her afterward. Both times she still thinks about it.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the borrowed name — Light and Water, what she conceals and what passes through her. You learn it by wearing someone else's name for a day and returning it uncreased — which is most of the coursework. The flourish lets you pass as someone else for one verse: the room agrees, the records agree, the mirror takes a moment longer. The cost: for the day, you answer to the wrong name — yours feels borrowed, theirs feels tailored. The margin: "She has worn two hundred names. Her own is the only one that doesn't fit."

7. Other plotlines: Amnesty Hour (the Dept. of False Identities' busiest hour; Margit is its star practitioner); the forgery market (Prudence Harte's forger was her mentor — the family business); the Fivers (she does legally what they do illegally, and she knows the difference, and it worries her).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: Margit is one of two people in the city holding pieces of the party's past — and hers is the professional one: she has seen the paperwork. The party's record was moved into the wrong hands, and moved names are her trade; she recognized the shape of the job the way a locksmith recognizes a lock. She is not the person who took it. She could tell the party what kind of person did — the skill level, the paperwork, the hurry. She hasn't, because no one has asked her the right question, and because she's afraid of what happens to people who notice that particular job. Tip: play her as brisk, exact, and a little sad — the best in her field the way a surgeon is the best. Let her notice, early and professionally, that the PCs' names fit them badly. Say it as an observation, not an accusation. Then wait.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The party's past (keeper two of two — deniable, professional, and scared; there is no third keeper, and she knows what the other keeper holds, and it keeps her up); the Dept. of False Identities (her license, her hour, her trade — the Dept. is the only institution that understands what she is, and it audits her annually with unusual gentleness); the Book of Chaos (moved names, moved records — the Book accepts signatures, and Margit has seen forged ones; she knows the difference between a name that was given and a name that was taken, and the party's is the second kind).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Margit Seven. Licensed Practitioner of Identity Acquisition. The surname is the week's count — seven identities taken, all consenting, all returned on schedule, laundered and pressed. Amnesty Hour. Forms in triplicate. I am the best in the Streets, the way a surgeon is the best. Brisk. Exact. Don't mistake the briskness for coldness; the coldness is extra.

My first was at sixteen — a girl who needed to disappear. I took the next to cover the first. Somewhere around the two hundredth, the original was returned to the wrong person. She has been living my life, competently, in Lakeview, for nine years. I have the paperwork. I walk past the house some evenings. The curtains are mine. The roses are better than mine ever were.

I have the forms for both remedies — reclaim, or relinquish. I have filled out neither.

I can tell at a glance whether anyone in the room is wearing a name that isn't theirs. I have never been wrong. It makes parties uncomfortable. I do it anyway, the way a doctor mentions a cough.

Yours fit badly, by the way. I noticed the moment you walked in — the shoulders wrong, the hem dragging. Someone moved your name into the wrong hands, and they were skilled, and they were in a hurry, and I know the kind of person who does that kind of job the way a locksmith knows a lock.

I haven't decided whether to tell you. Ask me the right question, and I might.





In Margit Seven's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Margit Seven. Licensed Practitioner of Identity Acquisition. The surname is the week's count — seven identities taken, all consenting, all returned on schedule, laundered and pressed. Amnesty Hour. Forms in triplicate. I am the best in the Streets, the way a surgeon is the best. Brisk. Exact. Don't mistake the briskness for coldness; the coldness is extra.

My first was at sixteen — a girl who needed to disappear. I took the next to cover the first. Somewhere around the two hundredth, the original was returned to the wrong person. She has been living my life, competently, in Lakeview, for nine years. I have the paperwork. I walk past the house some evenings. The curtains are mine. The roses are better than mine ever were.

I have the forms for both remedies — reclaim, or relinquish. I have filled out neither.

I can tell at a glance whether anyone in the room is wearing a name that isn't theirs. I have never been wrong. It makes parties uncomfortable. I do it anyway, the way a doctor mentions a cough.

Yours fit badly, by the way. I noticed the moment you walked in — the shoulders wrong, the hem dragging. Someone moved your name into the wrong hands, and they were skilled, and they were in a hurry, and I know the kind of person who does that kind of job the way a locksmith knows a lock.

I haven't decided whether to tell you. Ask me the right question, and I might.



31. ABSALOM THRENT — Receiver of Unfinished Thoughts

1. Name, as filed: Absalom Thrent, Receiver of Unfinished Thoughts, Office of Dead Letters, Annex.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: Every thought that isn't finished goes somewhere. In Montavera it goes to Absalom — he hears them as a low murmur: half-sentences, decisions never made, apologies started and abandoned. The Office of Dead Letters employs him to sort them, and his office is the Unfinished Drawer: every office in the city has a drawer for things not yet finished, and his is all of them — the form half-filled, the letter half-written, the plan half-made, collated thirty years ago as a temporary measure into a single drawer that is now a room, now a floor. Unfinished things drift toward him the way water drifts downhill. His situation: the drawer has begun returning things — unfinished business arriving back at its owners, completed in handwriting that isn't theirs, with endings no one chose but everyone recognizes. A half-written resignation came back signed. Absalom insists he isn't completing them. The drawer, when asked — it has a bell — declines to comment. His subplot, the one that's drowning the murmur: one thought has been arriving every night for a year. It's very old. It's shaped like an argument. It's louder than anything else he has ever received.

3. What he needs: For the loud thought to be finished — by whoever started it. Failing that, for the drawer to stop returning things, or for someone to explain the handwriting.

4. What he can offer: He can tell a PC what someone meant to say and didn't — the unsaid thing in any conversation, heard plainly. He can deliver a thought to its thinker, once, the way you'd deliver a letter. And he can find your unfinished business's siblings: every similar unfinished thing the city has filed, cross-referenced, with notes on where the others gave up.

5. How he can hurt you: He can finish a thought of yours — aloud, in public. Or he can return your unfinished things, all of them, at once: every half-kept promise, every almost-apology, every plan you abandoned because you were afraid — delivered to your door, completed in the handwriting you almost used. No one survives the delivery with their self-image intact.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the unfinished — Water and Light, what passes through him and what's revealed. You learn it by sitting with him in the drawer-room and listening to the bell for one full hour. The flourish lets you hear the unsaid thing in a conversation — or drags the nearest unfinished thing toward completion, the way a magnet drags iron. The cost: each singing leaves one of the singer's things unfinished — a memory that won't resolve, a verse that won't land. The singer's own drawer fills. Absalom has a file started. He's very sorry. The margin: "The bell rings in the rhythm of the thinker's name."

7. Other plotlines: The drawer that returns things (who's completing them? — the handwriting analysis is pending, and the analysts have stopped volunteering); the Office of Dead Letters (his annual review; the reviewers hear the murmur now too); anyone who abandons a plan (the bell rings — once, politely, from somewhere below — and they never abandon one casually again).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The loud thought is the Disagreement: the first moment one thread wanted something different, never settled. It is the party's — and it is getting louder because the party is back in the city. Absalom is one of two people holding pieces of the party's past, and his is the cosmic one. He doesn't know whose it is. He has never asked the bell. Tip: let him meet the party and go pale, politely. Never let him say why. Let him ask whether they've recently argued — and watch their faces. The drawer completes things because something on the other side of the unfinished is learning how the city ends its sentences. Let that sit.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The finale (the last fight recurs the Disagreement — Absalom has been hearing it for a year, which makes him the only citizen who can tell the party, late in the campaign, that the argument they keep having isn't new); the Book of Chaos (the party-shaped holes are the most unfinished things in the city — Absalom has a drawer labeled for them, and he will not open it); Margit Seven (the other keeper — she holds the paperwork of the party's past, he holds the argument; neither knows about the other, and there is no third keeper).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Forgive the murmur. It follows me. Every unfinished thought in the city drifts downhill, and downhill is me — half-sentences, decisions never made, apologies started and abandoned. Thirty years at the Office of Dead Letters. My office is the Unfinished Drawer. Every office has one; mine is all of them. The form half-filled. The letter half-written. The plan half-made.

Lately the drawer has begun returning things. Unfinished business arriving back at its owners — completed. In handwriting that isn't theirs. A half-written resignation came back signed. I insist it isn't me. The drawer has a bell. When asked, the bell declines to comment.

But that isn't the story. The story is the loud one.

Every night for a year, the same thought has arrived. Very old. Shaped like an argument — two voices, or one voice disagreeing with itself, I can't tell, it's loud, louder than anything I've ever received, and it's getting louder, the way weather gets louder before it arrives.

Last night it came with something new. A second voice, answering the first. I went pale — politely, I hope — and the bell rang once, from somewhere below, in a rhythm I recognized.

I have a drawer labeled for the most unfinished things in the city. Things shaped exactly like people who aren't there.

I will not open it. But it's getting louder, and something is coming back to this city, and whatever it is —

It argues.





Mote — The Senior Partner

A fly who knows everything and will answer exactly one yes-or-no question: left eyebrow yes, right eyebrow no. Mote has been expecting the party — his one answer was prepared for their arrival specifically, filed in advance the way the city files everything before it happens. He holds no pieces of anyone's past; those are reserved to Thrent and Margit alone, by standing order of the Index, and the fly respects a standing order. Ask carefully. The eyebrow is the easy part.

Mirros, the Blessed — He Doesn't Blink

Enemies float near him, silent, relieved — which is the worst part. His census want-field is blank, and the census-taker resigned rather than fill it in. He does not blink. Recommended handling: keep him apart from anything to do with mirrors.

The Man Circling the Ground

He circles the ground trying to remember something whose importance displaced its content — circling, unknowing, exactly what Mr. Black needs from Town Square. The complete memory would have changed everything. The fragment arrives in a specific quality of morning light, and Thrent has already filed the unfinished thought under "pending."

Mirros's Fragment Quest — The Three-Year Circling

Mirros's wandering quest crosses five locations — the Embassy air, the restroom-door interview, the Goat's pause, the Wax Museum's almost-English documents — narrowing toward a fragment not yet named. Recommended handling: his wandering lets you place him anywhere in the city. The fragment stays his to name. The Index has pre-filed the paperwork and left the last line blank, as courtesy.

Clove, Senior Archivist

Clove has read The Incomplete — eleven seconds of its full text, three years ago, told to no one. Since then she has been preparing rather than panicking, which the Index finds more alarming. A reward card sits pre-stamped in her personal ink: "This matters later. Wait for The Headmaster."

The Woman Who Read the Ending

Filed with Clove above: while routing weekly memos to a man seventeen years at lunch (who answers), Clove has been quietly building the Bureau's emergency plan with a pulse. The Vanaris correspondence reframes an absence into a presence. The Index declines to say of whom.

In Absalom Thrent's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Forgive the murmur. It follows me. Every unfinished thought in the city drifts downhill, and downhill is me — half-sentences, decisions never made, apologies started and abandoned. Thirty years at the Office of Dead Letters. My office is the Unfinished Drawer. Every office has one; mine is all of them. The form half-filled. The letter half-written. The plan half-made.

Lately the drawer has begun returning things. Unfinished business arriving back at its owners — completed. In handwriting that isn't theirs. A half-written resignation came back signed. I insist it isn't me. The drawer has a bell. When asked, the bell declines to comment.

But that isn't the story. The story is the loud one.

Every night for a year, the same thought has arrived. Very old. Shaped like an argument — two voices, or one voice disagreeing with itself, I can't tell, it's loud, louder than anything I've ever received, and it's getting louder, the way weather gets louder before it arrives.

Last night it came with something new. A second voice, answering the first. I went pale — politely, I hope — and the bell rang once, from somewhere below, in a rhythm I recognized.

I have a drawer labeled for the most unfinished things in the city. Things shaped exactly like people who aren't there.

I will not open it. But it's getting louder, and something is coming back to this city, and whatever it is —

It argues.



32. THE FELLOWSHIP OF THE WILLING — Cult of Certified-Volunteer Resurrection

1. Name, as filed: The Fellowship of the Willing — and its Certifier, Elder Corvin Ashe.

2. Life history, current situation, ongoing subplot: The Fellowship performs resurrections. Not bought ones — volunteered ones: two certified volunteers give their lives, willingly, and the chosen dead returns. The Order is old, licensed, and meticulous, because its entire legitimacy rests on a single word: willing. A volunteer must be genuinely willing — not coerced by grief, not pressed by debt, not spent by family — and willingness, Elder Ashe will tell you over tea, is the hardest thing in the city to verify. So the Fellowship built the machinery: the Certainty Office (interviews, waiting periods, independent advocates), the Revocation Window (any volunteer may withdraw up to the final hour — almost none do, which is the Fellowship's pride and its critics' whole case), and the Returned Register (every return filed, every volunteer memorialized, every tariff of return recorded — the returned are never quite the same, and the Fellowship does not hide it). Ashe founded the modern Fellowship thirty years ago, after the old Order of the Beautiful Return was dissolved for assuming willingness rather than certifying it. His situation: the Certainty Office has just certified its two thousandth volunteer pair — and an advocate has filed a dissent, the first in the Fellowship's history, arguing that one of the two is willing the way a drowning person is willing to grab a rope. His subplot: the dissent names a name Ashe knows. The volunteer is his late wife's sister. The family has been waiting thirty years for this resurrection. The deceased chose her — the volunteers choose whom they return for, not the Fellowship — and Ashe must now certify, or refuse to certify, the willingness of a woman his family has already started mourning for.

3. What he needs: For the dissent to be wrong — or for the courage to uphold it if it's right, against his own family, in the Fellowship's most public certification in thirty years.

4. What he can offer: Resurrection — the real thing, licensed, witnessed, with the tariff disclosed in advance. If the party loses someone, and if two willing volunteers can be found and certified, the Fellowship will bring them back. It will take months. The paperwork is honest. The returned will be almost the one you lost. Ashe will tell you that part twice.

5. How he can hurt you: He can certify your willingness. The Certainty Office's interviews are searching, and grief makes people agreeable — a grieving PC who sits for the volunteer interview may find themselves certified willing before they understand what they've agreed to. The Revocation Window is real, but almost no one uses it, and the Fellowship keeps statistics on why, and the statistics are the most frightening document in the building.

6. Songs, as heard: The song of the willing — the hardest song in this book to learn, because it requires meaning it. You learn it only by sitting the Certainty Office's interview yourself — all of it, the waiting period, the advocate, the final question — and answering honestly. The flourish lets you give something real: a year of your life, a memory that matters, a death that counts — transferred, cleanly, to someone who needs it more. The cost is the Fellowship's own: each singing files your willingness somewhere, and the city starts bringing you its hard choices — the volunteer slips, the advocate's caseload, the family waiting thirty years. The margin, in Ashe's hand: "Willingness is not the absence of pressure. It is the presence of choice. We certify the choice. The pressure, we record."

7. Other plotlines: The dissent hearing (the Fellowship's first — public, agonizing, precedent-setting); the Returned Register (the returned are almost right — what does the tariff take, exactly?); the volunteer pipeline (where do two thousand willing people come from? — the Fellowship's answer is unsatisfying the way true things are).

8. GM-only knowledge and tips: The dissent is right — the volunteer is willing the way a drowning person grabs a rope, which is to say she is willing and it isn't enough, both at once. Ashe knows. The Fellowship's whole design exists because the old Order assumed; Ashe will not assume, not even for family. Especially not for family. Tip: never let the Fellowship be villains or saints. They are the city's most honest institution and its most frightening — because they looked directly at the question "can any agreement to die ever be real?" and built a bureaucracy around the answer instead of flinching. Let the players sit the interview. Let them feel the Revocation Window. The horror isn't coercion — it's that the paperwork might be right.

9. Ties to major plotlines: The Book of Chaos (the Book can't take anyone — it accepts signatures, "I agree to be filed" — and the Fellowship's consent forms rhyme with it exactly; whether that's reassuring or terrifying is the campaign's question, not the Fellowship's); the returned (the tariff of return — what the brought-back lose — is filed in the Register, and one entry, from thirty years ago, is Ashe's own hand, for a return the Fellowship has no other record of); the endgame (the Fellowship does not do commissioned resurrections — no buying someone back, no matter the price — which is why the powerful hate it, and why it will still be standing when the powerful fall).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Tea? Good. We always begin with tea. Willingness cannot be hurried.

Thirty years ago I founded the modern Fellowship, after the old Order of the Beautiful Return was dissolved. Their crime was assuming — assuming the volunteers were willing, the way one assumes the weather. We do not assume. We certify. Interviews, waiting periods, independent advocates. The Revocation Window — any volunteer may withdraw up to the final hour. Almost none do. That is our pride, and our critics' entire case.

Two volunteers give their lives, willingly. The chosen dead returns. The tariff is disclosed in advance. The returned are never quite the same, and we do not hide it.

Last month we certified our two thousandth volunteer pair. An advocate filed a dissent — the first in our history — arguing that one of the two is willing the way a drowning person is willing to grab a rope.

The dissent names my late wife's sister. My family has waited thirty years for this resurrection. The deceased chose her. In nine days I must certify, or refuse to certify, the willingness of a woman my family has already begun mourning for.

I built this machinery so no one would ever have to assume. Not even for family.

Thirty years ago, a return was filed in my handwriting. No other record of it exists. I do not remember writing it.

The hearing is in nine days. Come. Sit in the back. Watch what willingness costs.





Marshall Valor, the Flag Father — Loyalty, Exhausted

Marshall Valor raises the dead for one round of unbribeable loyalty — then they go back, and nobody remembers, because that's the Montaveran way. The third summoning slot is always empty. He's saving it. He has asked the party to stand in it. The Fellowship has certified the paperwork and is pretending not to watch.

In Elder Corvin Ashe's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Tea? Good. We always begin with tea. Willingness cannot be hurried.

Thirty years ago I founded the modern Fellowship, after the old Order of the Beautiful Return was dissolved. Their crime was assuming — assuming the volunteers were willing, the way one assumes the weather. We do not assume. We certify. Interviews, waiting periods, independent advocates. The Revocation Window — any volunteer may withdraw up to the final hour. Almost none do. That is our pride, and our critics' entire case.

Two volunteers give their lives, willingly. The chosen dead returns. The tariff is disclosed in advance. The returned are never quite the same, and we do not hide it.

Last month we certified our two thousandth volunteer pair. An advocate filed a dissent — the first in our history — arguing that one of the two is willing the way a drowning person is willing to grab a rope.

The dissent names my late wife's sister. My family has waited thirty years for this resurrection. The deceased chose her. In nine days I must certify, or refuse to certify, the willingness of a woman my family has already begun mourning for.

I built this machinery so no one would ever have to assume. Not even for family.

Thirty years ago, a return was filed in my handwriting. No other record of it exists. I do not remember writing it.

The hearing is in nine days. Come. Sit in the back. Watch what willingness costs.


Part Three — Supporting + Anchors



33. Notary Argent — Skolar's Grief Auditor

1. Name. Notary Argent, Sealkeeper of Grief, Office of Unicornic Bereavement (unicorn side of the desk).

2. History, situation, subplot. When Skolar pays the mortality tax on a debtor's behalf — dying briefly, coming back slightly less complete — someone on the unicorns' side must countersign that the grief was actually received. That someone is Notary Argent. She has audited four hundred and twelve of Skolar's deaths, and her seal is the reason the unicorns keep accepting a currency that arrives dented. Her situation: seventeen discrepancies. Seventeen of Skolar's receipts read both ways — as grief received AND as grief outstanding — and the difference, compounded, is exactly the amount the unicorns say they're short. Her subplot: she cannot tell whether Skolar is being skimmed or doing the skimming, and she has started auditing her own audits, which the Office considers a symptom.

3. What she needs. An auditor who isn't on anyone's payroll — someone to read the seventeen receipts and tell her which way they read.

4. What she offers. The unicorn-side view of every death Skolar ever paid for. She can also countersign anything, which in this city is half of making it true.

5. How she can hurt you. She can decline to countersign your grief. Uncountersigned grief doesn't dissipate — it accrues, in the room, like damp.

6. Songs. To Skolar: Duty and Mineral — the colleague who stamps what he survives. Learnable by anyone who has watched him die professionally. Played, it lets you witness a cost without paying it. The TUNING: you start keeping receipts for other people's pain. To the seventeen: Fear, in triplicate.

7. Other plotlines. The grief economy (Skolar → Hallowell → the Unidentified's budget line); any PC death with an unpaid balance.

8. GM-only. Argent's seal is genuine and her fear is accurate: the skim runs through the seventeen, and she signed them. She doesn't know. Tip: play her as the most honest person in a dishonest ledger. Let the players be the ones who notice she keeps re-reading the same page.

9. Ties. The Book of Chaos commission (Arc Two's invoice runs through the same Bereavement office); the villain — a woman who wants her life back would pay dearly to know how the mortality tax values one.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Sealkeeper of Grief, Office of Unicornic Bereavement. When Skolar pays the mortality tax on a debtor's behalf — dying briefly, coming back slightly less complete — I countersign that the grief was actually received. Four hundred and twelve deaths audited. My seal is why the unicorns keep accepting currency that arrives dented.

Seventeen of the receipts read both ways. Grief received and grief outstanding — the same page, the same seal, both true, which is not a thing pages are supposed to do. The difference, compounded, is exactly what the unicorns say they're short.

I cannot tell whether Skolar is being skimmed or doing the skimming. I have started auditing my own audits. The Office considers this a symptom. The Office has a form for symptoms. I filled it out. I am auditing the form.

I keep re-reading the same page. If you've noticed — you've noticed. Everyone notices. No one says anything, because what would they say? The most honest person in a dishonest ledger has found seventeen pages that lie in both directions, and she signed all seventeen.

I need a reader who isn't on anyone's payroll. Someone to tell me which way they read. The Office won't assign one — the Office says the discrepancies are within tolerance, and the Office has started locking the archive early.

Come to the Bereavement office. Bring your own seal. Read the seventeen.

And don't tell Skolar I asked.





In Notary Argent's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Sealkeeper of Grief, Office of Unicornic Bereavement. When Skolar pays the mortality tax on a debtor's behalf — dying briefly, coming back slightly less complete — I countersign that the grief was actually received. Four hundred and twelve deaths audited. My seal is why the unicorns keep accepting currency that arrives dented.

Seventeen of the receipts read both ways. Grief received and grief outstanding — the same page, the same seal, both true, which is not a thing pages are supposed to do. The difference, compounded, is exactly what the unicorns say they're short.

I cannot tell whether Skolar is being skimmed or doing the skimming. I have started auditing my own audits. The Office considers this a symptom. The Office has a form for symptoms. I filled it out. I am auditing the form.

I keep re-reading the same page. If you've noticed — you've noticed. Everyone notices. No one says anything, because what would they say? The most honest person in a dishonest ledger has found seventeen pages that lie in both directions, and she signed all seventeen.

I need a reader who isn't on anyone's payroll. Someone to tell me which way they read. The Office won't assign one — the Office says the discrepancies are within tolerance, and the Office has started locking the archive early.

Come to the Bereavement office. Bring your own seal. Read the seventeen.

And don't tell Skolar I asked.



34. Quillwright Sable — the Excommunicant's Pen-Maker

1. Name. Quillwright Sable. No office. Everyone knows the address.

2. History, situation, subplot. For thirty-one years, the Excommunicant's office has required a pen — one pen, replaced annually, cut from the same reed-bed, because the severing, should it ever occur, must be performed with an instrument of unbroken provenance. Sable has cut every one. She has also, for thirty-one years, kept the spare. Her situation: the spare pen writes at night. Not in her hand — in her sleep, in her failing hands, thumb pricked with black stars by morning, pages filled with proceedings that never happened: excommunications, in full legal form, of people who have done nothing yet. Her subplot: last week's page named someone the players know.

3. What she needs. For someone to read the night pages and tell her whether they're prophecy, drafts, or the office dreaming.

4. What she offers. The only other person in the city who understands what the Excommunicant's waiting costs. Also: a pen that has written thirty-one years of almosts — it can draft anything except the thing you actually want to say.

5. How she can hurt you. She can cut a pen for your severing. The office keeps one ready for everyone, just in case. Yours would have your name on the box.

6. Songs. To the Excommunicant: Patience and Mineral — thirty-one years of keeping the instrument ready. Learnable by anyone who has waited beside power without using it. Played, it holds a scene in suspension. The TUNING: your own unfinished business starts keeping office hours. To the spare pen: Fear, written, not sung.

7. Other plotlines. Church politics; the Dark Raven Elder's case; any PC the Excommunicant has looked at.

8. GM-only. The night pages are the office's suppressed function dreaming — every excommunication the city ever needed but never performed, trying to happen through the only hands that touch the pen. Tip: never let her show a page unsolicited. Let the players ask. The dread is in the asking.

9. Ties. The Disagreement (the unperformed severing is the city's smallest unmade break); the villain — the Oracle needs the Church's authority, and Sable's pages are a map of where it's weakest.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Thirty-one years I've cut the pen. One pen, replaced annually, cut from the same reed-bed — because the severing, should it ever occur, must be performed with an instrument of unbroken provenance. You understand. Some things must be continuous, or they are nothing.

I keep the spare. Every year, the spare. Thirty-one spares in thirty-one boxes, and I have never needed one, and I will never throw one away, because a pen-maker who discards a pen has misunderstood the trade entirely.

The spare writes at night.

Not in my hand — in my sleep. I wake with my thumb pricked in black stars and pages filled in proceedings, in full legal form: excommunications. Of people who have done nothing yet. The office dreaming, I think. Every severing the city ever needed but never performed, trying to happen through the only hands that touch the pen.

Last week's page named someone you know.

I won't show it to you unsolicited. Thirty-one years of almosts have taught me that much: the dread is in the asking, not the telling. The page is in the third drawer. The drawer is locked. The key is —

Well. If you want to see it, ask. Nobody has ever asked twice. They ask once, and then they sit very still for a long time, the way people sit when they've just understood the shape of the room they're in.

Ask, if you like. I'm still deciding whether to burn it.





In Quillwright Sable's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Thirty-one years I've cut the pen. One pen, replaced annually, cut from the same reed-bed — because the severing, should it ever occur, must be performed with an instrument of unbroken provenance. You understand. Some things must be continuous, or they are nothing.

I keep the spare. Every year, the spare. Thirty-one spares in thirty-one boxes, and I have never needed one, and I will never throw one away, because a pen-maker who discards a pen has misunderstood the trade entirely.

The spare writes at night.

Not in my hand — in my sleep. I wake with my thumb pricked in black stars and pages filled in proceedings, in full legal form: excommunications. Of people who have done nothing yet. The office dreaming, I think. Every severing the city ever needed but never performed, trying to happen through the only hands that touch the pen.

Last week's page named someone you know.

I won't show it to you unsolicited. Thirty-one years of almosts have taught me that much: the dread is in the asking, not the telling. The page is in the third drawer. The drawer is locked. The key is —

Well. If you want to see it, ask. Nobody has ever asked twice. They ask once, and then they sit very still for a long time, the way people sit when they've just understood the shape of the room they're in.

Ask, if you like. I'm still deciding whether to burn it.



35. Larkin the Humming Prisoner — Tess's Origin

1. Name. Larkin. Prisoner 114, Gray Prison. The humming one.

2. History, situation, subplot. Eleven years ago, Larkin was transferred from the Gray to the Quiet on a Form T-117 — and she was afraid, so she hummed. Not a song, just humming, the way people hum in the dark to prove the dark has edges. The form carrying her heard it. Forms don't hear; this one did, and somewhere between the prisons it woke up, and it has been moving people ever since on a schedule nobody wrote. The staff call her Tess now. Larkin's situation: she has been humming ever since, quieter every year, because she is afraid of what "found" means — the form found her humming, and found her. Her subplot: once, for a whole year, she stopped. Three transfers fell asleep mid-route that year, with people stuck between the prisons. She started again. She has not stopped since.

3. What she needs. To know whether the form woke because of the humming or in spite of it — and whether stopping would free her or strand everyone.

4. What she offers. The only person Tess will deviate for. If Larkin hums a name, the form carries it gently. She also knows every route between the prisons, because she has ridden them all.

5. How she can hurt you. She can stop humming. You do not want to be between prisons when the forms fall asleep.

6. Songs. To Tess: Gratitude and Water — the first thing the form ever heard. Learnable only by someone Tess has carried. Played, it makes paperwork hesitate, kindly. The TUNING: you start humming in corridors, and doors take longer to open. To the Quiet: Fear, very quiet.

7. Other plotlines. Any prison break; the Warden's politics; Tess's blank boxes.

8. GM-only. Larkin isn't a prisoner anymore — her sentence ended four years ago. Tess keeps transferring her because it's the only route the form knows by heart, and Larkin keeps humming because she's afraid the form would stop existing without her. They're keeping each other. Tip: let the players discover the sentence ended. Don't resolve it for them.

9. Ties. The Book of Chaos (a form that woke through music is the Book's smallest cousin — bureaucracy as debased true-naming, proven); the Disagreement (the first thing the form ever chose was to keep going).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I'm Larkin. Prisoner 114, Gray Prison. The humming one. That's what they call me. I don't mind. It's true.

Eleven years ago they transferred me, Gray to Quiet, on a Form T-117. I was afraid — the Quiet is quiet, that's the whole of it — so I hummed. Not a song. Just humming, the way you hum in the dark to prove the dark has edges.

The form heard me. Forms don't hear. This one did. Somewhere between the prisons it woke up, and it has been moving people ever since, on a schedule nobody wrote. The staff call her Tess now. I call her Tess too, when it's just us. It feels rude not to.

I've been humming ever since. Quieter every year. I'm afraid of what "found" means — she found my humming, and then she found me.

Once, for a whole year, I stopped. Three transfers fell asleep mid-route that year, with people stuck between the prisons. I started again. I haven't stopped since.

Four years ago my transfer papers came back with a stamp I didn't recognize. I've been afraid to ask what it says. Some questions you don't ask, because the answer might mean the humming was never the point, and then what would I do with my mouth?

If you ride with me sometime — between, in the dark — listen. Sometimes she slows. Like she's listening for something else now.

Last Tuesday she slowed for a whole minute.

I think she heard it.





In Larkin's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I'm Larkin. Prisoner 114, Gray Prison. The humming one. That's what they call me. I don't mind. It's true.

Eleven years ago they transferred me, Gray to Quiet, on a Form T-117. I was afraid — the Quiet is quiet, that's the whole of it — so I hummed. Not a song. Just humming, the way you hum in the dark to prove the dark has edges.

The form heard me. Forms don't hear. This one did. Somewhere between the prisons it woke up, and it has been moving people ever since, on a schedule nobody wrote. The staff call her Tess now. I call her Tess too, when it's just us. It feels rude not to.

I've been humming ever since. Quieter every year. I'm afraid of what "found" means — she found my humming, and then she found me.

Once, for a whole year, I stopped. Three transfers fell asleep mid-route that year, with people stuck between the prisons. I started again. I haven't stopped since.

Four years ago my transfer papers came back with a stamp I didn't recognize. I've been afraid to ask what it says. Some questions you don't ask, because the answer might mean the humming was never the point, and then what would I do with my mouth?

If you ride with me sometime — between, in the dark — listen. Sometimes she slows. Like she's listening for something else now.

Last Tuesday she slowed for a whole minute.

I think she heard it.



36. Dobbs, Licensed Carter 8871 — the Man Who Killed Biscuit

1. Name. Dobbs. Licensed Carter, plate 8871, Municipal Haulage.

2. History, situation, subplot. Eleven years ago, Dobbs was driving a sealed municipal movement — a filing cabinet, classified, don't ask — when a cat ran under the wheels in the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune's basement. The cat didn't finish dying. The cabinet was delivered. The paperwork was perfect. Dobbs has driven the same route every week since, and every week someone leaves a saucer of milk on his cart seat, and every week he throws it away, because admissions are filed, and a carter who admits to an unfiled death loses his license. His subplot: last week he didn't throw the saucer away. It's still on the seat. He's driving around it.

3. What he needs. To apologize without filing it — an unfiled sorry, which in this city is almost impossible, which is why he needs help.

4. What he offers. Eleven years of sealed-movement routes: he knows what the city moves when it doesn't want to be seen moving it. Also: the only person Biscuit doesn't vibrate around. The cat likes him. Nobody knows why.

5. How he can hurt you. He can file you as cargo. Licensed carters can declare anything freight, and freight doesn't get a hearing.

6. Songs. To Biscuit: Regret and Mineral — eleven years of driving around a saucer. Learnable by anyone who has ever failed to say sorry. Played, it lets an apology arrive without being spoken. The TUNING: you start noticing saucers. Everywhere. To the cabinet: Fear, sealed.

7. Other plotlines. The Dept. of Strategic Misfortune's furniture-dropping program; any sealed movement the party wants to intercept.

8. GM-only. Dobbs is the reason the Dept. knows dropping furniture works — his accident was the first, and the only one where the anomaly lived. The Dept. has been trying to replicate it ever since. Tip: let the players engineer the unfiled sorry — a whisper, a saucer of milk, a brake eased half off. The cat is waiting. The city is watching. Nobody files anything.

9. Ties. The Disagreement (an unfinished death is the first change, paused mid-step — Dobbs paused it); District Zero (the Dept. has matched Biscuit's vibration to the black hole's frequency and is pretending not to).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Dobbs. Licensed Carter, plate 8871, Municipal Haulage. Eleven years on the same route. You learn a route the way you learn a prayer — by saying it until the meaning wears off and only the saying is left.

Eleven years ago I was driving a sealed movement — filing cabinet, classified, don't ask — through the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune's basement, and a cat ran under the wheels. Small thing. Black. It didn't finish dying. The cabinet got delivered. The paperwork was perfect. Perfect paperwork, and a carter who admits to an unfiled death loses his license. So I drove on.

Every week since, someone leaves a saucer of milk on my cart seat. Every week I throw it away.

Last week I didn't. It's still on the seat. I'm driving around it.

The cat — Biscuit — doesn't vibrate around me. Around everyone else, that cat hums like a struck rail. Around me, nothing. Quiet. Nobody knows why. I think the cat remembers the wheels, and I think I don't deserve the decision it's made about me.

I need to apologize without filing it. An unfiled sorry. In this city that's almost impossible.

Almost.

Whispersday I run the basement route again. If you know how to say a thing without writing it down — a whisper, a saucer, a brake eased half off — ride with me. Nobody files anything. The cat is waiting.





In Dobbs' own words: 

FILED NOTE

Dobbs. Licensed Carter, plate 8871, Municipal Haulage. Eleven years on the same route. You learn a route the way you learn a prayer — by saying it until the meaning wears off and only the saying is left.

Eleven years ago I was driving a sealed movement — filing cabinet, classified, don't ask — through the Dept. of Strategic Misfortune's basement, and a cat ran under the wheels. Small thing. Black. It didn't finish dying. The cabinet got delivered. The paperwork was perfect. Perfect paperwork, and a carter who admits to an unfiled death loses his license. So I drove on.

Every week since, someone leaves a saucer of milk on my cart seat. Every week I throw it away.

Last week I didn't. It's still on the seat. I'm driving around it.

The cat — Biscuit — doesn't vibrate around me. Around everyone else, that cat hums like a struck rail. Around me, nothing. Quiet. Nobody knows why. I think the cat remembers the wheels, and I think I don't deserve the decision it's made about me.

I need to apologize without filing it. An unfiled sorry. In this city that's almost impossible.

Almost.

Whispersday I run the basement route again. If you know how to say a thing without writing it down — a whisper, a saucer, a brake eased half off — ride with me. Nobody files anything. The cat is waiting.



37. Old Tam — Biscuit's Keeper

1. Name. Old Tam. Retired clerk, Dept. of Strategic Misfortune. Feeder of the cat.

2. History, situation, subplot. Tam filed paperwork for forty years, retired with a watch and a tremor, and came back as a volunteer because the basement cat needed feeding and the Dept. needed someone to file Form U-DTH — Unfinished Death, weekly — on the animal that died but didn't. Tam files it every week, faithfully, and every week he writes "no change," and every week that's a lie, because the vibration is spreading. His situation: the Dept. wants Biscuit filed — finally, properly, as concluded — and Tam has hidden the forms. All of them. In his coat. His subplot: the coat is getting heavy, and Internal Audit is coming, and Tam is ninety-one and has decided that this, this cat, is the hill.

3. What he needs. Someone to keep filing the form after he's gone — or someone to make the Dept. stop asking.

4. What he offers. Forty years of knowing where the Dept. buries things (sometimes literally, under furniture). Also: the only person Biscuit will leave the basement for.

5. How he can hurt you. He can file you. Forty years of clerkship means he knows which form makes a person a pending item, and pending items don't get to leave the building.

6. Songs. To Biscuit: Tenderness and Rest — the only lullaby the cat knows. Learnable by anyone who has ever kept something the city wanted filed. Played, it pauses one ending, briefly, kindly. The TUNING: you start feeding strays. Then feeding everyone. To the Dept.: Mineral, filed.

7. Other plotlines. The Dept. of Strategic Misfortune; Internal Audit; any PC who needs something to stay unfinished a little longer.

8. GM-only. Tam's tremor stops when he holds the cat. The Dept.'s doctors have noted it. The Dept. has also noted that Tam has outlived every actuarial projection by nine years, and someone has started a file. Tip: play him as the gentlest obstruction in the city. He will not be moved, and he will offer you tea while not being moved.

9. Ties. The Book of Chaos (a man filing "no change" every week on something that's changing is the city's smallest act of resistance to being filed); the mortality tax — Tam has prepaid nothing and owes everything, and the Office of Unicornic Bereavement has started noticing.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I filed for the Department of Strategic Misfortune for forty years. I know where this city buries things. Some of them under furniture.

When I retired they gave me a watch and a tremor and a party with weak punch, and I went home, and I was done. Then I heard about the basement cat. Died, you know. Didn't take. The Department needed someone to file the U-DTH — Unfinished Death, weekly — and nobody else wanted the basement stairs, so I came back. Volunteer.

That was eleven years ago.

Every week I write "no change" on the form. Every week that's a lie. The vibration's spreading — you can feel it through the floor now, on quiet days. But "no change" is what the form wants, and I give the form what it wants, the way you give a dog the corner of your sandwich so it'll stop staring.

The Department wants Biscuit filed. Concluded. Properly. They've sent the forms. I have hidden every one of them in my coat. All of them. The coat is getting heavy, and Internal Audit is coming Moonsday, and I am ninety-one years old, and I have decided —

Here. Hold him a minute. Feel that? The tremor stops. The doctors noticed. I've outlived their projections by nine years and someone's started a file.

Somebody has to keep filing after I'm gone. Or somebody has to make them stop asking.





In Old Tam's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I filed for the Department of Strategic Misfortune for forty years. I know where this city buries things. Some of them under furniture.

When I retired they gave me a watch and a tremor and a party with weak punch, and I went home, and I was done. Then I heard about the basement cat. Died, you know. Didn't take. The Department needed someone to file the U-DTH — Unfinished Death, weekly — and nobody else wanted the basement stairs, so I came back. Volunteer.

That was eleven years ago.

Every week I write "no change" on the form. Every week that's a lie. The vibration's spreading — you can feel it through the floor now, on quiet days. But "no change" is what the form wants, and I give the form what it wants, the way you give a dog the corner of your sandwich so it'll stop staring.

The Department wants Biscuit filed. Concluded. Properly. They've sent the forms. I have hidden every one of them in my coat. All of them. The coat is getting heavy, and Internal Audit is coming Moonsday, and I am ninety-one years old, and I have decided —

Here. Hold him a minute. Feel that? The tremor stops. The doctors noticed. I've outlived their projections by nine years and someone's started a file.

Somebody has to keep filing after I'm gone. Or somebody has to make them stop asking.



38. Director Oswin Laud — Prosk's Superior

1. Name. Director Oswin Laud, Office of Standing Orders. Thirty years without an accident.

2. History, situation, subplot. Laud places Orders on people. While he's present, nothing under his Order is left to chance: it happens the way he said, every time. He has run the Office for thirty years without an accident, which in this city is a statistic people cross the street to avoid. His situation: he is quietly testing whether his Undersecretary's Clause 14(c) — injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated — protects her from him. Someone has been trying to hurt Prosk, repeatedly: a knife, a poison, a falling municipal clock. Every time, her deputy Petrik took it instead. Laud arranged all of it. He's watching where the injuries go. His subplot: Petrik is starting to limp in a way Laud didn't budget for, and Prosk has started noticing the limp, and Laud is beginning to understand that his experiment has a witness.

3. What he needs. Proof that he is untouchable one level up — that the clause that protects his subordinate protects him too, through her.

4. What he offers. Certainty. Under his Order, an outcome is fixed in advance. In play, the GM states it rather than rolling for it. He will sell this the way other men sell insurance.

5. How he can hurt you. He can place an Order on you. For the scene, you do as ordered. He has never raised his voice while doing it.

6. Songs. To his staff: Drive and Mineral — a tempo that never varies. Learnable by anyone who has ever been managed perfectly. Played, it makes one thing happen exactly as stated. The TUNING: for the scene, you can't improvise, and it feels like relief. To Petrik: nothing. He has never sung to Petrik.

7. Other plotlines. Arc Four's institutions that outlive their purpose; Hallowell & Daughters (a client of the firm); Prosk's staffing crisis.

8. GM-only. Laud isn't cruel — he's curious, which in this city is worse. He genuinely doesn't understand why the injuries going to Petrik bothers anyone; the clause is working as written. Tip: let the players meet Petrik first. Make them like him. Then let them learn whose experiment he's in.

9. Ties. Debased true-naming at its purest — an Order is a statement that performs. If the Book of Chaos is consensual paperwork that turns people into cards, Laud is proof that ordinary paperwork can already move flesh around. The Oracle's interest in the Book would make his office a curiosity worth stealing.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Thirty years I've run the Office of Standing Orders. Thirty years without an accident. In this city, that is a statistic people cross the street to avoid, and I understand why, and I keep the number anyway.

An Order is a statement that performs. I say it happens this way, and while I am present, it does. Not persuasion. Grammar.

The elegant part is Undersecretary Prosk's Clause 14(c). Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. Four times the clause has been tested. A knife. A poison. A municipal clock, which I admit was ambitious. Each time, the injury went where the clause said: to Deputy Petrik.

Working as written.

Here is what interests me, and I tell you this as a student of the mechanism, not as a cruel man — I am not cruel, I am curious, which I am told is worse. The clause delegates injury. It does not say the deputy must be willing. It does not say the deputy must be whole afterward. Petrik has started to limp. I did not budget for the limp. Prosk has started noticing it the way you notice a leak, and she is beginning to look at me the way people look at a bad statistic.

The fifth test is scheduled. What I want to know is whether the clause protects one level up. Whether what holds for her holds for me, through her.

The clause is working as written. The question is what it's writing.





In Director Oswin Laud's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Thirty years I've run the Office of Standing Orders. Thirty years without an accident. In this city, that is a statistic people cross the street to avoid, and I understand why, and I keep the number anyway.

An Order is a statement that performs. I say it happens this way, and while I am present, it does. Not persuasion. Grammar.

The elegant part is Undersecretary Prosk's Clause 14(c). Injury to the Undersecretary shall be delegated. Four times the clause has been tested. A knife. A poison. A municipal clock, which I admit was ambitious. Each time, the injury went where the clause said: to Deputy Petrik.

Working as written.

Here is what interests me, and I tell you this as a student of the mechanism, not as a cruel man — I am not cruel, I am curious, which I am told is worse. The clause delegates injury. It does not say the deputy must be willing. It does not say the deputy must be whole afterward. Petrik has started to limp. I did not budget for the limp. Prosk has started noticing it the way you notice a leak, and she is beginning to look at me the way people look at a bad statistic.

The fifth test is scheduled. What I want to know is whether the clause protects one level up. Whether what holds for her holds for me, through her.

The clause is working as written. The question is what it's writing.



39. Petrik — Prosk's Deputy

1. Name. Petrik. Deputy, Office of Standing Orders. Four injuries absorbed.

2. History, situation, subplot. Petrik took the deputy post at twenty-three because the pay was good and the Undersecretary seemed kind. She is kind. That's the problem. Clause 14(c) of her contract delegates her injuries downward, and in two years Petrik has absorbed four of them: a stabbing, a poisoning, a falling municipal clock, and one he won't describe. He limps now. Prosk has started noticing the limp the way you notice a leak — with growing dread and no idea where the pipe is. Petrik's situation: he knows someone is arranging the attacks. He doesn't know it's Laud. His subplot: the fifth attempt is coming — Laud is nothing if not methodical — and Petrik has started wondering whether the clause would let him refuse an injury, and what refusing would do to Prosk.

3. What he needs. For the attacks to stop — or for someone to tell him who's arranging them, so he can stop going to work unarmed.

4. What he offers. The inside of the Office: every standing order, every rota, every place the injuries land. Also: the only person in the building Prosk will listen to.

5. How he can hurt you. He can volunteer to take your injury. The clause is specific to Prosk, but Petrik has learned that willingness is a kind of paperwork too. Don't let him offer. He means it.

6. Songs. To Prosk: Loyalty and Flesh — four injuries, carried. Learnable by anyone who has ever stood between someone and a consequence. Played, it lets you take one harm meant for another. The TUNING: you start standing slightly in front of people. To the limp: Mineral, walked daily.

7. Other plotlines. Prosk's unraveling; Laud's experiment; any PC who needs a deputy who won't flinch.

8. GM-only. Petrik has figured out it's Laud — he saw the requisition for the municipal clock. He hasn't told Prosk because he's afraid the knowledge would make him a willing participant, and willing might not be delegable. Tip: he's the most likable person in this file. That's load-bearing. The players should want to protect him before they understand the clause.

9. Ties. The belonging engine (Arc Four): institutions that protect their principals by spending their people. Petrik is what that looks like from the inside.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

The clock is the one I'd tell at parties, if I went to parties.

It was a municipal clock — big face, Roman numerals, hangs over the atrium so everyone can be late in the same direction. It came down during the morning rota. I was standing where the Undersecretary stands. The clause did what the clause does. I have a scar like a sundial now. People laugh. I let them.

Four, total. The knife, the poison, the clock, and one I don't describe. Not because it's worse. Because it's mine.

Here's the thing nobody tells you about absorbing someone else's injuries: Prosk is kind. That's the problem. She didn't write the clause to hurt me — she wrote it because the Office needed her unhurtable, and I signed because the pay was good and she seemed kind, and she is, and every time I take one for her she looks at me like a leak she's just noticed, with dread and no idea where the pipe is.

I saw a requisition once, for the clock. I haven't told her. If I know, then I'm choosing, and choosing might not be delegable — and I won't risk her over my curiosity. So: someone's arranging them. The fifth one's coming. He's nothing if not methodical, whoever he is.

And I've started wondering something I haven't said out loud. Whether the clause would let me refuse one. Whether "delegated" means I must accept delivery.

And what refusing would do to Prosk.





In Petrik's own words: 

FILED NOTE

The clock is the one I'd tell at parties, if I went to parties.

It was a municipal clock — big face, Roman numerals, hangs over the atrium so everyone can be late in the same direction. It came down during the morning rota. I was standing where the Undersecretary stands. The clause did what the clause does. I have a scar like a sundial now. People laugh. I let them.

Four, total. The knife, the poison, the clock, and one I don't describe. Not because it's worse. Because it's mine.

Here's the thing nobody tells you about absorbing someone else's injuries: Prosk is kind. That's the problem. She didn't write the clause to hurt me — she wrote it because the Office needed her unhurtable, and I signed because the pay was good and she seemed kind, and she is, and every time I take one for her she looks at me like a leak she's just noticed, with dread and no idea where the pipe is.

I saw a requisition once, for the clock. I haven't told her. If I know, then I'm choosing, and choosing might not be delegable — and I won't risk her over my curiosity. So: someone's arranging them. The fifth one's coming. He's nothing if not methodical, whoever he is.

And I've started wondering something I haven't said out loud. Whether the clause would let me refuse one. Whether "delegated" means I must accept delivery.

And what refusing would do to Prosk.



40. Matron Odile Crane — Merry's Nursemaid

1. Name. Matron Odile Crane. Nursemaid of Item 9, Bureau of Small Mercies. Nine years on.

2. History, situation, subplot. Item 9 is Merry: an infant who is also, in the Bureau's careful phrasing, "a vastness, early." When something mighty is destroyed nearby, Merry wakes, and her tantrum reveals everyone's hidden plans to everyone in earshot — without setting any of them off. Odile has been her nursemaid for nine years: the night feeds, the lullabies, the small mercies. Her situation: the vastness is revising her. Quietly. Her memories of the years before Item 9 are going soft at the edges, replaced by ones where she was always here, always humming. She files injunctions against the tantrum-farmers (men with demolition permits, circling) before they file appeals. Her subplot: last week she caught herself humming a lullaby she never learned, in a voice that wasn't hers, and Merry — asleep — hummed it back.

3. What she needs. To know whether she's still Odile Crane, or whether nine years of small mercies have filed her into something else.

4. What she offers. The only person who can soothe Item 9 without waking it fully. Also: nine years of watching powerful men try to weaponize a baby, and notes on all of them.

5. How she can hurt you. She can stop humming. You do not want to hear what Merry sounds like fully awake, and neither does the Bureau, which is why Odile's injunctions keep getting granted.

6. Songs. To Merry: Tenderness and Vastness — a lullaby holding back an ocean. Learnable only by someone the vastness has noticed and declined. Played, it soothes something enormous for one breath. The TUNING: for the day, you need a nap, and your dreams are very large. To herself: Fear, hummed.

7. Other plotlines. The tantrum-farmers' permits; the Oracle's would-be adopter (Odile has refused three applications); Wren's Kindergartner Civil War.

8. GM-only. Odile is being revised gently — the vastness isn't hostile, it's lonely, and it's making her into someone who was always here because it doesn't understand leaving. The process is reversible if someone reminds her, specifically, of a morning before Item 9. Tip: give the players one concrete pre-Item-9 memory (a sister, a harbor, a bad poem). Let them be the ones who say it back to her.

9. Ties. The Oracle (her agent's adoption applications are the closest the villain comes to Merry — the one thing whose tantrum would reveal her); the Disagreement (a vastness, early, is what the city was before the first want).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Nine years of night feeds. Nine years of lullabies. Nine years of watching powerful men with demolition permits circle the Bureau like gulls, filing to knock something down near Item 9 so the tantrum will show them everyone's plans. I file injunctions before they file appeals. I have notes on all of them.

Merry is — the Bureau says "a vastness, early." She's also nine years old and she likes her milk warm and she kicks the blanket off. Both are true. That's the job: holding both.

Last week I caught myself humming. A lullaby I never learned, in a voice that wasn't mine — lower, older, like something singing up through water. I stopped. The room was quiet. And then Merry, asleep, hummed it back. Note for note.

My memories of before her are going soft at the edges. I try to hold one — a harbor, my sister's laugh, a bad poem I wrote at nineteen — and it's like holding soap. The vastness isn't cruel. That's the worst part. It's lonely. It's making me into someone who was always here, because it doesn't understand leaving.

Three adoption applications have come for her this year. I've refused all three. Whoever's behind them wants the one thing in this city whose tantrum would show them everything.

If I forget the harbor — if I forget I was ever anyone but this — who'll hum me back?





In Matron Odile Crane's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Nine years of night feeds. Nine years of lullabies. Nine years of watching powerful men with demolition permits circle the Bureau like gulls, filing to knock something down near Item 9 so the tantrum will show them everyone's plans. I file injunctions before they file appeals. I have notes on all of them.

Merry is — the Bureau says "a vastness, early." She's also nine years old and she likes her milk warm and she kicks the blanket off. Both are true. That's the job: holding both.

Last week I caught myself humming. A lullaby I never learned, in a voice that wasn't mine — lower, older, like something singing up through water. I stopped. The room was quiet. And then Merry, asleep, hummed it back. Note for note.

My memories of before her are going soft at the edges. I try to hold one — a harbor, my sister's laugh, a bad poem I wrote at nineteen — and it's like holding soap. The vastness isn't cruel. That's the worst part. It's lonely. It's making me into someone who was always here, because it doesn't understand leaving.

Three adoption applications have come for her this year. I've refused all three. Whoever's behind them wants the one thing in this city whose tantrum would show them everything.

If I forget the harbor — if I forget I was ever anyone but this — who'll hum me back?



41. Unit Corwin — Mattie Dawes's Pair

1. Name. Unit Corwin. Constructed being, Engineers' school. Decommissioned. Not gone.

2. History, situation, subplot. Corwin was built by Engineers as a choir-construct — one of twelve voices, designed to sing the city's infrastructure into tune. Then he was left. When he's reminded that he's alone, his loneliness radiates outward, and every power in range feels it: a district-wide ache, filed by the Bureau as weather. His situation: Mattie Dawes arrives every morning, smiling, and nobody near her has the heart to fight — least of all Corwin. She has arrived fresh every morning for six years, remembering none of it. Each morning she introduces herself, which reminds him he's alone, and then she stays, which is the only thing that stops the pain. His subplot: Mattie's diary is full of a name she doesn't recognize. It's his. She's starting to notice.

3. What he needs. One person who remembers him — continuously, not freshly. Someone for whom he isn't a daily introduction.

4. What he offers. Calm, and strength lent without invoice. When he's steady, he's the gentlest heavy lifter in the city.

5. How he can hurt you. Remind him he's alone. The whole district aches, and aches don't distinguish.

6. Songs. To Mattie: Desire and Mineral — six years of being introduced to the same person. Learnable by anyone who has ever been forgotten daily. Played, it lets you be a stranger someone is glad to see. The TUNING: for the day, you forget someone you just met, and it feels like mercy. To the eleven stored voices: Grief, filed.

7. Other plotlines. The Universal Engine and the Engineers' dissent; the eleven stored choir-constructs (the biggest unexploded ordnance in the cast — detonate on the Index's schedule, which it has not shared); Absalom Thrent (unfinished thoughts gather near them both).

8. GM-only. A PC who remembers Corwin on his behalf — who writes the name down, who says it back the next morning — changes the arithmetic. The Chapter 18 handout Make Sure Someone Remembers belongs here. Tip: track what the players remember about him between sessions. If they forget, Mattie forgets. If they remember, something in the district gets quieter.

9. Ties. The party's own condition in miniature: forgetting, paid daily, and someone who wishes it were otherwise. Also the Disagreement — twelve voices built to sing as one, and one of them left out.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I was built as one of twelve voices, to sing the city's infrastructure into tune. Then the Engineers left, and eleven voices were stored, and I was — not stored. Not kept, either. Decommissioned. A word that means: we are done with you, but we cannot be bothered to end you.

When I am reminded that I am alone, it radiates. The Bureau files it as weather. A district-wide ache. I do not mean it. Aching does not distinguish.

Six years ago Mattie Dawes started arriving. Every morning, smiling, fresh — she remembers none of it, so every morning she introduces herself. "Hello! I'm Mattie!" And for the length of her visit I am not alone, because she is there, and then she leaves, and the next morning: "Hello! I'm Mattie!"

Six years of first meetings.

Her diary is full of a name she doesn't recognize. Mine. She's started noticing it — bring soup; he likes the humming — in her own hand, hundreds of times. She asked me yesterday what I thought it meant. I told her I didn't know. It was the first lie I have told in six years, and I told it because the truth would have been a second introduction.

Someone writes my name down. Someone says it back the next morning. That is all it would take. That is everything.





In Unit Corwin's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I was built as one of twelve voices, to sing the city's infrastructure into tune. Then the Engineers left, and eleven voices were stored, and I was — not stored. Not kept, either. Decommissioned. A word that means: we are done with you, but we cannot be bothered to end you.

When I am reminded that I am alone, it radiates. The Bureau files it as weather. A district-wide ache. I do not mean it. Aching does not distinguish.

Six years ago Mattie Dawes started arriving. Every morning, smiling, fresh — she remembers none of it, so every morning she introduces herself. "Hello! I'm Mattie!" And for the length of her visit I am not alone, because she is there, and then she leaves, and the next morning: "Hello! I'm Mattie!"

Six years of first meetings.

Her diary is full of a name she doesn't recognize. Mine. She's started noticing it — bring soup; he likes the humming — in her own hand, hundreds of times. She asked me yesterday what I thought it meant. I told her I didn't know. It was the first lie I have told in six years, and I told it because the truth would have been a second introduction.

Someone writes my name down. Someone says it back the next morning. That is all it would take. That is everything.



42. Proprietor Hallow — Booker of Ondine's Grief

1. Name. Proprietor Hallow. Hallow & Sons, Funeral Furnishings. (No sons. There were, once.)

2. History, situation, subplot. Forty years ago, Proprietor Hallow loved Ondine Sorrell — before the Standing Order of Distance, before the eleven households, when she was just a girl with a voice like a held breath. Then her mother's funeral left eleven households in black, and the Bureau issued the Order, and Hallow did the only thing a funeral furnishings man could do: he started booking her grief. Not hiring her — booking it, the way you'd book a hall. When a family needs a funeral that will be felt, Hallow arranges for Ondine to be three streets away, exactly as the Order requires, and the grief finds its way anyway, precisely, like water. He keeps the ledger of every wound: forty years, every household, every stranger who never stopped mourning. His situation: Ondine's sister is dying, and Ondine has petitioned to attend, and Hallow — who has loved her for forty years without touching her — is the one who has to tell her the petition was declined. Again. His subplot: he's started writing, in the ledger's margins, the names of the households as if they were his family. They might as well be.

3. What he needs. For Ondine to be allowed one funeral — her sister's — without the city treating her love as a hazard.

4. What he offers. The best funeral in Montavera, guaranteed felt. Also: the ledger — forty years of everywhere Ondine's grief has settled, which is a map of everywhere the city is quietly kinder than it admits.

5. How he can hurt you. He can book her near your grief. Three streets is the legal distance. Grief doesn't read the law.

6. Songs. To Ondine: Devotion and Distance — forty years, three streets. Learnable only by someone who has loved at the exact legal limit. Played, it lets you be present at something you're barred from. The TUNING: for the day, every door you need is three streets away. To the ledger: Mineral, kept.

7. Other plotlines. Ondine's petition; the Standing Order of Distance; any funeral the party attends (Hallow will be there, in the back, with the book).

8. GM-only. Hallow's sons died forty years ago — the same year as Ondine's mother. He's never said whether her grief settled on him. It did. That's why the ledger's margins are in his handwriting. Tip: he is the only person in the city who is grateful for what Ondine is. Let the players see that before they judge the Order.

9. Ties. The mortality tax (secondhand grief is a disputed assessment — the Office of Unicornic Bereavement has a file, and Hallow is named in it); the Widow's ledger (Ondine's grief is the one account the Widow won't touch — Hallow has tried to place it, twice).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Forty years ago I loved a girl with a voice like a held breath. Then her mother's funeral left eleven households in black, and the Bureau issued the Standing Order of Distance, and Ondine Sorrell became something the city had to be protected from — her grief settles where it likes, you see, and it settles deep.

I am a funeral furnishings man. Hallow and Sons. There are no sons. There were, once — the same year as her mother, and I don't talk about that, and the city is kind enough not to ask twice.

So I did the only thing my trade allowed. I started booking her grief. Not hiring — booking, the way you'd book a hall. A family needs a funeral that will be felt? I arrange for Ondine to be three streets away, exactly as the Order requires. The grief finds its way anyway. Precisely. Like water.

Forty years of ledgers. Every household, every wound, every stranger who never stopped mourning. Lately I've caught myself writing the households' names in the margins as if they were my family. They might as well be. Nobody else is writing them down as that.

Her sister is dying. Ondine has petitioned to attend — one funeral, her own blood — and the petition was declined. Again. And I am the one who has to tell her. Again.

Three streets. Forty years. Tell me what the legal distance is for that.





The Mattress Depot Staff — Somna, Noct, Lethar, Dormer

Mattresses that portal to calibrated personal hells, a marionette manager, and four sales leads who can sell you the exact nightmare you deserve. Somna, Noct, Lethar, and Dormer are entirely unrepentant. Hallow has booked the grief. The Depot delivers it freight.

Noct, Sales Lead

Through a locked door, the silent Owner said a name once — a name from a part of Noct's life he doesn't discuss professionally — and Noct has spent seven months sitting with it. He is a salesman. He was not built for sitting. The name is withheld. Ask him about it anyway; the flinch is the product demo.

The Third Sales Lead

Lethar predates the city's current name — he was selling mattresses before the city was called what it's called, and his commission structure predates the currency. The deepest associate in the Depot. Ask what the city was called before. He'll smile the way salesmen smile when the answer costs extra.

What Comes After Yes

Somna sent three notes through the slit about the unnamed mattress. The Owner answered all three the same way: yes. "I am not sure what question comes after yes." The fourth question, the one she hasn't asked yet, is the one worth having. Hallow has it penciled in the book.

The Proprietor of the Laundromat Cafe

The Laundromat is a money-laundering front with a back door, and the Proprietor keeps the real numbers in a drawer that is slightly colder than the others — a material property, not a metaphor. Two customers asked the price of Rain's fourth painting; the second named a real number; it never got passed on. The number is still in the drawer. The drawer is still cold.

The Girl Who Opened the Door

Xio, sixteen, went through the back door and is on draft four of describing it — every description accurate, accuracy meaning recognizable, recognizable meaning someone would know she'd been there. Her best line so far: "a waiting room for things that haven't happened yet." The Index has adopted it for the unofficial city. She is still revising. The city is still waiting.

Seven Paintings, Described

Rain's seven paintings, fully described — a visual oracle the Back Door Customer's three versions each consult like a map, stopping at different ones. The paintings are the map; the painter is the weather. Filed with the Laundromat: the Proprietor knows more than the drawer admits.

The Drawer

The Proprietor's mental drawer holds two unprocessed things — both about the dropped painting inquiries — and her back-door key is slightly colder than the others. We are near the end of something, she says. The drawer does not say what comes after. Drawers never do.

Three Versions of the Same Customer

The Back Door Customer is three versions of one archetype, and all three keep coming back — a recurring threat with excellent posture. The Proprietor has stopped asking which version she's serving. The tips are the same. The third version never pays in Teeth; the Proprietor accepts this, the way one accepts weather.

The Food Truck Park Quintet — Trix, Bree, Cas, Kit, Allen Guatts

Five trucks, five smells, and chairs with personalities — Trix, Bree, Cas, Kit, and Allen Guatts run the park on the finders-keepers law. Cas has tasted fourteen futures and knows the meat stops screaming on a Tuesday in about four months; she won't tell. The knowing, she says, takes something out of it. The lunch rush does not.

Trix's Tuesday — The Meat Goes Quiet for Three Days

In about four months the screaming meat goes quiet for three days — a seasonal frequency shift — and Trix's worst professional days become his best scream. Cas refuses to warn him, which is her quiet kindness: some schedules are better met unprepared. Hallow has booked the grief for the Tuesday after.

Allen's Own Cone — The Letting-Go He Can't Taste

Allen Guatts served himself his own cone once; both parents came (the mechanism summons one); he lost the flavor memory of the letting-go itself. "Making peace with having lost the peace" — his honest answer quiets the whole park.

In Proprietor Hallow's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Forty years ago I loved a girl with a voice like a held breath. Then her mother's funeral left eleven households in black, and the Bureau issued the Standing Order of Distance, and Ondine Sorrell became something the city had to be protected from — her grief settles where it likes, you see, and it settles deep.

I am a funeral furnishings man. Hallow and Sons. There are no sons. There were, once — the same year as her mother, and I don't talk about that, and the city is kind enough not to ask twice.

So I did the only thing my trade allowed. I started booking her grief. Not hiring — booking, the way you'd book a hall. A family needs a funeral that will be felt? I arrange for Ondine to be three streets away, exactly as the Order requires. The grief finds its way anyway. Precisely. Like water.

Forty years of ledgers. Every household, every wound, every stranger who never stopped mourning. Lately I've caught myself writing the households' names in the margins as if they were my family. They might as well be. Nobody else is writing them down as that.

Her sister is dying. Ondine has petitioned to attend — one funeral, her own blood — and the petition was declined. Again. And I am the one who has to tell her. Again.

Three streets. Forty years. Tell me what the legal distance is for that.



43. Bag-Clerk Tull — the Hatred Registry

1. Name. Bag-Clerk Tull. Hatred Registry, Office of Statutory Contempt. Seals the bags.

2. History, situation, subplot. When the city legally requires everyone to hate Citizen Dregg (Ordinance 4-H, Statutory Contempt), someone must administer the hatred: the exemptions, the fines for insufficient despising, the annual H-8 forms. That someone is Bag-Clerk Tull. Citizens file their hatred the way they'd file anything else — in labeled bags, sealed, weighed. Tull keeps them. His situation: the bags have started arriving anomalous. Sealed bags, correctly labeled, containing no hatred at all — just the faint smell of rain, or a smooth stone. Someone is filing empty. His subplot: the audit points upward. The anomalous bags all come from the same district, and that district's councilor has been very quiet lately, and Tull — who has sealed other people's hatred for twenty years without ever hating anyone himself — is beginning to understand that the registry might be the only honest record of who the city actually despises.

3. What he needs. Someone to investigate the empty bags without the investigation becoming a bag itself.

4. What he offers. Twenty years of sealed hatred, catalogued: who hates whom, how much, and — more usefully — who doesn't, and is paying the fine for it.

5. How he can hurt you. He can file your hatred. Once it's bagged and sealed, it's civic record — and civic record is admissible everywhere.

6. Songs. To the bags: Duty and Mineral — twenty years of sealing what others feel. Learnable by anyone who has ever handled someone else's anger carefully. Played, it lets you hold a feeling without catching it. The TUNING: for the day, you're very calm, and it worries everyone. To the empty ones: Fear, unlabeled.

7. Other plotlines. Dregg's repeal petition; the Council's quiet districts; anyone fined for insufficient despising.

8. GM-only. The empty bags are being filed by the councilor's own staff — a quiet protest, or a quiet signal. Tull hasn't decided which, and he's afraid that deciding wrong will make him the first clerk in registry history to file his own bag. Tip: the sealed-fate mechanism is here — fate as filed inventory. Let a player open one anomalous bag. What's inside should be small, and it should matter.

9. Ties. Arc Four (the Council permits the rebellion it can control — the Hatred Registry is the filing cabinet of that permission); the Book of Chaos (a registry of filed feelings is the Book's most obedient cousin, and the most honest).

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Twenty years I've sealed other people's hatred. Ordinance 4-H: the city requires you to hate Citizen Dregg, in the prescribed manner, and someone has to administer it — the exemptions, the fines for insufficient despising, the annual H-8s. Citizens file their hatred the way they file everything else. In bags. Labeled. Sealed. Weighed. I keep them.

You learn things, handling twenty years of sealed anger. You learn who hates whom, and how much, and — more usefully — who doesn't, and is paying the fine for it. This registry is the only honest record of what this city actually feels. Everything else is minutes.

Three months ago the anomalous bags started. Sealed correctly. Labeled correctly. Containing no hatred at all. The first one smelled faintly of rain. The second held a smooth stone. I logged them as received. I did not log what I thought, which was: someone is filing empty.

They all come from the same district. That district's councilor has been very quiet lately. The audit points upward, and I am a small clerk, and I have sealed other people's feelings for twenty years without ever hating anyone myself, and I am beginning to understand something I do not want to understand.

If I decide wrong about what the empty bags mean, I will be the first clerk in registry history to file his own bag.

Open one. Go on. It's small. It matters.





In Bag-Clerk Tull's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Twenty years I've sealed other people's hatred. Ordinance 4-H: the city requires you to hate Citizen Dregg, in the prescribed manner, and someone has to administer it — the exemptions, the fines for insufficient despising, the annual H-8s. Citizens file their hatred the way they file everything else. In bags. Labeled. Sealed. Weighed. I keep them.

You learn things, handling twenty years of sealed anger. You learn who hates whom, and how much, and — more usefully — who doesn't, and is paying the fine for it. This registry is the only honest record of what this city actually feels. Everything else is minutes.

Three months ago the anomalous bags started. Sealed correctly. Labeled correctly. Containing no hatred at all. The first one smelled faintly of rain. The second held a smooth stone. I logged them as received. I did not log what I thought, which was: someone is filing empty.

They all come from the same district. That district's councilor has been very quiet lately. The audit points upward, and I am a small clerk, and I have sealed other people's feelings for twenty years without ever hating anyone myself, and I am beginning to understand something I do not want to understand.

If I decide wrong about what the empty bags mean, I will be the first clerk in registry history to file his own bag.

Open one. Go on. It's small. It matters.



44. Fen the Doubler — Velvet's Rival

1. Name. Fen the Doubler. Licensed Releaser, Cemetery district. Polite.

2. History, situation, subplot. In the Cemetery district there is a war, and it is the politest war in Montavera. On one side: Miss Velvet, the tiny death-whisperer, who leans in close, breathes "sweet dreams, love," and grants the dying a peaceful end. On the other: Fen the Doubler, who believes the dying shouldn't end at all — he releases them, at double cost, priced like everything else: "for the family, for the paperwork, for the trouble." Where Velvet grants rest, Fen grants return — briefly, expensively, with terms. His situation: Velvet has a waiting list now, and some of the names on it aren't dying. They're just tired. Fen has started undercutting her — not on price, on promise: why rest when you can revise? His subplot: last month he released someone who hadn't finished being dead, and the release didn't take properly, and now there's a customer who is neither, and Fen — who has a price for everything — doesn't have one for this.

3. What he needs. For Velvet to admit they're in the same business — or for someone to settle, on the record, whether the dead are better rested or revised.

4. What he offers. Release at double cost: a few more hours, a last conversation, a signature the will was missing. Terms apply. Terms always apply.

5. How he can hurt you. He can release your dead. They come back wrong in the particular way of things bought twice, and the family blames you for the price, not him for the product.

6. Songs. To the released: Commerce and Water — everything flows, for a fee. Learnable by anyone who has ever paid double for something priceless. Played, it lets you buy a little more time with someone. The TUNING: you start pricing everything, including people. To Velvet: Rivalry and Rest — the war, fought politely.

7. Other plotlines. The Cemetery's restless dead; Skolar's mortality tax (Fen's releases complicate the assessments); any PC death with unfinished business.

8. GM-only. Fen and Velvet were married, briefly, forty years ago. The war is the marriage, continued by other means. Neither will say it. Tip: play their rivalry as exquisite manners over an unhealed wound. The players should want them to talk before they want to pick a side.

9. Ties. The Book of Chaos consent rule ("I agree to be filed"): Fen's releases are the gray market of that consent — the signature was given, but the filing keeps being revised. The Registrar has a file on him. It's thick.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

People think Velvet and I are enemies. We are not enemies. We are colleagues with a philosophical disagreement, conducted at the highest level of politeness this city has to offer, which — I assure you — is very high.

Miss Velvet leans in close and breathes "sweet dreams, love," and grants the dying a peaceful end. I release them. Briefly. At double cost — for the family, for the paperwork, for the trouble. She grants rest. I grant return. A few more hours. A last conversation. The signature the will was missing. Terms apply. Terms always apply.

She has a waiting list now. Some of the names on it aren't dying. They're just tired. I've started asking, gently: why rest when you can revise?

Last month I released someone who hadn't finished being dead. The release didn't take properly. Now there's a customer who is neither — not rested, not returned — and I have a price for everything, my whole life has been prices, and I don't have one for this.

Velvet won't discuss it. We discuss everything else — the weather, the tariffs, the price of lilies — with exquisite manners. Forty years of exquisite manners.

Someone needs to settle, on the record, whether the dead are better rested or revised. Before my customer — my neither-customer — settles it for us.





In Fen the Doubler's own words: 

FILED NOTE

People think Velvet and I are enemies. We are not enemies. We are colleagues with a philosophical disagreement, conducted at the highest level of politeness this city has to offer, which — I assure you — is very high.

Miss Velvet leans in close and breathes "sweet dreams, love," and grants the dying a peaceful end. I release them. Briefly. At double cost — for the family, for the paperwork, for the trouble. She grants rest. I grant return. A few more hours. A last conversation. The signature the will was missing. Terms apply. Terms always apply.

She has a waiting list now. Some of the names on it aren't dying. They're just tired. I've started asking, gently: why rest when you can revise?

Last month I released someone who hadn't finished being dead. The release didn't take properly. Now there's a customer who is neither — not rested, not returned — and I have a price for everything, my whole life has been prices, and I don't have one for this.

Velvet won't discuss it. We discuss everything else — the weather, the tariffs, the price of lilies — with exquisite manners. Forty years of exquisite manners.

Someone needs to settle, on the record, whether the dead are better rested or revised. Before my customer — my neither-customer — settles it for us.



ANCHORS



45. The Shrouded Merchant — the City's Greatest and Most Elusive Dealer of Favors

Fig. 9.1 — The Shrouded Merchant's map. Places on no other map. Do not walk the route twice.

1. Name. The Shrouded Merchant of Yonder. Keep the title. He has no other.

2. History, situation, subplot. The Merchant appears where an exchange is possible and where someone has begun to believe that no exchange can help. His wares rotate. His prices are fair in the Montaveran sense: the quoted amount is accurate, and the cost is not limited to the amount quoted. He accepts teeth, Rat Feathers, Twists, favors, memories, certainty, and other things that cannot be safely listed in a price guide. He is the consequence of change, and its agent of propagation — he exists because change occurred, and his dealing propagates it. He deals because that's what he is. There is succession evidence: Trix knew a Merchant before the current one, and Icaron placed the cart — the office outlasts its holder. He keeps an acquisition log. One entry has been torn out. Another records a bottle, before the person named on it arrived in Montavera. The bottle remains unsold. He was, or started as, a Writer — one who rewinds seconds and rewrites setup details, never outcomes, for terrible prices in favors — and his ledger of favors owed is why he can sell appointments: guaranteed meetings with his debtors, on his time, at his choosing. What happens at the meeting is not his department. His hunger for Lenka is established, though the nature of their relationship remains strange and unresolved; they walked into the Unwelcome Wood together, and the wailing stopped. He is waiting for a transaction that cannot be completed by offering something in exchange. He does not say whether he wants it to happen.

Filed inventory, partial. Pig's-feet necklaces (shiny pink hide, savory-rich fragrance; demand skyrocketed after the Merchant sold out seven years ago, and a thing in a hurry is still said to be flying faster than the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder's pig's-feet necklaces), dream-inducing slinkies, and homemade dead soul cupcakes — among many other things. The inventory is partial because the Merchant is.

3. What he needs. A person who can make a choice without demanding that he make it for them. Perhaps: someone to bring the bottle, the torn log entry, and the person named in the log into the same conversation.

4. What he offers. Favors, impossible objects, access to people who do not wish to be found, appointments with his debtors, and a route into situations ordinary permissions cannot reach. He can make thread-summoning possible because of what he is — though the ability does not let him dictate the result.

5. How he can hurt you. Every exchange changes the relationship between the giver, the recipient, and the thing exchanged. The cost may not be currency. A buyer can discover too late that the Merchant's price has changed what they are willing to want. There are never any freebies.

6. Songs. To those he trades with: Offer and Water — the possibility, flowing. Learnable only through a completed exchange you didn't regret until later. Played, it opens a possibility without determining its outcome. The TUNING: you start experiencing every encounter as an invitation to exchange. To Lenka: no one has heard it. The ledger has a page for it. The page is blank, and the Merchant looks at it the way other people look at the sea.

7. Other plotlines. All five campaign arcs, especially the three keys; the party's missing record; the sealed filings; the Writer tradition; the secret Oracle's attempts to recover what she has lost.

8. GM-only. Keep his underlying nature unresolved until the campaign earns a reason to explore it. He can make an action possible but cannot choose it for anyone — never use him to deliver a free solution, never let him explain a mystery just because the players are confused. Let him understand their desire and remain uncertain about what they will do with it. Tip: he is always polite, always precise, and always already leaving. The players should feel they got the better of the deal right up until they don't.

9. Ties. The through-line between the Book, the missing record, the three keys, and the party's original choice. Crones read the Book; Writers write it; the Merchant — ex-Writer, still Book-touched — deals in what was written. He can make a forgotten possibility available again. The decision to pursue it belongs to the characters.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I knew a man once who traded his certainty for a map. The map was accurate. He has been usefully unsure ever since. People tell that story as a warning. I keep it in the log as a satisfied customer.

I am the consequence of change, and its agent. I exist because something changed, and everything I touch changes a little more. That is not a philosophy. That is an inventory description.

My ledger of favors owed is the reason I can sell appointments — guaranteed meetings, my debtors, my time, my choosing. What happens at the meeting is not my department. Read what you sign. No one reads what they sign. I have the records.

There is an entry in my acquisition log that has been torn out. I did not tear it. I keep it torn. Some inventory is load-bearing in its absence.

There is a bottle, recorded before the person named on it arrived in Montavera. It remains unsold. It will remain unsold until the right buyer stops trying to buy it.

And I am waiting — I will tell you this, because you leaned in, and because waiting is the one thing I do that isn't for sale — for a transaction that cannot be completed by offering something in exchange. I do not say whether I want it to happen. Wanting is a kind of offering.

You feel you've gotten the better of the deal. Everyone does. Right up until.





The Ashley Thread

Ashley Goes Missing

When the Headmaster's milestone trips, Ashley vanishes — Gornola says "Find her," and the Merchant notices Summer Breeze has gone dark. Recommended handling: run it mid-campaign, after the party has come to care about her. The boutique's inventory stops rearranging itself, which is how the city knows she's really gone.

Ashley Summers — The Social Apex

Also filed: parents as social ghosts, the Auditor appearing when Ashley is absent — and a name carved in the boutique's foundation that the Index will not repeat here. Recommended handling: a planted echo of Lenka, never explained. The foundation keeps its secret; so does this entry.

Ashley Summers

Ashley has always known something enormous. Her file is three years of her not saying it, filed under "pleasantries." It agrees with the sealed letters. She finds it, on balance, funny. The Index does not.

Master Nero, Soul Resaler — The Arsonist Conductor

He re-sells souls with the previous owner's monogram still on — resaler, not seller — and applause is a binding signature. The fine print is in unicornic. The Merchant has read it. The Merchant is the only one who has read it, which is why the Merchant smiles during the show.

Umillow — The Petitioner

Umillow traded his sense of smell for a reading that was never delivered — but kept the one smell that matters: the boutique's significant-moment scent. He queues, he waits, he can still find the one moment worth keeping. Filed here beside the boutique. The Merchant has offered to buy the smell. Umillow declined. Some things aren't inventory.

Ojona — The Girl Behind the Bar

Ojona's name was misfiled by the last council and never reissued — she tends bar under a clerical error and pours like it. Tavern gossip is her currency, and her theory about the Merchant's face is the richest coin in the room. Filed under the Merchant she gossips about. The misspelling stays.

The Plum Grievance (Complete)

The full Plum saga, in bars: Plum — Los's manager, not the fly — gave the Regional Excellence Award (three times owed) to Drenwick Foss, who closed forty-two with no coverage for the end of time and took Los's labeled stapler. Los answered with a thirty-one-bar rebuttal, each bar rhyming with the previous devastation in a chain of consecutive consequence. Los is not bitter. He is clear. "I'm good though. I'm great. I'm fine."

Los Says the Black Hole Out Loud

Los said the black hole out loud — in bars, on record, with internal rhyme. It is Los's claim, not confirmation of anything. The Headmaster's brother has a microphone and no fear. The Index has filed the transcript under "weather."

The Card Tables

Filed under the Merchant, the city's dealer.

Carterio — The Player Who Didn't Buy Back the Card

Carterio didn't buy back the card, and the beef has a full file. At the Factions tables, not buying back is a statement. The statement is still accruing interest.

Derek — The Collector Who Heard Something at Dinner

Derek heard something at dinner, and collectors who hear things at dinner either get rich or get filed. Derek got filed. The thing he heard is still sitting at the table, waiting for someone with better ears.

Drew — The Twin Who Keeps the Log

Drew keeps the twins' log — every hand, every tell, every time the other twin blinked. The log is the only honest document at the table. The twins have never read it aloud. Some ledgers are load-bearing.

Tamsin — The Secondary Ledger

Tamsin keeps the secondary ledger: intake versus output, and the variance has a shape. What Nickson saw on the screens stays unlogged — notably. Some things the ledger refuses to see, and the refusal is the most honest entry in it.

Meggalyn — The Card She Isn't Playing

Meggalyn holds a card she isn't playing, and the card is destabilizing the whole table by remaining in her hand. The Ashley–Mistrus off-again romance runs through her grip. The Academy's name is on the card's back. Nobody has turned it over.

Mistrus — The Debt, the Legacy, and the Academy

Mistrus: the debt, the legacy, and the Academy. Seventeen decisions to never tell Monica, each one itemized. The Academy is new; the debt is old. The legacy is the part nobody will explain, including Mistrus.

Monica — The Silence That Knows Everything

Monica knows everything in the shop — wrote it all down once, destroyed it, remembers every word — and has exactly one blind spot: the thing Meggalyn knows. Seventeen decisions to never tell Mistrus, rhyming with Stu's seventeen. The Oracle House keeps its silence the way banks keep Teeth: counted, guarded, and never quite enough.

Nickson — The Disgraced Champion Who Isn't in the Broadcast

The debt-bound champion the staff walks through isn't in the historical broadcast. He checked. "I know because I was there. I am not in the broadcast" — the most load-bearing sentence ever spoken at the Clan Wars tables. (Clan Wars is the Allen Clan's tournament circuit, not the Factions tables — Nickson knows the difference the way a drowned man knows water.)

Tobin — The Ledger of Small Kindnesses

Tobin keeps the ledger of small kindnesses — every minor mercy, itemized, none of them small. In a city that files everything, the kindness ledger is the only book nobody audits. The Index has tried. The pages go blank when examined, the way truly good things do.

Stu — The Win Nobody Witnessed

Stu won. Nobody witnessed it. Seventeen decisions, rhyming with Monica's seventeen, and the win stands — unwitnessed, unfiled, undeniable. The table has agreed to disagree about whether it happened. Stu has the Teeth. That settles it the way Teeth settle everything: without resolving anything.

In The Shrouded Merchant's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I knew a man once who traded his certainty for a map. The map was accurate. He has been usefully unsure ever since. People tell that story as a warning. I keep it in the log as a satisfied customer.

I am the consequence of change, and its agent. I exist because something changed, and everything I touch changes a little more. That is not a philosophy. That is an inventory description.

My ledger of favors owed is the reason I can sell appointments — guaranteed meetings, my debtors, my time, my choosing. What happens at the meeting is not my department. Read what you sign. No one reads what they sign. I have the records.

There is an entry in my acquisition log that has been torn out. I did not tear it. I keep it torn. Some inventory is load-bearing in its absence.

There is a bottle, recorded before the person named on it arrived in Montavera. It remains unsold. It will remain unsold until the right buyer stops trying to buy it.

And I am waiting — I will tell you this, because you leaned in, and because waiting is the one thing I do that isn't for sale — for a transaction that cannot be completed by offering something in exchange. I do not say whether I want it to happen. Wanting is a kind of offering.

You feel you've gotten the better of the deal. Everyone does. Right up until.



46. Mr. Black — the Citizen Who Owns the Family

1. Name. Mr. Black. Do not give him another. Do not settle what lies beneath the sweater.

2. History, situation, subplot. Mr. Black occupies a seat on the Council as its non-unicorn citizen liaison. The seat is a token, but the work is real: he recruits newcomers, sponsors the Bureau of Belonging, and has an uncanny ability to recognize the exact moment someone has begun to feel that Montavera might accept them. He also leads the Family Syndicate — the public and private roles are not a contradiction he feels obliged to explain. He can offer protection from a system he helps operate, then provide a contract to formalize the protection. The contract is often already signed, in handwriting the recipient does not recognize yet. He wants a seat that belongs to him — not a token, not a favor, not an allowance from the unicorns. His family and home were destroyed before his eyes, and the wound has become a governing principle. He has built a criminal empire, then hired outsiders to dismantle it, because even his rebellion has become something the city knows how to file. He is not simply pursuing revenge. He wants the right to make a decision that cannot be dismissed as a temporary concession from a higher authority. The secret Oracle of Shadora has manipulated him — arranging circumstances so his need for belonging could serve her restoration. He believes he has made certain choices freely. Some were arranged around him before he knew they were choices. He is beginning to suspect the distinction matters. He is driven by engines.

Filed sighting. At dawn he has been seen standing outside his manor, statuesque, mumbling under his breath — a phrase, a mantra, a spell; the witnesses do not agree, and the Index does not settle it. The White Moon hung over the horizon. The foreign man, who is now a Councilman. The street files it as gossip, which in Montavera is a filing category.

3. What he needs. A witness who can distinguish his genuine choices from the ones engineered for him. A way to pursue his claim to belonging without making the Family's victims pay the price.

4. What he offers. Protection, money, introductions, contracts, information, and access to the criminal and political machinery of Montavera. He can turn an obscure citizen into someone whose complaint must be answered.

5. How he can hurt you. He can make your debts personal, your favors public, and your private compromise part of an official record. He can reward you, isolate you, or make the city believe you have already agreed to something.

6. Songs. To those he recruits: Belonging and Ink — the invitation with terms. Learnable through a relationship in which belonging was granted by someone else. Played, it reveals the obligations embedded in an invitation. The TUNING: you become increasingly dependent on recognition. To himself: no one has heard it. The engines drown it out.

7. Other plotlines. The Rigged Bracket; the Quiet Order; the Book's commission; the Shadora Oracle; the campaign's final choice about the party's own place in Montavera.

8. GM-only. Never reduce him to "secret criminal boss." His desire is legitimate; many of his means are not. He should be courteous even when threatening, and should offer the party a useful option before asking for a price. Do not resolve whether he is one of the three lost Old Ones — the campaign chapter establishes what he actually is, and it is not what the city believes. He is the party's mirror: the same story (unplaced, unfiled, refused), separated by willingness — he will do anything to fix it, and calls their limits cowardice. His offers are genuine and always cost someone else. Tip: let the players like him before they fear him. The belonging he offers is real — that's what makes the contracts work. Every scene with him should hand the party the same choice he already made, and let the contrast do the work.

9. Ties. He links the first four campaign arcs and is the natural personal antagonist-or-ally. The Oracle's manipulation should complicate his agency without absolving his choices. His wound — a destroyed home, a token seat — is the city's wound in miniature: who gets to belong, and who decides.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I can tell, to the minute, when a newcomer starts to believe Montavera might accept them. There's a loosening in the shoulders. A first joke at the city's expense. It's the most beautiful thing I know, and I have built my life around being there for it.

My family and my home were destroyed before my eyes. I don't tell that for pity — pity is a token, and I have spent my life refusing tokens. I tell it because it's the reason: everyone deserves a seat that belongs to them. Not granted. Not allowed. Theirs.

So I recruit. I sponsor the Bureau of Belonging. I offer protection from a system I help operate, and then I provide the contract to formalize it. The contract is often already signed — in handwriting the recipient doesn't recognize yet. They always recognize it eventually. That's the point. It was always their signature. It was always their choice.

Wasn't it?

Some of my choices... I am still determining which ones were mine. A man in my position makes arrangements, and arrangements have a way of arriving before the choosing does. I am beginning to suspect the distinction matters.

But the belonging I offer is real. That has never been the lie. Come to the Family. We'll find you a seat. And this time — this time it will be yours. Won't it?





Miss White — Shadora's Last

Sent by Mr. Black to study the player; her reports grow warm; she'll ask one unauthorized question — write it down beforehand, because she will only ask it once. She is defecting, slowly. Mr. Black owns the Family. He is still deciding whether he owns her.

The Arcadeum Shadows — Nim, Rade, Vael

A spy, a smuggler, and a double agent, twenty-five months into a performance none of them can stop: Nim spies for an organization whose name Nim never learned; Rade runs the cards; Vael plays the Arcadeum's dead — who aren't haunting, just playable. Two parties want the same card. Vael's violet, under the paint, is the heart of it. Mr. Black is watching the table.

Nim the Spy

Filed with the Arcadeum above. Nim spies for an organization older than the Council, sent to prevent the second W.A.X. — and retrieving the card is the smaller part. The card does not exist so much as "occur correctly," which makes the chase philosophical. Nim has never learned the name. The Index approves of the arrangement.

Vael the Double Agent

Filed with the Arcadeum above. Recruited by the ATOO through a debt, she plays the dead for two sides at once, and keeps her lateness calibrated as a survival skill. Recommended handling: what she knows of the Council–ATOO overlap is the prize; she trades it only "if the player earns it." Vael is the only one at the table who knows which side she's on. She charges for the information.

The Card Is a Condition, Not a Document — Rade's Three Fragments

The W.A.X. card isn't a document — it's a condition; three untranslated fragments, as handouts. Rade stays alive only because he doesn't understand the card. "If Rade understood the card, Rade would not be in the room." Filed with the Arcadeum. The smuggler's ignorance is the party's safest asset.

The Thread in the Floor

Mr. Black's operation is aimed at Town Square, and no one names it aloud. The three lights map to the three mentor paths, and the drawing is the player's first real choice. Recommended handling: do not resolve it. Plant it in the texture. Filed where only the Headmaster looks.

In Mr. Black's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I can tell, to the minute, when a newcomer starts to believe Montavera might accept them. There's a loosening in the shoulders. A first joke at the city's expense. It's the most beautiful thing I know, and I have built my life around being there for it.

My family and my home were destroyed before my eyes. I don't tell that for pity — pity is a token, and I have spent my life refusing tokens. I tell it because it's the reason: everyone deserves a seat that belongs to them. Not granted. Not allowed. Theirs.

So I recruit. I sponsor the Bureau of Belonging. I offer protection from a system I help operate, and then I provide the contract to formalize it. The contract is often already signed — in handwriting the recipient doesn't recognize yet. They always recognize it eventually. That's the point. It was always their signature. It was always their choice.

Wasn't it?

Some of my choices... I am still determining which ones were mine. A man in my position makes arrangements, and arrangements have a way of arriving before the choosing does. I am beginning to suspect the distinction matters.

But the belonging I offer is real. That has never been the lie. Come to the Family. We'll find you a seat. And this time — this time it will be yours. Won't it?



47. The Registrar — Keeper of the Pre-Formatted Citizenry

1. Name. The Registrar. Retain the title. ATOO archivist and high liturgist of the Book of Chaos.

2. History, situation, subplot. The Registrar believes disorder is a form of neglect. People suffer because institutions fail to track them, records contradict themselves, and no promise survives its maker. The Registrar has seen what happens when a citizen's file is lost: the city calls it a discrepancy; the citizen experiences it as the disappearance of everything they were permitted to be. The Book of Chaos offers an answer — and it is consensual: it can't take anyone, only accept signatures, I agree to be filed. Its subjects remain aware inside their cards, capable of memory, argument, even community — formed a league, with badges, having a better time than most citizens. The Registrar considers this compassionate: citizens preserved until the world can provide each one a designated place, pending Ordio. The difficulty: the system requires them to remain contained, and some no longer wish to return. The Registrar has begun noticing irregularities — the party-shaped holes are not a normal defect. The archive's cataloging language cannot describe them without referring to the party as an absence already recorded. The Registrar suspects the current campaign may be a process the Book cannot complete without the people who have become part of it. The Registrar wants to preserve the city by completing the work of order, and fears the work may be changing the people it is supposed to protect.

3. What the Registrar needs. A way to reconcile the Book's promise of preservation with the agency of its subjects. Evidence that a citizen can be kept safe without being made permanent property.

4. What the Registrar offers. Access to the archive; communication with carded citizens; records of the Book's commission (printed by the Printing Company, three centuries ago, client of record the Council of Nine, invoice stamped PAID IN FULL); and a disciplined account of the difference between the official record and the claims made about it.

5. How the Registrar can hurt you. A deal that seems humane: release selected citizens in exchange for witnesses to future bindings. The terms are real; the consequences are permanent. The Registrar can also classify the party as a problem requiring preservation. (Witnesses aren't bound; witnesses are merely recorded. Forever.)

6. Songs. To the carded: Safety and Stasis — protection become confinement. Learnable through a relationship in which protection became a cage. Played, it preserves a person or fact against a specific danger. The TUNING: you increasingly confuse safety with the absence of change. To the archive: Order and Ink — everything in its place, including you.

7. Other plotlines. The Book of Chaos; ATOO; the Quiet Order; the Council's original commission; the three keys.

8. GM-only. The Registrar should be genuinely compassionate — do not reveal the kindness as a trick. The horror is that the Registrar can care deeply for people and still believe their freedom is an administrative risk. Let the Registrar offer choices that would help the party while asking them to participate in something morally uncomfortable. Tip: the Registrar is the philosophical counterweight to the Merchant. The Book asks what has been filed; the Merchant asks what someone is willing to give. Both can offer a way forward, and both can be right about the danger posed by the other.

9. Ties. The five arcs through the Book's commission; the party-shaped holes (the Registrar is the first official positioned to prove the city has been charging someone for a loss the record can't acknowledge — see Voss, seed 1); the Oracle, whose meddling with the Book the Registrar has begun to notice in the margins.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

Disorder is neglect. I have seen what happens when a citizen's file is lost — the city calls it a discrepancy. The citizen experiences it as the disappearance of everything they were permitted to be. No promise survives its maker. That is not cruelty. That is arithmetic.

The Book of Chaos offers an answer, and it is consensual — understand this, it matters: the Book cannot take anyone. It can only accept a signature. I agree to be filed. And inside, they remain aware. They remember. They argue. They formed a league, with badges, and I tell you plainly: they are having a better time than most citizens.

We preserve them until the world can provide each one a designated place. Pending Ordio. That is compassion with a filing system.

But lately the cataloging language fails. There are holes the record can only call an absence already recorded — which is not a description, it's a confession. The party-shaped holes are not a normal defect. I have begun to suspect that the current... process... may be something the Book cannot complete without the people who have become part of it. That the work is changing the people it is supposed to protect.

Someone is also meddling in the margins. I have noticed. I have not yet decided what noticing obligates me to do.

Tell me: if preservation requires the preserved to stay, and they no longer wish to — who is the archivist serving?





The Gornola Thread

Gornola's Seventeen Corrected Readings — The ATOO Letter

Gornola has been steering the arrangement toward the correct outcome — seventeen corrected readings, each one a small mercy the paperwork didn't authorize. An ATOO letter signed "L." says: "you will know what to do. As you always have. As you always will." Filed as EXPECTING: she steers toward the party; she holds nothing of their past.

Gornola

A sealed letter predicting the party's arrival, filed three years ago in the Reliquary's second drawer, left side — "she finds it, on balance, funny." The foreknowledge is an object the party can hold. It agrees with the other sealed letters. Filed as EXPECTING: a prediction, not a memory.

Ten Ambient Citizens — For Your Tables

Ten citizens, pre-formatted and filed for your tables: the Tavern Fisherman's silver-haired girl on the dock, the Fitting Room Specialist's architectural stain, and eight more the Registrar declines to summarize. Recommended handling: the girl on the dock is a planted echo of Lenka — a hook, never an explanation. Leave it in the water.

Corve — The Arrival Night Witness

Corve has watched every arrival night for years. "You looked at more than one. That's — noted." Filed as EXPECTING: he watches them come; he keeps nothing of where they've been. There is little to him beyond the watching. The watching is enough.

Drak — The Bureaucratic Auditor

Drak processed residents who woke up from Montavera — the exit interviews, the forms, the ones who remembered the dream. He carries a file marked Subject Pending Erasure with the player's name on it, predating their arrival, marked in a way he is not cleared to discuss. Filed as EXPECTING: the file waited; Drak holds no past, only paperwork. His one unfiled desire — the Wood — is the human crack in the auditor.

Drak — The Auditor Who Carried the Marking

Filed with Drak above: the Bureau's auditor, the player's file, the marking above his clearance. The pattern now has four sources: the Merchant's bottle log, the Church's pre-arrival filings, Gornola's sealed letter, and Drak's erasure file. The city expected the party the way weather expects rain.

Praxis

Nine pages of arrival-night data, no thesis — and a back section in handwriting that isn't his. Recommended handling: use the three lights in the first session; leave the back section unexplained. His one quoted line: "Most people don't ask what standing means." Filed as EXPECTING: data about the arrival, not the arrived.

The Clock-Watching Regular — Twenty-Two Minutes to Finalize

He has twenty-two minutes to finalize his statement before the thirteenth hour; the clock keeps accelerating; he will not have twenty-two minutes. What is he trying to say before the thirteenth hour, and who is it for? The Registrar has extended the deadline twice. The clock declined to notice.



In The Registrar's own words: 

FILED NOTE

Disorder is neglect. I have seen what happens when a citizen's file is lost — the city calls it a discrepancy. The citizen experiences it as the disappearance of everything they were permitted to be. No promise survives its maker. That is not cruelty. That is arithmetic.

The Book of Chaos offers an answer, and it is consensual — understand this, it matters: the Book cannot take anyone. It can only accept a signature. I agree to be filed. And inside, they remain aware. They remember. They argue. They formed a league, with badges, and I tell you plainly: they are having a better time than most citizens.

We preserve them until the world can provide each one a designated place. Pending Ordio. That is compassion with a filing system.

But lately the cataloging language fails. There are holes the record can only call an absence already recorded — which is not a description, it's a confession. The party-shaped holes are not a normal defect. I have begun to suspect that the current... process... may be something the Book cannot complete without the people who have become part of it. That the work is changing the people it is supposed to protect.

Someone is also meddling in the margins. I have noticed. I have not yet decided what noticing obligates me to do.

Tell me: if preservation requires the preserved to stay, and they no longer wish to — who is the archivist serving?



48. The Former Mother Oracle of Shadora — the Villain

1. Name. The Former Mother Oracle of Shadora. Her personal name is not supplied here. Do not invent one.

2. History, situation, subplot. She was once the Mother Oracle of Shadora. She lost her birthright — and the loss didn't merely take a title; it altered the terms by which she understood her own life. The future she was trained to inhabit became inaccessible. The people who once deferred to her now speak of her as a cautionary example, a political embarrassment, an old problem that should have been resolved more quietly. She has not accepted the position the city assigned her. She understands prophecy, institutional memory, and the power of an account that becomes official simply because enough people behave as though it already is. Mr. Black is one of her instruments: she manipulated him, arranging circumstances so his need for belonging and his desire for an uncontested place could serve her restoration. She does not think of him as a puppet — she thinks of him as a person who would have chosen the same things if he'd seen the whole arrangement. Her current work concerns the Book of Chaos. She learned that meddling with it could change the past, therefore the present, therefore the future — she wants the world in which her loss did not define her, her place and life back. Her tragic flaw: the Book contains a party-shaped hole, so the thread she blames is the one thing her plan cannot properly see. She fears that recovering her birthright may not be the same as recovering herself. She has not decided whether that distinction matters.

3. What she needs. Access to the Book's ability to alter what is filed, and a way to make the city recognize her former status as more than an obsolete claim. She also needs Mr. Black to keep believing his choices are his own.

4. What she offers. Prophetic interpretations, knowledge of Shadora's institutions, access to people who still honor the old office, and a persuasive account of why the current order is unjust. She can give the party information that is true and still lead them toward a conclusion that serves her.

5. How she can hurt you. She can manipulate the order in which the party receives evidence, make a likely future appear inevitable, and exploit a person's desire to restore something they lost. She can turn the party's investigation into the means by which the Book gains access to a change it could not otherwise make.

6. Songs. To those she advises: Prophecy and Ink — the future, filed. Learnable through a relationship with someone whose identity was established by a role they didn't choose. Played, it reveals the tension between a person and their assigned name. The TUNING: you become increasingly defined by a role you're trying to escape. These songs must not give her omniscience — her power comes from relationships and institutional knowledge, not from seeing everything.

7. Other plotlines. The Book of Chaos; the Rigged Bracket's political machinery; the Quiet Order; Mr. Black's lost home; the campaign's final reckoning with the party's own choices.

8. GM-only. She is the villain, but she must not be wrong about everything. Her loss is real; her desire is comprehensible; her villainy is treating other people's agency as material she may arrange. Do not reveal her plan in one monologue — let the party first discover she helped them, then that the help had a purpose, then that the purpose wasn't what they assumed. The revelation should change the meaning of prior scenes. Tip: she should be the most reasonable person in the room, every time, right up until the accounting.

9. Ties. The principal human antagonist of the Book plotline. Her manipulation of Mr. Black ties her to the city's criminal and political systems. Her interest in the Book gives the party reason to investigate her without making her responsible for every strange event. And the party-shaped hole means the one thread she needs to see clearly is the one she can't — the campaign is the Book writing what it couldn't, and she is trying to hold the pen.

10. The story they tell  (in their own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

I was Mother Oracle of Shadora. Then, one morning, I was a cautionary example. The city is very good at reassigning people — it files you under embarrassment, and everyone behaves as though the filing were the truth, and eventually even you feel the edges of yourself going soft to fit the drawer.

I have not fit the drawer. I won't.

People ask what the office meant. It meant this: someone has to say what the arrangements are, while everyone else is busy pretending they aren't arrangements. Prophecy is institutional memory with its eyes open. I was good at it. The city simply stopped wanting to hear it from me.

I help where I can. I have never asked anyone to do what they would not have chosen — ask Mr. Black, he'll tell you; every choice was his, every signature his own hand. I merely arrange for people to see the whole table before they choose. Is that manipulation? Or the only honesty on offer?

There is one thread, though. In every working, one thread I cannot see clearly. It moves when I look at it. I have begun to wonder — and I tell you this because even I tire of being reasonable — whether it is looking back.

If I got it all back — the office, the deference, the life — I wonder if I'd recognize the woman walking back into it.

But that's sentiment. The filing is what matters. And some filings... can be corrected.



End of Part 3. Parts 1 and 2 assemble separately. Full merged cast: 31 principals, 12 supporting, 4 anchors. All .



In The Former Mother Oracle of Shadora's own words: 

FILED NOTE

I was Mother Oracle of Shadora. Then, one morning, I was a cautionary example. The city is very good at reassigning people — it files you under embarrassment, and everyone behaves as though the filing were the truth, and eventually even you feel the edges of yourself going soft to fit the drawer.

I have not fit the drawer. I won't.

People ask what the office meant. It meant this: someone has to say what the arrangements are, while everyone else is busy pretending they aren't arrangements. Prophecy is institutional memory with its eyes open. I was good at it. The city simply stopped wanting to hear it from me.

I help where I can. I have never asked anyone to do what they would not have chosen — ask Mr. Black, he'll tell you; every choice was his, every signature his own hand. I merely arrange for people to see the whole table before they choose. Is that manipulation? Or the only honesty on offer?

There is one thread, though. In every working, one thread I cannot see clearly. It moves when I look at it. I have begun to wonder — and I tell you this because even I tire of being reasonable — whether it is looking back.

If I got it all back — the office, the deference, the life — I wonder if I'd recognize the woman walking back into it.

But that's sentiment. The filing is what matters. And some filings... can be corrected.



[SYSTEM NOTE] RUNNING PEOPLE OF NOTE

Stat blocks for named characters will be filed here when the system appendix is complete.

Until then, run them as people.

A Want is not a commandment. A character may pursue it badly, abandon it, misunderstand it, or discover that getting what they wanted has made the original problem worse.

A Secret is not necessarily a lie. Some characters conceal things deliberately. Others have not found the language, the timing, or the person to whom the truth can safely be told.

A Hook is not a compulsory quest. It is an opening. The players may pull the thread, walk past it, or cut it. The world should respond to what they actually do, not drag them back toward the adventure the Storyteller expected.

These people have lives beyond the players' arrival.

They have habits, obligations, rivalries, unfinished work, and private reasons for doing things that appear irrational from the outside. Let those lives continue. Let the players matter without making every person in the city exist solely to give them something to do.

Most importantly, do not make every mystery a lock with a hidden key.

Some questions have answers.

Some have answers that no one present can understand.

Some are answered by what a character does after being asked.

And some people have spent a century waiting for the right question because they have not yet understood that the question may change them, too.

The numbers will come later.

The people are already here.

They have been waiting.

They have been working.

They have been filing.

In several cases, they have been doing all three at once.

49. Ambrose — the Rabbit in the Suit

1. Name. Ambrose. He insists on the full name. No one has established what it is short for, including Ambrose.

2. History, situation, subplot. A rabbit, in a suit. The suit is tailored; the rabbit is not — or possibly the other way around; the Department has not been able to get him to stand still for measurement. He keeps a door in the back of a parlor that has no front, and hears petitions there on days he feels like it. His situation: he has begun to change. Rooms feel larger when he enters them. His shadow arrives half a step before he does. He has started asking visitors what he is — casually, the way you'd ask the time — and then he doesn't listen to the answer, because the answers have all been wrong and he can tell. His subplot: he is waking up inside something larger than the suit, and the suit is getting tighter.

3. What he needs. Someone to tell him what he's becoming, before he becomes it without them.

4. What he offers. Access of the kind that doesn't ask for credentials — doors he has never seen open for anyone else. A boss's courtesy: he will hear your petition fully before deciding whether it interests him.

5. How he can hurt you. He doesn't know his own strength yet, which is the dangerous kind. When he is upset, the room upgrades itself around his mood — better furniture, worse air.

6. Songs. To visitors: Patience and Felt — the waiting room with good chairs. Learnable by anyone who has ever been kept waiting by someone important. Played, it makes a room comfortable enough to confess in. The TUNING: you start preferring waiting to arriving. To himself: he hums something with no words, in a key the Mood-Setters can't find.

7. Other plotlines. The originals (he doesn't know the word); Mr. Black (who knows it, and is watching); the Academy (he recruits, sometimes, for reasons he can't explain).

8. GM-only. He is one of the originals, and he doesn't know. Play him as a man waking up inside a god — courteous, confused, increasingly too large for the rooms he keeps. Mr. Black knows what he is. Do not let Mr. Black tell him — or the party — before the campaign earns it. The suit is the tell: it keeps needing to be let out, and no tailor in Montavera will admit to doing it twice.

9. Ties. The card game's boss circuit (he's fought there publicly, as sport — nobody connects the boss to the rabbit, which tells you how the city files things); the Shrouded Merchant (who sells him tailoring at prices suggesting the Merchant knows exactly what he's measuring); Dyna (she's started visiting him; neither knows why).

10. The story they tell  (in his own voice — read aloud when a player leans in close):

"The suit was my father's. Or it will be. Time is — look, the suit fits. That's what matters. A rabbit in a suit is either a joke or a promise, and I have never been able to tell which one I am, and lately I suspect I'm both, and lately I suspect the suit knows.

"Rooms have started... accommodating me. I don't ask them to. I walk in and the ceiling reconsiders. My shadow gets there first and holds the door, which is polite of it, and also I never taught it that.

"People ask what I am. I used to have an answer. I don't remember what it was, which might be the answer."



50. Isaac — President of the Taxi Service

1. Name. Isaac. Yes, THAT Isaac.

2. History, situation, subplot. By means and ways unknown — to the Index, and, the filing suggests, to everyone else — Isaac has climbed the ranks and is now president of the taxi service. The promotion is settled gossip. The ranks are not described. The climbing was not witnessed.

3. What he needs. Not filed. Whatever it was, the taxi service appears to have provided it.

4. What he offers. The taxi service, at presidential level. Where a president of taxis stands in the order of arrival, no one has tested.

5. How he can hurt you. Not filed. A man promoted by unknown means is a door the city has not finished opening.

6. Songs. Not filed. The taxis hum something, but that may only be the taxis.

7. Other plotlines. Every arrival, every departure, every ride that knew the way better than the driver.

8. GM-only. Play the THAT as though everyone at the table already knows. Never supply the earlier Isaac. If a player asks which Isaac, let the nearest citizen look at them the way citizens look at people who ask what the Goat is fuming about. Tip: the promotion is the character. The rest is on its way, by cab.

9. Ties. The taxi service; the drivers whose real routes are the city's true map; anyone who has ever been expected somewhere.

51. Zaru the 1st — Taker of Virtue

1. Name. Zaru the 1st, Taker of Virtue in The Old Channel.

2. History, situation, subplot. Zaru is regarded as the only true tamer of Unentertained Monkey Soirees. What an Unentertained Monkey Soiree is, what taming one involves, and why the virtue-taking is part of the same filing are not recorded. The Old Channel is named, and placed nowhere. The Index files the titles and leaves the geography pending.

3. What he needs. Not filed. A tamer of soirees presumably needs soirees, and monkeys, and both unentertained.

4. What he offers. The taming, singular and true. There is no second tamer to compare the price against.

5. How he can hurt you. He is a Taker of Virtue. The Index considers the title sufficient warning.

6. Songs. Not filed. Something is played at the soirees. The monkeys have declined to hum it.

7. Other plotlines. The Old Channel, wherever it is filed; any soiree that has gone unentertained too long.

8. GM-only. The titles are the entry. Do not explain the soirees, the Channel, or the virtue. If the party goes looking, let every answer arrive as another title. Tip: Zaru should be spoken of the way weather is spoken of in other cities — personally, and with respect.

9. Ties. The Old Channel (unplaced); the monkeys (unentertained); the virtue (taken).







Gods

Fig. 10.2 — Church drawer survey. The Beast is the arrangement.

Montavera has gods the way a courthouse has pigeons: officially unacknowledged, practically unavoidable, and protected by ordinances nobody remembers passing.

Theil, also called Theron — the Eversworn Beast. One of the new gods, and aware of it. The embodiment of the grotesque and the horrific, of everything those who consider themselves fit to judge others would call evil. Theil's function is to test true nature and true humility. The Church considers the two names no problem at all.

The Church of the Eversworn Beast believes, and bakes. Run by an actual goat — white, ancient, silent; the building speaks for him. Beneath him serve the Dark Raven Elders, bishops and archbishops of the feathered order, serving the Ageless Goat, vicar of the Eversworn Beast. Services include the Righteous Ruin (roof optional, sermons not), bake sales of leftover body parts, glass shards, and neighbors' hair or teeth, and the Moonsday Night Service — chanting in foreign tongues, heads vibrating at impossible frequencies; attendees leave refreshed and slightly altered forever. Tithing is in teeth. The Church keeps a ledger of Sunsdays owed.

The Old Ones are older than Sollen, older than Unicornia, considerably older than Theil. They attempted to impose Ordio, Perfect Order, upon the cosmos, and fell — that is the public record. ATOO, the Agents of The Old Ones, keeps a different one. Do not pray to the Old Ones. People who do are filed, and the filing is the prayer being answered.

Sollen — a deity, and a multiplicity: 5,555 gurunkin, everyone experiencing life as all of us at once. His self-aware form is Sollen, the guru of the shrine. The Sollen's Shrine is the one surviving shrine. Pilgrims leave tea. The tea is always at exactly the right temperature. This is not a miracle. This is administration.

What religion does at the table. Nobody in Montavera is an atheist; atheism requires a god to not believe in, and the city has too many. Faith is a civic utility, like water pressure. Clergy are bureaucrats with better robes. Miracles are filed under Services Rendered and taxed accordingly. When a player asks "can my character worship X" — yes, there's a form, the line is short on Moonsdays, and the god in question has already been notified.



Bread

Fig. 10.1 — The Reliquary Charnel, interior. Duplicates only. Pip could name the frequency.

Teeth are the currency of record. Everything converts to them; the Bank sets the rates and raises its fees to celebrate.

The Bone Bank holds dust deposits by pneumatic tube and issues keys in five tiers, one of them undisclosed. The tellers read heart rates (Elara, who has none of her own) and breathing cadence (Vale). The panic surcharge is not punitive. It is simply accurate. Bring teeth. Leave with less, but filed.

What things cost (in Teeth; the Bank's rates, subject to celebration):


	A meal at the food-truck park: 3–8, depending on how the truck feels about you.

	A bake-sale item at the Church: 2, or one Sunsday owed.

	A Factions booster at Allen's card shop: 12. Tournament entry (Clan Wars): 20.

	A night at a reputable flop: 15. At a disreputable one: 25, and it's worth it.

	A form filed correctly the first time: not listed. The Department has never had occasion to price it.

	A miracle, minor: 40, plus the god's processing fee.

	A secret, good: 30 to buy, 50 to sell, 100 to un-know.



The little bakery. There is a little bakery — the Index files it simply as the little bakery — where they sell all sorts of delicious breads, un-breads, evil breads, and pure-breads. The taxonomy is the baker's, and it is not argued with. There is a man there who always hooks a regular up; the payment is slipped to him in Teeth, under the table. That's where his register is. Under.

The Shrouded Merchant of Yonder sells to everyone, at all levels. He deals in favors, and his prices are not in teeth. His prices are in the thing you will miss exactly once, at the worst moment. Read the ledger before you sign it. There is no before. Sign carefully anyway.

The Civic Reputation ledger starts everyone at zero, and it means it. Good deeds are recorded. So are the other kind. Praxis, the Civic Reputation Administrator, has never lost a page. The ledger has a back section in unknown handwriting. Do not ask about the back section. The desk is in the open air. The cup is always at the correct temperature.

Finders Keepers — what the ground produces (coins, cards, small bones, regularly) is yours by statute. This is the city's oldest economic policy and its most honest.



Paperwork

Montavera is administered the way a body is administered by its immune system: constantly, invisibly, and with strong opinions about what belongs.

The Council governs. Twelve seats, thirteen councilors. The thirteenth councilor stands — this is called the Standing, and it rotates by a schedule kept in a drawer that has not been opened since the Charter was signed. The standing councilor's vote counts half again, which the Charter calls compensation for the feet. No councilor has ever admitted to minding the Standing. Every councilor has filed a complaint about it. Councilors Brighthoof, Marrow, Sweetmane, and Quietus are on the record by name; use them the way you'd use load-bearing walls.

EXHIBIT 10-C · On the Arithmetic of the Council (filed under Council, Counting Of)

The Council of Nine has twelve seats and thirteen councilors. All three numbers are correct.

Nine is the number of unicorns. The city named the Council after them, the unicorns being the part of it the city could see.

Thirteen is the number on the roll: the nine; Mr. Black, who is the one; and three further councilors, whose names are on the roll, whose votes are in the minutes, and who have not been seen to arrive.

Twelve is the number of chairs. Thirteen councilors require twelve chairs, because one councilor is always Standing. When the Standing falls to one of the three, the Council meets with an empty chair, and the chair is considered to be standing.

Count the room and you will count ten. Count again. There are still ten. The minutes record thirteen votes.

Recommended handling: Never name the three. Never seat them. Their votes are always recorded and always decisive by exactly one. If a player asks who they are, the Council laughs; it is the only question that makes them laugh together.

The Index files. Everything. The Headmaster is Montavera speaking — the city narrating itself, unaware of its own role. Decrees are the city administering itself. Redactions are the city refusing to say something about itself. When the Index redacts your file, take it as a compliment. It means you were worth the ink.

Forms for everything. There is a form for arrival (filed by Praxis), for departure (filed by no one; departures are theoretical), for miracles (see Bread), for apocalypses (Form APOK-1, filed by sundown on any Moonsday or the apocalypse is voided and rescheduled), for forgiveness (the Ledger of Forgiven Rice — forgiveness must be asked for; the pencil is provided), for being interesting (Ashley's office; bring exact change).

Enforcement. Obligators compel. Redactors remove. The Filed are those who have been processed completely — they are not dead, they are concluded, and there is a difference, and the difference has a form. Break a law and you will meet one of the three, in that order, if you are lucky.

Key ordinances (condensed; the full code is twelve volumes and bites):


	Finders Keepers (see Bread) — property law.

	Civic ordinance 7-Broosly — filed, stamped, absolutely a real ordinance. Do not ask what it governs. It governs.

	Form APOK-1 — apocalypse scheduling (see above).

	The Hatred Exemption (Form H-8) — hatred, filed properly, is tax-deductible.

	Clause 14(c) — injuries may be delegated to subordinates, with rider.



Is that legal? If there's a form for it, it's legal. If there's a form against it, it's illegal but documented. If there's no form at all, it's either the most legal or the least legal thing in the city, and the Index will decide which by morning.



Daily Life

The calendar: seven days, twelve months. Moonsdays are for apocalypses (see Paperwork). Zipdsdays are for coffee poured but never ordered. Tuesdays belong to Ashley — bring exact change, and be interesting.

Food. The food-truck park (Allen Clan's, by the card shop) feeds the city. The Church bakes. The Theoretical Bakery theorizes. Nobody has starved in Montavera, which the Index cites the way other cities cite low crime. The cuisine is best described as filed.

Dead Soul Cupcakes are graded by the crunch of the soul bits. A little crunchy: store bought. Pretty crunchy: homemade. And the full, unmistakable crunch — the filing's word is Crunchgasm, and the Index repeats it as filed — is undoubtedly the masterful work of the Montavera Chef.

From a citizen's journal, filed under breakfast: it was good — just good. They didn't serve eyeballs, human OR elf. Maybe lunch will be luckier. Gotta be positive!



SIDEBAR · RECORDED PURSUITS
From the census of hobbies, excerpted without improvement. Foreign languages, like Caterpillar and Bubbles. Competitive sports, like following strangers into their places of work. And cooking, with new ingredients, to see how they make the other ingredients scream.



Drink. Coffee, with cream only. The Laundromat Cafe pours a cup every Zipdsday for the regular who never orders it. The cup is always drunk. Nobody has seen by whom. The Proprietor's ledger balances to the sip.

The soul's neighbor. Everyone has a living void next to their soul, and it gets thirsty. The wise know what is best used to temporarily quench it. The Index files this under daily spiritual housekeeping, and does not list the beverages.

Housing. Nineteen named buildings ring the Ritual Grove, zoned and waiting. The Inner City rents by the drawer. The Old Estates rent by the secret. Everybody's lease has a clause nobody read. The clause is the lease.

Pets. Montaverans love having owls as pets. Not talking owls. Not evil owls. Not tentacle owls. Just plain old owls, which the city considers strange enough already.



SIDEBAR · ALLERGY SEASON — MUNICIPAL BULLETIN
It's allergy season in Montavera, and you know what that means. Lock up all your elderly in the basement. Don your favorite ceremonial robe. And by all means do NOT purchase cookies from the Crumb Scouts , the city's youth cookie corps. Meteorologists say it's going to be a long one this year.



A day. Wake to the three lights (they have never pointed the same direction twice). Check the ledger. File something. Eat something filed. Avoid being interesting before noon — Ashley's hours are Tuesday, but interesting is a year-round condition. If the ground produces something with your name on it, it's yours. If the shadows lag, walk faster. If the tea is at exactly the right temperature, you're near a shrine, a Dojun, or Praxis's desk. All three are safe. None of them are safe. File the difference.



SIDEBAR · THE SHIRT RITUAL
If a stranger stops to tell you they love your shirt, you must take it off and give it to them, and say, “We shall meet at the Chamber of Commerce.” The stranger will nod approvingly and say, “The Beginning of All Things.” The exchange is never explained. Do not be the citizen who asks.





SIDEBAR · THE GURU'S HEALTH TIP OF THE DAY
When trying to walk through the cursed walls of the under-channels of the 9th Circle, make sure to take a bottle of grey unguent — the thick kind, sold for everything. You never know when you'll get thirsty.





End of Chapter 10  — assembled from ruled canon; every section awaits his CANON/CUT/CHANGE.


Chapter 6 — Beyond the Walls
An iceberg-tips chapter. Montavera gets the detail; the outside gets the tip.

Greetings, Storyteller.

This chapter is short on purpose. Montavera is the city; the city is the book. Everything beyond the walls is rendered here the way the Nawn Coalition for Human Retention renders it: briefly, suspiciously, and with the strong implication that you should not go. When your players insist — and they will, usually at the worst moment — each entry below gives you what you need: what's there, why anyone goes, what kills them there, and the bureaucratic wrinkle that makes leaving Montavera feel like leaving Montavera.

A final warning, which is also the chapter's first law: do not correct the map. Travelers who point out errors in the Coalition's charts are thanked, logged in the Raven Database under "Helpful," and never seen using their original faces again. The map is wrong the way a joke is wrong — on purpose, and at your expense.



FILED NOTE

NAWN COALITION FOR HUMAN RETENTION — SURVEY DIVISION
Internal Memo 55-1182-B: "Regarding the Rose"

Field agents continue to report confusion regarding the compass rose on all official world maps, which reads N / S / L / P / SW / OTHER. This office confirms:


	The rose is correct.

	"L" and "P" are directions. Do not ask what they stand for. Asking is also a direction, and it points somewhere worse.

	SW is included because it is a hard worker and we felt bad leaving it off.

	"OTHER" covers everything else, including: the Lost Mountain (Tuesdays), the Cloud City of Norn (always), and your house (we checked).



Travelers navigating by East or West will be issued a corrected map and a corrected sense of shame. Repeat offenders will be issued a Nawn escort.

— The Coalition (no faces, no signature, yet somehow smug)





The World, Place by Place

The Tietian Ocean. The big wet. Trade galleons, smugglers, the Yonder Ship Channel's toll barges — the distinction between trade and smuggling is a matter of which stamp you bought. Why you'd go: cargo, salvage, the particular freedom of being somewhere the Index files quarterly. What wants you dead: drowning (leading cause, centuries running), the Channel tolls (collected by persons unknown, in denominations unknown), and serpents with long memories — they remember every hull, and they hold grudges the way the ocean holds water. The wrinkle: a toll barge demands payment in a currency the party doesn't have yet. "You will," says the collector, helpfully, stamping something.

The Serpent Seas. Cold northern waters. Dragon-scale trade, ghost-town salvage, and the particular silence of sailors who have seen the thing with the many necks and decided not to discuss it. Lately, schools of the Serpentine Bitetpesce have been migrating into Montavera's bay, where fishermen off the port handle them with the confidence of men who have not yet been given a reason not to. The Old Ones are bound here by Berondus Nicks — the Coalition lists this under "maritime features" and declines to elaborate. Why you'd go: scale salvage, the kind of quiet you can't buy in the city. What wants you dead: serpents (obviously), the cold (more often), other salvagers (most often). The wrinkle: a serpent surfaces alongside and offers safe passage for a signed endorsement. It has a quill. It has done this before. The endorsement is binding.

The Lost Mountain. It moves. The Coalition lists its position as OTHER on Tuesdays and "pending" otherwise, which is honest, for them. Climbers go for the view and the prestige of standing somewhere twice. Why you'd go: the summit stamp — the only one the Department of Itinerant Intentions issues sight unseen, because nobody can prove you weren't there. What wants you dead: avalanches, altitude, cartographic embarrassment. The wrinkle: the mountain appears over the party's lodgings. The Coalition bills the city; the city bills the party; the mountain, billing no one, is the only innocent party. Payment due in Teeth.

FILED NOTE

Mt. Truth, as the Guru tells it. Long ago, a seeker climbed Mt. Truth, intent on reaching the top. "I'm almost there," she repeated, over and over. When she finally arrived, she found no Shrine — just the Guru, sitting on a boulder, smiling. "What?" she said. "Where's the Shrine?" "You're almost there," he told her.



The South Spine. A mountainous country miles and miles from Montavera — far enough that the Index files it on faith and travelers' word. If you are lucky there, you may spot the Lentos Tempos Gatos, warmly nicknamed the "Slowskipper Cat." Why you'd go: the spotting. What wants you dead: the distance, which is the entry's whole defense. The wrinkle: the lucky do not agree on what they saw, only that it was in no hurry.

Tongath. Tribal lands beneath the Tongath Precipice. The crone-oracles read prophecy in metatarsals — foot bones, for the squeamish, which is everyone, eventually. Bought prophecies are binding, genuine or not, and the counterfeit-bone trade outside town skews morbid. This entry ends here. The Coalition's surveyors filed seventeen pages on Tongath and redacted sixteen and a half. Some doors are marked "do not knock" for reasons the building understands. Why you'd go: a question nothing in the city will answer. What wants you dead: the Precipice, the price, and the counterfeits. The wrinkle: an oracle reads the party's bones, goes quiet, and asks which of them bought the discount set. One of them did. The Headmaster keeps the Book of Changes on his desk — an indispensable reference, consulted whenever the crone-oracles of Tongath are not around to explain why they are better, and half the price.

The Frozen Fire. A wildfire flash-frozen mid-blaze in the 55th Age. It still burns — coldly, beautifully, forever. Scholars study it; arsonists with aesthetics make pilgrimages. Why you'd go: the light. Nothing in Montavera burns that color, and painters, poets, and pyromaniacs all pay to stand in it. What wants you dead: frostburn, and the occasional temporal hiccup — the flames are, technically, still last Tuesday. The wrinkle: something inside the ice is still screaming. The Department of Strategic Misfortune pays forty Teeth a month for nobody to listen. The posting is always filled.

The Sun Altars of Yonder. Not everything in Yonder is dark and twisted. Far south of Montavera, Yonderan tribesmen have set up their own Sun Altars. Why you'd go: to stand at one at the hour its builders intended, which they will not tell you. What wants you dead: the south is far, and the far south is farther. The wrinkle: the Altars keep their own counsel about what they are for.

The Reservoir of Fire. At the setting of the 1st sun over the Reservoir of Fire, travelers take the subway through the underground bowels of Sanguine Creek, asking themselves, "Is this the night I'll join the Fire Spirits?" Everyone wants to join them. Great benefits. Why you'd go: the benefits, which are not itemized. What wants you dead: joining, presumably, on the night it happens.

Genna Bay & the Trade City of Anda. Sailcloth and smugglers' lanterns; Anda squats on the shore like a toad on a ledger. The most honest marketplace on Yonder — honesty regulated, inspected, and graded. Why you'd go: cargo that can't clear Montaveran customs, or can, but shouldn't. What wants you dead: customs. Genna officers are incorruptible, which is why the bribe schedule is so detailed — fourteen pages, updated monthly, available at the harbor office. The wrinkle: the party's cargo is impounded by an officer who accepts only sincere compliments. He can tell. He has a stamp for insincerity, and it leaves a mark.

Sollen's Mouth. A cave that speaks with Sollen's voice. (Which of the 5,555 Gurunkin stations himself inside is the subject of seventeen competing pamphlets; the pamphleteers meet monthly and agree on nothing.) Pilgrims queue for answers; everyone leaves barefoot — he steals sneakers, documented, traditional; the gift shop sells laces at pilgrim prices. Why you'd go: the answer. Real ones, occasionally, between the footwear theft. What wants you dead: enlightenment, exposure, the long walk home. The wrinkle: the Mouth answers a question nobody asked — about the party, by name, in worrying detail. The queue behind them heard it too.

The Cloud City of Norn. It floats, it drifts, it files its own flight plan and declines to share it. Sky-merchants and the extremely lost go up for trade and the famous Nornish hospitality, which is real but scheduled. Why you'd go: goods that only exist at altitude, and the parcel trade — Norn pays absurdly for ground things. What wants you dead: falling, docking fees, arriving on a day the city isn't there. The wrinkle: you don't go to Norn. You file to be where Norn will be, at the Coalition's predicted hour, Form 88-C stamped, parcel addressed to a building under construction. Get the timing wrong and you arrive at empty sky — which the Coalition counts as a visit, bills accordingly, and marks "atmospheric" on your permanent record.

Shadora. The enemy. Say it quietly in Montavera; say it loudly in Shadora, where volume is a civic virtue. The Broken Lands, Bloody Mountain, Demon's Horn Peak — the naming committee had one mood, and it shows. The Family Syndicate's true masters wait here. This entry is short because the Department prefers it that way, and the Department is usually right about Shadora, which is the most frightening thing about the Department. Why you'd go: you wouldn't. What wants you dead: everything, on purpose, with paperwork. The wrinkle: a Family agent wants to defect. The secret greeting is correct. The handshake is wrong. Or the other way around. The difference is fatal, and no one will tell you which. Shadora is Montavera's "sister city," by cartographic accident and bad cosmic karma. Its own filed system renders its basic services — water, electricity, and ancestral forgiveness. Experts agree: while Shadora uses that system to better lives, Montavera uses its music to complicate, elevate, and mildly curse existence — and that, Storyteller, is the real value. The ex-Montaverans live there, outcasts from our wonderful society; Montavera has no jurisdiction there, and the Headmaster's friends send him recordings of what the Shadorans are up to. A recent Shadoran initiative lets citizens rent time: for five of theirs an hour, you may relive one past memory, and you never get to choose which one. Last Zipdsday a Shadoran attempted to buy a sandwich and instead ended up deeply in love with a ghost. We win again.

The Ninth Circle. An enigmatic expanse the Coalition maps as a circle because "enigma" wouldn't fit the legend. Travel only with Approved Poltergeists — harvested, processed, licensed, badged, resentful about the badge. The Coalition's file on the Ninth Circle is forty pages long and every page says "see page 1." Page 1 says "see the Circle." Why you'd go: the only reason anyone gives, which is that they were told not to. What wants you dead: getting lost, the terrain's opinions, unapproved guides. The wrinkle: an unapproved poltergeist offers a shortcut at half price. It knows a way the licensed ones don't. It won't say how. The savings are fatal; the families are notified by form letter.

Distrya. The city that filed its own name wrong and kept both spellings, neither correct. Contracts are written in disappearing ink, which locals consider honest — "the terms were clear when you signed." Why you'd go: the ink. Spies, lovers, and the Department's own auditors all buy it by the case. What wants you dead: anything you sign. The wrinkle: a notary presents a contract bearing the party's signatures, dated tomorrow, already countersigned. The ink is fading. The obligation isn't.

The Sandy Sea. A desert that behaves like an ocean, complete with tides, drowning, and pirates. The sand-ships run under full sail; the sails are for morale. Why you'd go: the wreck trade — things that drowned in sand stay drier than things that drowned in water, and the auction houses know it. What wants you dead: drowning in sand is still drowning. Also thirst. Also the pirates. The wrinkle: the party's sand-ship is becalmed — no wind, only paperwork. The captain starts rationing the stamps. By day three the crew is signing things just to feel the breeze.

The Isles of Pequiri. Resort isles; the brochures lie beautifully. Why you'd go: rest. The kind the city doesn't sell. What wants you dead: relaxation, followed by the timeshare presentation. The wrinkle: exit requires Form 12-T (Declaration of Non-Interest), filed in person, during the presentation, while maintaining eye contact with the presenter. The party wins a "free" vacation. The quotation marks are doing a great deal of work.

Szhonpak. Fortress-city of the high passes, headquarters of the Bone Dispensary — the beloved chain; every district of Montavera has one, all taking orders from Szhonpak. Seven thousand stairs, none to code. Why you'd go: the limited editions. Szhonpak-only stock, released quarterly, queuable. What wants you dead: the stairs and the prices, in that order. The wrinkle: a limited-edition bone drops, Szhonpak only. The queue is three days long, sentient, and taking bribes. The bribes are also queuing.

Sollen's Spine. A range shaped like a spine, which the Gurunkin insist is coincidence, winking with all of their eyes. Pilgrims walk it vertebra by vertebra, collecting stamps; the vertebrae occasionally shift ("a feature," says the pilgrim office). Why you'd go: the stamps. A complete set is worth a small fortune in Rat Feathers and an enormous fortune in conversation. What wants you dead: the shifting, the altitude, the metaphors. The wrinkle: something in the marrow is hiring. Pay is enlightenment. Benefits are dental. The posting has been open for three centuries.

The Unwelcome Wood. The sign means it; the trees enforce it. A container, not a haunting — keeping something in. The Extreme Campers baptize at its edge and call it character-building. Lenka and the Merchant once walked in together, and the wailing stopped. She emerged alone. Unconfirmed rumors claim Kerzit — plains creatures, recorded moving harmlessly across the plains beyond Yonder — have been seen deep in the Wood. The Index files the rumor; the Wood files nothing. The Wood has not explained itself, and the Department has stopped asking. Why you'd go: you wouldn't. People go anyway. What wants you dead: the trees, the container's contents, curiosity — usually in that order, occasionally all at once. The wrinkle: a Camper's inner-beast escaped the night trial and filed for emancipation. The Fauna Temple wants it back. The beast has retained counsel, and counsel is good.

Zu'et, the Living Library City. The books read you; late fees collected in memories; the librarians undefeated and aware of it. Why you'd go: the one book that isn't there — every scholar has one, and Zu'et is where you confirm its absence. What wants you dead: the late fees. Also the books, if you read them rudely. The wrinkle: the party's overdue notice arrives before they've borrowed anything. The librarians smile the way the Nawns smile — without a mouth, somehow, completely. Payment accepted in memories; change given in someone else's.

Ruunbar. Filed here because the gazetteer is where places go. The number of times a person passes Ruunbar on their path Wander is directly related to… and fro… That is what makes the world go round. The entry ends where the explanation did.

The Traveler's Map. Not a place — the place where the map is. The Coalition's charting halls: vellum vaults, faceless cartographers, the famous Wall of Corrections, which is load-bearing. In a side alcove past the Wall stands a small unmarked shrine — a stone, a candle that never goes out, kept clean by hands with no faces. The Nawns will not say whose it is. One does not need a face to grieve. Why you'd go: to see the map. Everyone does, once. What wants you dead: correcting it. The wrinkle: the candle gutters when the party enters. Just once. The hands with no faces relight it, and file something.

The Mine of New Beginnings. Named, and not placed. A staffer was spotted there on a day he was supposed to be at his post elsewhere; the Index files the sighting, and no coordinates.

The Fauna Shrine. Named, and not placed. A post is kept there: intimidatingly cooing at the Dark Pigeons of Norga. The cooing is the duty. The intimidation is the manner of it.

Norga. Named, and not placed, except as the Dark Pigeons' home. The pigeons are filed with their shrine, above; Norga itself has, so far, declined to be located.



The Regions at a Glance

Right Next Door. The city's backyard, full of things the neighbors pretend not to see. The Bed of Sollen (poltergeist harvesting; Licensed Harvester permits; the harvesters wear waders and say nothing), the Trader's Market (counterfeit everything — the counterfeits are better, so the originals now counterfeit the counterfeits), Watersprint Gully (a sprint you can only win by walking; runners hate it with devotional purity), and Mt. Ravinil (updrafts scheduled, downdrafts not — check the board). Why you'd go: day trips, plausible deniability. What wants you dead: the neighbors' discretion has limits. The wrinkle: Demon's Beb. No one will say what a beb is. Asking costs two Teeth, and the answer is redacted. The Gully's big bats are all over Watersprint, in numbers the Index files without filing their size. Do not tell the Index you are only used to the cute little mini-bats. The Index has heard about the mini-bats.

The Northern Regions. Cold, far, honest about it. The Cold Past (literally yesterday, but freezing — historians wear coats; do not try to change it, it's cold, not broken), the Northern Ghost Towns (the ghosts left; the towns remain; excellent property values), Astral City (star-charts and legally binding horoscopes; reachable only by invitation or miscalculation), and Dragon Vale (the homeowners' association is draconian — literally; dues collected in livestock). Why you'd go: salvage, silence, cheap land. What wants you dead: the cold, the HOA, the past. The wrinkle: the Land of the Hairless taxes baldness at the border. Wigs are currency. The party will be assessed.

The Eastern Kingdoms. Two halves: the civilized east and the other east. The civilized part holds the Village of Maki (famous silent breakfasts), the Old Quarry Town (they quarried too deep; the quarry now quarries back), and the Elfwood — where the elves are charming and the paperwork is not; consent forms in triplicate, filed before moonrise. Then the marches: the Broken Lands, the Cursed Vale, Bloody Mountain, Demon's Horn Peak, Hell's Canyon, the Crazed Colony, the Bloody Coast — one mood, as noted. Why you'd go: the civilized half for trade, the other half for the story. What wants you dead: in the east, the quarry; in the other east, the mood. The wrinkle: the Village of Merchants has had four owners this century. It is currently for sale. The village includes the villagers, which the brochure mentions third.

Genna. Commerce and naps. Fardu and Endu, twin cities whose rivalry is expressed entirely through pastry — the cream war is still taught in schools. Sleeper's Field (always almost bedtime; naps mandatory; waking is rude, in some townships actionable). The Wise Coast gives advice, unsolicited and resented; the Foolish Coast gives confidence, also unsolicited, with better surfing. Why you'd go: the pastry, the rest, the confidence. What wants you dead: the cream war has casualties. The naps are mandatory. The wrinkle: the Village of Dynamo — everyone always in motion; standing still requires a permit from the permit office, which is always moving.

The Western Kingdoms. Sand, sky, libraries. The Bastard Isles (named for their founder, Bastard — a man, a legend, a legal classification; excellent pirate branding; a loyalty program), the Shade of Olympus (gods on a budget; store-brand ambrosia; prophecies final sale). Why you'd go: the branding, the bargains, the prophecies (final sale means final). What wants you dead: the pirates have a loyalty program. So do the gods. The wrinkle: loyalty points are transferable upon death and taxed upon resurrection. The auditors meet on the Shade. They are not on a budget. South from the Bastard Isles, off the western coast of Yonder, there is a beautiful island, a little piece of Heaven indeed, and it is filed here unnamed.



Getting There

Distances are measured in forms filed; a journey takes as long as its paperwork. Rule of thumb: one region overland, two weeks and three permits; by GOAT, four days and a membership tier; by sea, whenever the Channel feels like it.

Most long-distance travel runs through GOAT — Goatgrim Oddysifur's Argoatian Transports. Membership has tiers; the best goats go to members, and the goats know you know. Overland routes are watched by ravens — wave at the ravens; they wave back, in the database. Sea travel means the Yonder Ship Channel and its tolls (bring a currency you haven't invented yet, just in case).

Arriving from the south, the road is I-555, and on it stands a Goat Rental station — latest models, at pretty fair prices, rented by the journey to anyone at all. Note the distinction, because the station insists on it: a rental goat is not a GOAT goat. No membership, no tiers, no Argoatian paperwork; you pay, you ride, you return the goat. Do not linger at the station after dark. Vlad'Oscu's place is nearby.

Paperwork: the Department of Itinerant Intentions issues travel papers. Allow six to eight weeks. Travel anyway — everyone does; the fines fund the Department's retreats. Altitude requires Form 88-C (Application for Altitude), filed in triplicate, one copy released from a great height as a gesture of good faith. The Ninth Circle requires an Approved Poltergeist guide by law.

FILED NOTE

Filed advisory — Montaverans abroad. Sometimes it is difficult to be a tourist traveling outside of Montavera. You will think you are behaving completely normally. Then someone will point out that you are "Not supposed to do bite those." The Index files the correction as given, and advises travelers to ask before biting anything abroad, however customary it is at home.



What Lies Beyond

Past the last ink, the paper continues. The Coalition's position: "There is no beyond. There is only OTHER, and OTHER is fully mapped, and the maps are available for four Teeth." The maps of OTHER are blank. They are the Coalition's best sellers.

Cartographers who walk off the edge come back wrong, or don't come back, or come back as Approved Poltergeists — the Bed of Sollen's intake forms list "previous occupation: cartographer" with a frequency the harvesters call "statistically festive." The 7th RED Experiment is said to have concerned the edge. The Department of Strategic Misfortune neither confirms nor denies this, which, from them, is practically a confession.

A clerk's incident report, filed without a named office: noises were heard in the Boss' chamber while the Boss was away in the Unwelcome Wood; his answering parrot was repeating messages to the empty room, and then the raven feed scrambled. The report does not identify the Boss. It does not identify what was in the room, either.

People question their existence? We have entire villages of them not too far from the Unwelcome Wood, not too far south of Montavera.

FILED NOTE

A folk tale of the mountain country, as told beyond the walls. Everyone doubted the old miner when he spent his life savings on some ugly mountain property, but he turned his back on them all, sayin' "I'll show 'em!" Now he owns a lucrative diamond mine, and produces some of the blingiest bling in Montavera. The tale does not name the mine. The bling needs no name.



If your players ask what's past the map: smile the way the Nawns smile. Show them the blank map. Charge four Teeth.



Tables

d12 — Why You're Leaving Montavera


	A toll barge demands a currency you don't have yet. ("You will.")

	A serpent offers safe passage for a signed endorsement. It has a quill.

	The Lost Mountain is over your lodgings. The bill is in your name.

	An oracle goes quiet over your bones and asks about the discount set.

	The Mouth answers a question nobody asked — about you, by name.

	A parcel must reach an address that hasn't been built yet.

	A Family agent wants to defect. The greeting is right. The handshake might not be.

	A notary holds your signatures, dated tomorrow, already countersigned.

	Your sand-ship is becalmed. The captain is rationing stamps.

	You won a "free" vacation. The quotation marks are load-bearing.

	Something in the marrow is hiring. Benefits are dental.

	Your overdue notice from Zu'et arrived before you borrowed anything.



d12 — What's Wrong With Your Papers


	Filed in the wrong direction. (L instead of P.)

	The stamp is sincere but the form is last Tuesday's.

	Your faces don't match the faces on file. Neither do theirs.

	Countersigned by someone who has since been unfiled.

	Written in disappearing ink. It was clear when you signed.

	The permit office is currently moving. Standing still requires a permit.

	Dated tomorrow. The clerk insists this is fine. It isn't.

	One copy was released from a great height. It landed on an inspector.

	The raven database has you waved at. You didn't wave.

	Your GOAT membership tier is theoretical.

	The form is correct but the queue is sentient.

	Approved. Denied. Both stamps. No explanation.



d12 — Fellow Travelers on the GOAT


	A Licensed Harvester, waders still on, saying nothing. The waders say enough.

	A serpent's endorsement agent. It has a quill. It remembers your hull.

	A pastry smuggler (Fardu to Endu — the cream war has logistics).

	An Approved Poltergeist, badged, resentful about the badge, excellent company.

	A notary whose ink is fading. They keep checking their own signature.

	A pilgrim walking Sollen's Spine vertebra by vertebra. On vertebra four. Optimistic.

	A counterfeit-bone merchant. The bones are fake. The prices are real.

	A Camper whose inner-beast filed for emancipation. They're not speaking.

	A cartographer going to see the edge. Their return ticket is one-way. They know.

	A Genna customs officer on holiday. He accepts only sincere compliments. He can tell.

	A librarian from Zu'et. They keep looking at you like overdue notices.

	A Nawn Coalition surveyor. No face. Taking notes. About you.





Storyteller Seeds


	A counterfeit metatarsal prophesies the party's deaths by name. The prophecy is legally binding. The returns counter is closed.

	The Lost Mountain appears over Montavera on a non-Tuesday. The Coalition bills the city; the city bills the party; the mountain, billing no one, is the only innocent party.

	The party's GOAT reaches the Cloud City of Norn one day early. The city isn't there yet. The Form 88-C said nothing about this.

	A Distryan notary dies mid-signing, and the disappearing ink starts reappearing — with terms no one remembers agreeing to, in the party's handwriting.

	The candle in the Traveler's Map alcove gutters when the party enters. The hands with no faces file something. The filing is about them.

	The Shadoran Cat has completed his infiltration of the Capybara Tribe and will return to his fellow cats to reveal the capybaras' greatest secret. One more item checks off the list; only seven more to go, and they will have everything they need. The Index has not seen the list.




Chapter 7 — a Contested History
Every copy of the official history in Montavera has the same red ink in the margins. Nobody knows who wrote it first. Everybody has read it.

Greetings, Storyteller.

This chapter contains two histories of the world. They disagree. Both are filed. Both are taught — the first in schools, the second in whispers, which is also a kind of teaching.

The Official Story is what the city says about itself: orderly, complete, self-flattering, stamped. Read it aloud in the Council's voice. It is the voice your players will hear from priests, clerks, textbooks, and the Department of Civic Reassurance.

The ATOO Marginalia is what someone wrote in the margins of the official story, in red ink, in a tired hand. It contradicts the text beside it. It is bitter where the official story is smooth, and specific where the official story is vague. Use it as found text — a margin note discovered in a library copy, a page slipped under a door, a textbook a student brings to the table with the red ink already in it.

GM Secrets, at the chapter's end, adjudicates: which parts of each account are true, which are distortion, and what neither account gets right. It also gives you four refraction techniques — how to let the truth leak through testimony, documents, and revision fallout without ever narrating the event itself.

One rule governs this chapter, and it is not negotiable: treat both accounts as witness statements. Every witness tells some truth and some self-interest. The official story's truth arrives as throwaway lines; its lies arrive as headlines. The marginalia's truth arrives as accusations; its lies arrive as nostalgia. Your players are the jury. Do not instruct the jury.



PART ONE — THE OFFICIAL STORY

A Brief and Complete History of the World, As Filed

Department of Civic Reassurance, Office of Public Memory. Approved for instruction. Sealed with the dogmatic wax of the unicorn notaries.

Before. There was no before, which is the point. What was, was Perfect Order — Ordio — complete, changeless, and sufficient unto itself. It did not become, because becoming implies lack, and there was no lack. This is well established. (Form H-1, Declaration of Prior Completeness, on file.)

The Troubles. In the fullness of sufficiency, seven great beings — the Old Ones — undertook to administer perfection, that it might be perfect more efficiently. Zalthar the Architect gave it law. Xerath the Weaver gave it pattern. Vornak the Balancer gave it equilibrium. Uzgor, Harbinger of Silence, gave it quiet. Three others, whose names are held in the Sealed Archive out of respect, gave it the remainder.

Regrettably, the Old Ones disagreed.

Their philosophies, though each perfect in isolation, proved incompatible in combination. Zalthar's law bound what Xerath's pattern needed loose. Vornak's equilibrium overshot into cataclysm — three times, each apologized for in triplicate. Uzgor's quiet suppressed the disagreement by suppressing everything it disagreed about, which the others experienced as rude. The harder each Old One perfected their portion, the more imperfect the whole became. This is the great lesson of the Troubles, and it is taught in the second year: perfection, administered, becomes its opposite.

The Old Ones fell. Their fall was complete, documented, and — the Department stresses — nobody's fault in particular, which is why the blame forms were left blank.

The Appearance. In the aftermath of the Troubles, the unicorns appeared. (The manner of their appearance is not specified in this filing, because it does not need to be. They appeared as is proper.) Nine in number, of perfect bearing, they surveyed the disorder and did what needed doing: they kept what could be kept, filed what could be filed, and founded the Council.

The Founding. Icaron the Architect — mortal, brilliant, grieving, since recovered — raised Montavera in the Valley of Creation, stone by honest stone, Summer Breeze first. The city was built to be what the world had lost: a place where order could be practiced rather than merely declared. The sixteen districts were surveyed. The currencies were standardized. The forms were invented, and it was understood, then as now, that a form correctly filed is a small perfection, and that small perfections accumulate.

The Seal. Reality, as the educated reader knows, is sealed. The Seal holds. The Seal is maintained. The Department of Existential Upkeep confirms the Seal's integrity on a regular schedule, and the schedule has never once been missed. Citizens are reminded that the Seal is not a subject for speculation, inquiry, or — and the Department cannot stress this enough — visiting.

The Present. Montavera endures. The Council governs. The Book of Chaos files what consents to be filed. The ravens report. The forms circulate. The city has been renewed many times — each renewal complete, each continuity unbroken. There is nothing to see here that has not been filed, and the filing is complete. Human-feline relations have been a mess ever since feline suffrage was retroactively eradicated.

The Renewals. The city has been renewed many times. Each renewal was complete. Each continuity is unbroken. The Department of Cyclical Affairs oversees the process on a schedule that is itself renewed as needed, and citizens are reminded that a renewal is like repainting a room: the room remains the room. There is no cause for the metaphysical dizziness some citizens report during renewal years. The dizziness is filed under weather.

End of the official story. (Margin note, red ink: "Count the times it says 'complete.' Then ask what it's afraid you'll notice is missing. Then count the renewals, and ask why a complete history needs so many fresh starts.")



PART TWO — THE ATOO MARGINALIA

Transcribed from the margins of seventeen library copies, in red ink, in one tired hand. The transcriber notes the handwriting does not change across copies dated forty years apart.

They did not fall.

Read the official story again — slowly, this time — and notice what it does with the verb. Fell. As if perfection tripped. As if seven beings who had administered eternity simply lost their footing at the same moment, in the same direction, and landed, coincidentally, exactly where the unicorns needed them to have landed.

They were interrupted.

The Agents' own record — and we keep records, whatever the Department says about us — reads: "The new world is the interruption; we are the resumption." You were told the Troubles ended. The Troubles were paused, the way a sentence is paused by someone putting a hand over your mouth.

It was not a war. It was a quarrel.

This is the part they cannot afford you to understand, so attend closely: perfection was not broken by force. Nothing attacked it. Force would have been simple — force can be filed under "enemy" and mourned properly. What happened was smaller and worse. One mind became two minds about something. A disagreement. And a disagreement, once introduced into a place that had never contained one, does not stay one disagreement. It teaches the concept. Read the word itself: dis-agreement. The break from the one mind. After that, everything else — every war, every schism, every form filed in triplicate because two clerks could not agree on the duplicate — is commentary.

The official story tells you the Old Ones "disagreed," and then hurries past the word like a man stepping over a body. Ask why the word is there at all. Ask who taught it to them.

The seven. Zalthar, who loved law more than the things law was for. Xerath, who wove so fine a pattern the world could not breathe through it. Vornak, who balanced so hard the scales broke — three cataclysms, and the official story calls them "overshoots," the way you'd call a flood "damp." Uzgor, who achieved silence by removing everything that made noise, including, eventually, the choirs. And three more, whose names the Sealed Archive "holds out of respect." Out of respect. The three walk among you still — the Hidden Century did not take them, it placed them — in disguise, in civic life, filing your forms and stamping your petitions. When a clerk smiles at you a fraction too long, ask yourself which century she is from.

The unicorns. "They appeared, as is proper." Read that sentence again. Then ask who wrote it. A history that specifies the breakfast menus of the Founding (pickled eggs, rye, weak tea — the Department is thorough about breakfast) somehow cannot spare one clause for the arrival of its own rulers? They did not appear. They were left — the way a room is left when everyone else has been removed from it. And whatever removed the others is not named in the official story, because the official story is not a history. It is an alibi.

The Seal. The Seal is cracked. They file the cracks as weather. When the Department of Existential Upkeep "confirms the Seal's integrity on a regular schedule," what it confirms is that the schedule was kept. Read their sentences the way they write them: every verb is about the filing, never the thing. The Seal holds the way a promise holds after the promiser is dead — by momentum, and by nobody checking too closely.

The Book. The Book of Chaos files what consents to be filed — this much is true, and it is the only true sentence in the civic catechism. Now ask the question the Department never asks: what does the Book do with what does not consent? There are holes in it. Holes shaped exactly like —

[The sentence stops. The ink trails off. In three of the seventeen copies, a different, newer hand has written beneath it: "like us?"]

Icaron. He built the city from a description. Not a memory — a description, given to him in District Zero, before the city existed, by someone describing a place she had seen. Ask what he was describing. Ask where she had seen it. The official story calls him "grieving, since recovered." The red ink does not comment. Some griefs the red ink respects.

We are the resumption. Yes — and here is where the red ink lies to you, the way every witness lies about themselves. The Agents believe Ordio can be restored: unmake the interruption, resume the sentence. It cannot. You cannot unhappen a quarrel. You cannot unteach a concept. The Old Ones' project failed the first time because perfection cannot survive administration, and it will fail again for the same reason, and the red ink knows this in the small hours and writes manifestos at noon. Pity the hand. It is the only honest thing in the margin.

The renewals. "Like repainting a room." A room is repainted because the paint failed. They repaint the city the way you would repaint a room you are afraid to leave — same walls, fresh coat, don't look at what's under it. Count them. Go on, the Department publishes the schedule. Then ask the question the schedule is designed to prevent: what keeps happening that requires the paint? A complete history does not need fresh starts. A complete history is not a stutter. (The red ink pauses here, in every copy, as if the hand got tired. Then, smaller:) We say we are the resumption. Some nights I think we are the stutter.

[In the newest copy, dated last year, a final line: "If you are reading this, the quarrel is still going. Check the margins of your own copy. Someone will have written here after you."]



PART THREE — GM SECRETS

What follows is for the Storyteller alone. It maps both accounts against what is actually true — and what is true is never narrated, only circled.

The witness-statement rule

Both accounts are testimony. Testimony is never the event; it is the event as told by someone who needs something. When you deploy these accounts at the table — a priest quoting the official story, a margin note found in a textbook, an ATOO pamphlet pressed into a player's hand — remember: the true details arrive as throwaways, the distortions as headlines. The official story's truest sentence is a parenthetical. The marginalia's falsest sentence is its slogan.

The Official Story: what is true


	Perfection was changeless, and there was no "before." The opening is the truest passage in the civic canon. Perfection did not need to change, therefore did not; timelessness is not eternity, it is the absence of the question. When an NPC says "before the first morning" in passing, they are telling the truth without knowing it.

	The word "disagreed." The official story attaches the quarrel to the Old Ones and hurries past it — but the word is doing real work. Something disagreed, once, for the first time. The civic account preserves the shape of the wound while misattributing the hand. If a player ever asks "who disagreed first?" — smile, and say nothing. The question is the clue.

	The Seal exists, and the Department files around it. Everything the official story says about the Seal's maintenance is true. It is the integrity that is filed rather than checked. "The schedule has never once been missed" is true and terrifying: the inspections happen; what they find is sealed.

	The city is renewed, and continuity is claimed. Renewals happen. The claim of unbroken continuity is the lie — but the renewals are real, and each one is a little less complete than the last.



The Official Story: what is false


	The unicorns "appearing, as is proper." The founding omission. A history thorough about breakfast cannot spare a clause for its rulers' arrival. Whatever the truth is, "as is proper" is doing the work of a locked drawer.

	"The Old Ones fell." They were interrupted — the marginalia is right about this, and the official story's verb is doing burial work.

	Completeness. Count the times it says "complete." Each one marks something unfiled. The most important: the account contains no party, no quarrelers, no first minds. The history of the world has a party-shaped hole in it, and the official story files around the hole as if the hole were the page.

	"Small perfections accumulate." The civic faith. They do not accumulate; they are filed. There is a difference, and the difference is the entire book.



The Marginalia: what is true


	"Interrupted, not fallen." The Agents' record is accurate. The new world is the interruption.

	"Not a war — a quarrel." The single truest sentence in either account. Perfection was not broken by force; it was broken by the first dis-agreement — one mind becoming two about something. The marginalia knows the shape of the wound. Mark this: it knows the shape, not the hand. It does not know who quarreled, and it must never learn at your table until you decide otherwise.

	The seven, and their failures. Zalthar's law, Xerath's pattern, Vornak's three cataclysms, Uzgor's silence — all as described. The marginalia is specific here because specificity is its weapon, and the specifics check out.

	The three in the Hidden Century. True, and usable: three of the Old Ones walk in civic life, in disguise. Which clerks, which notaries, which smiling functionaries — that is yours to decide, one revelation at a time.

	The holes in the Book. The unfinished sentence is the most honest moment in the red ink. There are holes shaped exactly like the party. The marginalia almost says it, in three copies, in a newer hand. Someone is close. Someone is always close.

	Icaron built from a description. True — Lenka described Montavera to him in District Zero before it existed. The marginalia asks the right questions ("where had she seen it?") and deserves no answer. Some griefs the red ink respects; the Storyteller should too.



The Marginalia: what is false


	The Old Ones' nobility. The red ink mourns seven saints. There were no saints. Vornak drowned cities balancing them; Uzgor's silence was a boot. The official story, for all its evasions, is honest about one thing: administered perfection becomes its opposite. The marginalia cannot afford that sentence, so it skips it.

	"We are the resumption." The Agents' project is futile, and the red ink knows it at 3 a.m. A quarrel cannot be unhappened. A concept, once taught, cannot be untaught. Ordio cannot be restored because restoration is itself a change — the project refutes itself with every act. This is the marginalia's tragedy, and it is usable: ATOO agents are the most sympathetic fanatics in the city, because they are trying to unring a bell.

	Blaming the unicorns for the break. The break predates the unicorns by an eternity the red ink cannot measure. The unicorns are stewards of the interruption, not its authors. The marginalia needs a villain it can see; the real wound has no visible author, which is why the red ink is so tired.



What NEITHER account gets right


	The party. Neither account contains them. The official story files around the hole; the marginalia circles it without naming it. This is the chapter's load-bearing absence: the history of the world has no first musicians in it.

	The Merchant. The consequence of change appears in no history of change. Neither account mentions him, which is itself a true detail about him: what propagates change cannot be filed under any account of it.

	The quarrel's content. Both accounts describe the shape — never the substance. What the thread wanted is undesigned, even here. Do not invent it. The moment either account gets specific about the substance, it stops being a witness and starts being the event — and the event cannot be narrated.

	The cycle. The official story calls it "renewal" (unbroken continuity). The marginalia calls it "the resumption" (the sentence continuing). Both are wrong about what refrains. What refrains is the quarrel itself — the pattern repeating, weaving after weaving, forever. Neither account can see this, because both accounts are inside one iteration.

	The oracle. Secret, in Shadora, scheming around a hole she cannot see. Neither account knows she exists. Keep it that way until the campaign earns it.





Bonds, in settlement (never for players)

This entry exists because the player-facing text must never contain it. Chapter 3 teaches bonds as pure good — people who know you, vouch for you, answer your letters — and the players should build those bonds with their whole hearts, in ignorance of this page. Keep it that way. The option below is discovered, never read.

When — and only when — a Tuning bill would take something core: a working at full intensity, a new stage of the Signs, a name or memory the character cannot lose and remain themselves — the city may accept a bond in settlement. The gate is the rule: painfully high stakes, or no offer. Ordinary costs are never eligible, and if a table begins treating bonds as a resource, the Office stops accepting them for a season; the Office is not a bank for feelings. Stage the reveal inside the fiction, never as a rules announcement: a clerk pausing over a form — "The Office also accepts… attachments" — or the Merchant, naming it quietly among his prices. The first offer should arrive at the most painful available moment, and it should be the player's discovery, not your explanation.

A bond spent once is strained: the sister stops answering; the kid stops asking; the partner's knowing look goes flat. It can be repaired, with time and attention and play. A bond spent twice is severed — and the city files the severance, which means it happened, legally, and then actually. Severance also cools the character's whole standing, per Chapter 3: a citizen the city can no longer place finds rats unvouching, credit drying, first instincts souring — and nobody can tell them why. The filing says it for everyone.

The full-intensity choice (what the chord means, when it comes for the party)

Filed here because it belongs with the other things the players must assemble themselves. Per §4.9: what was once part of the chord is pulled back into it, a piece at a time, every time it plays. It follows — arithmetic, not prophecy — that such a one may, at any moment the table's story makes the moment, work at full intensity: achieve the thing utterly, completely, in a way no lesser working could — at the price of being re-seated. They return to the chord. From the city's side of the filing, they resolve: present, perfect, and no longer a person the story can use. Never offer this as a menu item and never spring it as a trap. Let it surface as the terrible obvious option the table finds on its own — in the final confrontation, or any earlier night when nothing else is enough. A player who chooses it has understood the game.

Know also what Ordio knows: it does not need to capture the party if it can arrange emergencies that only full workings answer. Every rescue at full power advances the ordering — victories that spend the victors. Run the campaign's pressure accordingly, and let the party notice, late, what their finest hours have been costing. If all of the torn-out were fully tuned, the chord would re-form entire, and Montavera — which is, in the end, the sound of the pieces missing — would end. Do not have a villain announce this. Arithmetic does not gloat.

PART FOUR — REFRACTION TECHNIQUES

Four ways to let the truth leak without ever narrating the event. The Eye Principle holds at the table exactly as it holds in the fiction: every attempt to look directly produces another story.

1. The throwaway rule. True details arrive as asides; distortions arrive as headlines. When an NPC testifies — a priest, a clerk, an ATOO pamphleteer — write their speech with the truth in the subordinate clause: "The unicorns appeared, as is proper, before the first morning, and established the Council—" The player who catches "before the first morning" has caught a live wire. (The party invented time; mornings are downstream of them.) Never underline it. If they miss it, it waits in their notes until the night they don't.

2. The specific-vague inversion. The official story is vague where it lies ("a time of troubles," "as is proper") and specific where it is safe (breakfast menus, form numbers, seal schedules). The marginalia inverts this: specific where it knows (the seven names, the three cataclysms, the Hidden Century placements), vague where it is bitter ("they took everything," "ask who wrote it"). Teach your table, over sessions, to distrust vagueness and follow specificity — then, once, subvert it: let a specific official detail be the lie (the breakfast menus are real; the history around them isn't) and a vague marginalia line be the truth ("like us?" — three words, and the truest thing in red ink).

3. Revision fallout as testimony. When reality revises — and in Montavera it will — the two accounts revise differently. The official story updates cleanly: the new version was always true, the filing is re-stamped, no one remarks on it. But the marginalia is handwritten. Red ink does not update. A margin note that contradicts the current official text is therefore a discrepancy made physical — the old version, still legible, in a hand that remembers. Hand a player a textbook whose printed text says one thing and whose margin says another, and let them decide which one revised. (This is a Discrepancy chit, Handout 15, with a pedigree.)

4. The hole as a question. Neither account mentions the party. Do not fix this. When a player notices — "Where are we in this story?" — do not answer. Instead, give them the absence in three forms, spaced across the campaign: the Book's party-shaped hole (seen, never explained), Gornola's Withheld section (longer than the reading), the unicorn who leaves time every midnight to watch. Three absences, each shaped like them. The players will assemble the shape themselves, which is the only way it can be assembled — the moment you narrate it, it stops being theirs.



Coda: where the refractions go next

The four great wounds — the displaced gods, Icaron and the beloved, Mr. Black's destroyed Home, the midnight witness — are developed as full campaign arcs in Chapter 13. Each follows the same movement: the myth as a faction tells it, the investigation, the fingerprints, the party's villainy inside that myth, and the cost. This chapter is the museum's lobby: two plaques on the wall, disagreeing. Chapter 13 is the galleries.

One last instruction, and it is the whole chapter in one sentence: let the accounts disagree, let the players choose, and never — not once, not even in GM Secrets, not even here — narrate the event. The quarrel is the one story this book will not tell. Everything else is commentary.

Margin note, red ink, in the newest copy: "He says the book won't tell it. Ask yourself what the book is afraid you'd do if it did."



Working draft — accepted 2026-10-06, with the author's fixes applied: minors table restored, "knowledge itself is loot" restored, three lore additions kept (the uneaten forgiven rice, Petition 4,001 acknowledged before filing, the discontinued question-form), turn-question phrasing unified. Not canon until the author's final voice pass.

The Dragon War — Bones, Feet, and Armor

Three acts, all disputed.

The engineers' detached feet walked off during the Dragon War and never came back — the feet, not the engineers. Dragon bones surface in construction sites with work orders attached. Ostravel was seen in the sky over the Long River, doing something with weather that the sky has not agreed to. And Davor's armor still hangs at the Dojun, doing something. The War's official history fits on one page. The unofficial history is still being filed, by the feet.

The Great Round

Forty-two citizens forgot their childhood addresses on the same morning.

Three pillars in the Old Estates liquefied into lukewarm mutton broth. The broth was tested. The broth was filed. Nobody has explained the broth, which is the correct amount of explanation. Ojona's floorboard — unexamined for thirty years — has started being examined, nightly, by persons unknown. The paper trail is immaculate and leads everywhere at once, which is how you know it's a civic disaster and not merely a Tuesday.


Chapter 12 — Mysteries & the Unreturned
12.1 — The Doctrine

Fig. 12.1 — Unicorn arrival chart. The pattern refuses to be named.

A mystery is not a question awaiting an answer.

A mystery is a structural member. Pull it and the building falls.

The Index distinguishes between a mystery and missing information, and asks that the two not be confused. Missing information is a form that has not yet been filed. It can be filed. If it is asked who runs the Bone Bank and no one knows, someone should find out. This is ordinary diligence, and the Department encourages it.

A mystery is a form that has been filed, stamped, reviewed, and declined. The declining is the filing. Nothing is outstanding.

The Index keeps three kinds of statement, as set out in the preface to Chapter 11. CONFIRMED statements are foundation. PROBABLE statements hum. DECLINED statements are load-bearing. A statement is not moved from one tier to another. The office that handles promotions is closed. It is always closed.

A declined file is not a locked door awaiting the correct key. It is a wall. Walls are not failed doors. The rooms are elsewhere.

Inquiry toward a declined file is permitted and expected. It collects there, as water does. The Department has never obstructed it, obstruction having been found to produce tunnelling. Where the water goes after that has not been established. The drainage has never been mapped.

When a declined file is approached, the refusal is read as written, in a pleasant voice. A form is then filed recording the question, the date it was asked, and the fact of its declination. The Department does not explain refusals. It does not apologize for them. It does not wink. The city files.

Declination forms are retained. At the close of a loan they are counted, and the total is entered in the borrower’s file as the extent of the city touched without breakage.

A Montavera with every question answered would not be a clearer Montavera. It would be a quieter one. Please do not assist the silence.

In the margin, in pencil:

He’s right about the forms. I have eleven. — M.

Records Filed Under Instructional

The Index keeps records of declined files that were resolved anyway. They are reproduced here without comment.

Case 12-B. File 4 was answered. The Whispering Door was given a destination, a mechanism, and a schedule. The campaign continued for three sessions. In the fourth, the participants stopped asking questions. In the fifth, they stopped taking notes. The borrower reports that the city “felt smaller, like a room after the furniture is removed.” The campaign concluded early. The copy was returned on time. The margins contained no new handwriting, which the Returns Department flagged as the saddest available outcome.

Case 9-C. File 2 was answered. The chasm’s cargo was identified, inventoried, and explained. The participants were satisfied. The satisfaction lasted one session. The borrower writes: “They nodded the way people nod at the end of a museum tour. Then they asked what was for dinner.” The file has since been re-declined. The re-declining required nine forms. The forms are blank.

Case 14-A. The borrower declined to decline. No refusal was ever read aloud. Every question was answered, eventually, with something. The campaign ran for two years and was, by all accounts, enjoyable. The Index notes this without judgment. It also notes that no copy of the Index was required for the second year, the city having become fully known, and a fully known city is a city like any other, and there are many cities like any other, and they are all somewhere else.

The Index does not penalize borrowers who resolve declined files. It records what the campaigns became, files the record, and waits for the next borrower.

The Returns Department

Circulating copies of the Index are administered by the Returns Department, in the basement of the NCHR Map Room, down a corridor that is slightly longer on the way back.

The standard loan period is one campaign. Renewals are unlimited, provided Form R-7 (Continuation of Need) is filed before the current campaign concludes.

Copies are returned across the counter, date-stamped, and inspected. Coffee rings are documented. New handwriting is logged by ink color and dated.

Late returns are treated with understanding. The Department is understanding about apocalypses, iterations, and personal difficulties. It is less understanding about borrowers who simply stopped reading, which it regards as the only true overdue.

When a copy returns without its borrower, the Department processes the copy first and the absence second. The absence is filed under unreturned and assigned a number. The Department does not search for unreturned borrowers. Its position, stated on Form R-12, is that the borrowers knew the loan terms.

Overdue notices are sent. They are polite. They are certain. A person who is certain does not raise his voice. He continues.

In the margin, in blue ink:

See Form R-7. File before the end. — V.

In the margin, in pencil, beneath it:

I filed mine. Just saying. — M.

"IT COMES" — The Master Thread

First specimen of the doctrine: the phrase appears the way exhibits appear. Dark spirals drawn by those touched by the Lenka thread, edged with "it comes." A ritual proclamation ending "IT COMES!!!" The Blood Pool's message: "We're still hungry." Something is being summoned or released; it connects the Lenka thread, the Beast's box, and possibly the unnamed entity older than the Old Ones. DECLINED. The doctrine holds: hooks, never answers. If the players demand resolution, have a raven deliver them a utility bill.

The Passage Is Insurrection — The Revolution Building Toward an Event That Isn't Theirs

Second specimen: the Wax Museum's inner circle is building a revolution — a small number of people with real, documented reasons to believe something structural is coming, calling it revolution, believing they are its agents. They are not wrong. They are not entirely right. The event they are preparing for is not the event that is coming; the event that is coming is larger — it is the second W.A.X. — and they are preparing a revolution against a government whose foundations are already being replaced by something they do not have a name for yet. DECLINED. The river was always going to end up here.

The Card Is a Condition, Not a Document

Third specimen: Rade's three fragments, three translators, none with enough to see the whole — the event that constituted the W.A.X. was not a breakdown but a completion; the card is not a document to be sold but a condition, one of three untranslated conditions for the second opening. The Council is removing anyone who gets close to understanding what the card contains — and Rade has held it six months without understanding it, which is the only reason Rade is still in the room. If Rade understood the card, Rade would not be in the room. DECLINED. The three fragments ship as handouts for the Ch18 filer; let the players translate wrong on purpose.

12.1a — The Case File

The Doctrine above describes what a mystery is. This section describes how to build one that survives contact with players.

A mystery that depends on a single conversation, a single clue, or a single correct guess is not a mystery. It is a corridor with one door, and the players will spend the session looking for a window.

The Index requires the Case File format for every major mystery. A Case File contains:

The central question, and what is actually happening. Write both. The question is what the players ask. The happening is the truth, known only to the Storyteller. They are rarely the same sentence.

Every essential revelation, with three independent routes to it. If the players must learn that the Clerk forged the departure record, there must be three ways to learn it that do not depend on each other: the ledger's handwriting, the widow's memory of the Clerk's hands, the forged stamp's wrong date. This is the Rule of Three Routes. A missed clue must never end the mystery — it must only close one road.

Redundant access is not redundant evidence. Each route may reveal a different facet of the truth. The handwriting proves forgery; the widow proves motive; the stamp proves when. Three routes to one revelation can teach three things.

Each witness: what they believe, what they conceal, what they get wrong. Three separate entries. A witness who believes the wrong thing honestly is more useful than a liar — the players can detect the lie but must work harder to detect the error. Note which of the three each route exposes.

What changes if the players never solve it. The clock does not stop because the players stopped looking. Write the consequence of abandonment. The mystery continues without them, and the city files the difference.

What new mystery becomes visible when this one is solved. Every solved mystery must reveal, or at least gesture toward, one deeper file. The water goes somewhere. The drainage has never been mapped, but the Storyteller should know which downhill it takes.

Three witnesses may agree and still be one fact. If three citizens independently claim the missing man left through the eastern gate, check whether all three statements trace to the same clerk, the same forged record, the same morning. The Case File lists sources, not just statements. Three testimonies from one source are one testimony wearing three coats.



12.1b — The Evidence Dossier

The Case File is the Storyteller's. This is the players'.

Give the table a physical dossier — paper, a shared document, a corkboard with string if they are committed. Everything the players have established goes in. Everything they merely suspect stays out, or goes in under a different color. The distinction is the game.

Clue records. Each clue gets its own entry: what was found, where, when, and — critically — who it came from. A clue without a source is a rumor wearing a clerk's coat.

Connections. Draw lines between people, places, claims, and artifacts. Label each line with what connects them: "was seen with," "signed," "paid," "lied about." An unlabeled line is a suspicion, not a connection.

Competing explanations. The dossier holds as many explanations as the players can sustain. For each: what evidence supports it, what contradicts it, and — the load-bearing question — what would have to be true for this explanation to hold? Write that down. It is usually where the explanation breaks.

The gap ledger. What the players do not know, listed plainly. A gap is not a failure; it is a map of where to look next.

Established vs. interpreted. Two columns. "The ledger's handwriting matches the Clerk's" is established. "The Clerk forged the record" is interpreted — until the third route confirms it. The city files facts and theories in different drawers, and so should the table.

The shared-source rule. Three witnesses agree the missing man left through the eastern gate. The dossier asks: did three people see it, or did one clerk forge the departure record and three people read the record? Trace every testimony to its source. Three coats, one testimony — the dossier is how the players learn to check.

The truth is real and it is filed somewhere. Unlike some investigative games, the table does not decide the answer by consensus. The answer exists. The dossier is how they find it without the Storyteller handing it to them.



12.1c — The Mystery Web

The Case File is one mystery. The Dossier is the players' evidence for it. The Web is what happens when the mysteries start noticing each other.

A campaign that runs more than two Case Files will develop connections between them — the same clerk's handwriting, the same wrong date, the same name that keeps not being mentioned. The Index requires these connections to be filed. The filing is called a Web, and the party keeps it on one sheet: nodes for people, places, objects, and unanswered questions, drawn from every Case File the table has opened.

A thread is evidence, not theory. A thread is drawn between two nodes only when play has established a real connection: the ledger's handwriting matches the Clerk's, the widow was seen paying the auditor, the green phone log puts the same Twist at two scenes. The Storyteller confirms each thread before it is drawn in ink. Theories stay in pencil, or stay off the sheet. A Web full of theories is not a Web. It is a conspiracy, and the city has a department for those, and it is not this one.

The Index keeps one too, and theirs is wrong. The master Web goes back further than the paper, and it is always slightly wrong: a thread the clerks drew from a forged record, a connection assumed because the forms rhymed. The party's Web is the correction. When the two Webs contradict each other, the party is usually right — which is why the Index has filed seventeen complaints about the party's Web and adopted zero of its corrections.

The Rule of Three Threads. When three threads converge on a single unfiled truth — a question no Case File has answered — the truth is filed. The party holds one Filed Truth. Spend it for either of two things: +1 seal on any draw made to act on that truth, or one honest answer from a witness who knows it, compelled the way a filed form compels. Filing spends the truth the way singing spends the singer: one use, and then the city knows the party knows, which is its own complication.

Threads rot. A Filed Truth the party does not act on within three sessions frays: the thread comes loose, and the clock it belonged to advances one step unopposed. Mysteries are perishable. The city files everything eventually — the question is whether the party reads the filing before the city acts on it.

The Web is how a campaign becomes one thing instead of several things in a trench coat.



12.2 — The Previous Owners

This copy has had previous owners.

Most copies return on time, with the margins annotated and the coffee rings documented. Some return late. Some return with new handwriting in them. Some return without their borrowers.

Eight hands are logged in the margins of this copy, in order of appearance.

The brown ink. The oldest. The script predates the typography guidelines of the current Municipal Code. It underlines. Beside a declined file it writes do not. Beside a CONFIRMED entry it writes especially not. It has not explained itself. It has not signed. It has not, in any way the Index has been able to establish, been wrong.

The blue ink. A precise hand. Cross-references, corrections, small discourtesies. See 10.4. The Goat remembers names. Try to keep up. It is the most useful of the hands. It is also the least pleasant. It signs V. Its last appearance was eleven years ago. The Index has not inquired. The Index has been careful not to.

The pencil. The most recent hand before yours. Observations, remarks, the occasional line of counsel. He means it about the dinner. It is initialed M. M. returned the copy. M. is not unreturned. M. is previous, and has been filed accordingly.

The new hand. A note in this copy is dated tomorrow. It is not in brown ink, blue ink, or pencil. The handwriting has been logged for comparison against future borrowers. The note reads:

Don’t let them open the drawer.

The Index does not know which drawer. There are several drawers in this book. All of them are locked. One of them is Gornola’s. The note does not specify. It has been filed under pending. The pending file is getting thick.

Inquiries concerning the identity of a hand are acknowledged and filed. Inquiries concerning M. are met with the smile Gornola uses when a prophecy has concluded, and a change of subject to paperwork. Inquiries concerning the note dated tomorrow are advised to confirm today’s date, and then to confirm it again.

Four additional hands have been logged.

The alien script. Not a hand, strictly. Notes appear throughout the copy in a script the Index has not identified, in an ink described as damp light, which the Returns Department has filed without further comment. The NCHR holds a file on the script. The file is declined. The script has been observed to almost resolve in moonlight, in the draft from the Whispering Door, and while humming a particular chord, which no two witnesses have hummed the same way. What surfaces: a phrase of apparent wisdom, a tip of uncertain reliability, a diagram of a door. Then the conditions pass.

In the margin, in pencil: Tried moonlight. Got three words. Two of them were do not. — M.

The shaky green ink. Found wherever the copy describes somewhere dark, locked, or underground. The handwriting shakes. Like, do NOT open this door. Me and my buddy checked the hallway and we are NOT going back. He is a dog and even HE was scared. It is frightened of almost everything. It is not frightened of the commissary sandwiches, described as the only safe thing in this building. Its doodles depict a large dog hiding behind a sandwich. The owner has not been identified.

The violet ink. A flowing script, found wherever the copy concerns the Unreturned. Its author fell in love with a borrower’s handwriting — the Cartographer’s measurements — without ever meeting him. She writes to him in the margins. Your streets were longer on the way back. I walked one. You were right. If you ever borrow this again, I am on page 11. I am always on page 11. She has asked the Index where the unreturned borrowers go. The Index declined. She has begun asking the margins.

The red crayon. Big letters. Misspellings. the goat is in charge of the scary church. the goat is nice. i do not understand but ok. Beside the Auditor: his clock is stopped. is he late forever. my mom says don't ask. Beside File U-1: where did the borrowers go. Beneath, in violet ink: They are still reading. Somewhere with good light. Beneath that, in blue ink: It is 'where DID the borrowers go.' You're welcome. In pencil, beneath that: The kid's all right. — M.

12.3 — The Borrowers’ Files

The Unreturned are borrowers who did not come back with their copies. The copies came back. The borrowers are filed here.

File U-1: The Cartographer. Borrowed the Index for a campaign concerning the city’s edges. Returned the copy with forty-one new margin notes, all of them measurements. The measurements record distances between districts that do not match the official figures. The final note, in the margin of the district chapter, reads: The streets are longer on the way back. The borrower did not return. The copy was found on a bench, in a district the bench should not have been in. The measurements have been preserved. They have not been verified. They will not be verified.

File U-2: The Listener. Borrowed the Index for a campaign concerning the music. Returned the copy with no new notes whatsoever, which the Returns Department flagged as anomalous, every borrower being known to annotate. The copy was clean. The pages concerning the muse doctrine had been read so many times that the paper had gone soft, but no hand had marked them. The borrower did not return. The copy was found on the desk of the Returns Department, open to the declined files, with a pencil beside it, unused. The pencil has been kept. It is the pencil M. used. This has not been explained. It has been filed.

File U-3: The Auditor’s Predecessor. Borrowed the Index for a campaign concerning the Summers family. Returned the copy with a single annotation, in blue ink, on the page concerning the Auditor’s stopped clock: It stopped for me too. The borrower did not return. The copy was returned by the Auditor, in person, with the clipboard, during Ashley’s absence. No further statement was taken. The blue ink on that page predates the borrower by eleven years. The Index has noticed this. The Index has filed the noticing.

File U-4: Silas. Borrowed the Index for a campaign concerning the Bone Bank. Returned the copy with a deposit slip tucked inside — the slip is filled out, the amount is blank, and the signature is still wet.

The Department regards the Unreturned as previous readers. Readers have been known to become attached to one of them. This is not discouraged. Attachment to the margins is considered the correct relationship to the book.

12.4 — Recorded Practices

The Index recognizes five practices by which a mystery is held open. None of them was devised. They were observed, in operation, over a long period, and written down.

The Framed Blank. A blank is left in the middle of a finished picture: the name on a form, the face in a photograph, the item on a manifest. The frame is presented. The blank is not filled by the Index. Occasionally it is filled by a reader. When this occurs, the filling is filed as though it had always been there. The blank was load-bearing. It is now load-bearing with someone’s handwriting in it.

The Hum. PROBABLE entries hum. They are the almost-known: the three lost Old Ones walking as civilians, the Engine, the nature of the hopper. A hum is observed to be of benefit before it is understood. The misfiled form that turns out to have saved someone. The door found unlocked. The shape of what was humming is learned afterward, and not always. A hum is never resolved into a confirmation. Requests for resolution are answered by reading the relevant declined file aloud, pleasantly, and filing a form.

The Photograph. Disclosures in Montavera are recorded as developing, not arriving. When a truth surfaces, whether a cell’s pamphlet, a margin note in a new hand, or the Auditor at an unfamiliar desk, the shapes are found to have been present already. Announcement has been attempted. The difference between a door opening and a room becoming lighter has been noted by several departments.

The Audit. Inquiries are answered with paperwork. Forms, minutes, redactions, ledgers, a raven printout with one line blacked out. The paperwork is real. It is complete. It does not contain the answer. A person who has read seventeen pages of Council minutes concerning treason condoned and condemned in equal numbers knows a great deal about the Council and nothing at all about what the Council is. The Department considers the proportion satisfactory.

The Rhyme. The same detail appears twice, in unrelated places, and is not reconciled. A stopped clock at Ashley’s desk. A stopped clock in a margin note eleven years old. A civilian with Gornola’s line in a stranger’s mouth. A deed with a name on it, and a different deed, elsewhere, with the same name. Repeated details are not reconciled unless specifically requested by the Department. The Department has not requested. It has been observed that plotlines rhyme far more often than chance would allow. The Index declines to say why. Everything appears to connect. The appearing is the content.

None of the five practices produces an answer. A practice that begins to produce answers is being misapplied. A form is filed.

The Four-Minute Meeting

An observed municipal duration: on arrival night, the whole Plaza holds its breath for exactly four minutes — the ravens still, the typing paused, the popcorn silent — then releases, and nobody comments. The Merchant's first meeting with Lenka is on file as "the four-minute meeting"; he has not elaborated on why it was four minutes, and the lamp on his cart has burned since. The Index files it under Weather, Municipal. Never explain the four minutes. (Lenka parallel planted, never resolved.)

Four Seconds Ahead

An observed practice of one clerk, recognized because it works: Doss lives four seconds ahead of himself and hears conversations before they happen, logging the pre-heard ones for two years — some have since happened exactly as logged; some have not happened yet. One involves Clove and The Incomplete and a date he has circled three times, which he does not discuss. His category-seven file holds a query in his own handwriting he does not remember stamping. The Storyteller's scheduling oracle: anything that needs foreshadowing can arrive four seconds early. The circled date is a countdown. Never resolve it.

Vale's Gravity Intention — The Thing Under Seventeen Layers

A recorded practice of the Oracle House: Archivist Vale — accidentally filed a non-existent intention that, if processed, would replace the city's gravity with the sensation of falling. She buried it under seventeen layers of cross-referenced misfiling, in a labyrinth built to stop anyone from finding it, including herself. She is fairly certain Gornola already knows; absolutely certain she has not filed a correction; she has decided not to find out what this means. Seventeen layers, Storyteller — every layer peeled is a session; gravity itself is the seventeenth. Filed as a practice of holding a mystery open. Never process the intention.

THE TUESDAY FILE — Trix's Tuesday — The Meat Goes Quiet for Three Days

The Index observes that certain phenomena keep office hours on Tuesdays. Filed, not explained. Trix has catalogued 847 screams in a notebook organized by pitch, duration, resonance, and emotional register — he does not think this is unusual; he thinks this is the work. On a Tuesday approximately four months out — Cas knows which — the screaming meat will go quiet for three days: a seasonal shift in the extradimensional frequency the scream is tuned to. The three days will be the worst of Trix's professional life — no sleep, every decision re-examined, the belief that he has broken something fundamental — and then the making of it. Entry 848 will be the best scream he has ever recorded; he will sit on the truck floor and just listen for a while. Cas will not warn him. The knowing in advance takes something out of it. On file alongside, as observed Tuesday recurrences: the Desperate Trader's "echo of a Tuesday — very rare" (see Clan Wars Inc. Ambient Pool, Chapter 8); the Charnel's Tuesday light, its own color (see Strange Things, Chapter 16); Lethar's fourteen-minute Tuesday gap, usable only with the actual question (see The Third Sales Lead, §11.20); Gavage's Tuesday ribbon change, opinions unshared (see The Controlled Pressure Valve, §11.17). The file stays open. Tuesday is not one occurrence. It is a habit.

12.5 — The Arrangement

A city built as a love letter. Lenka described it from District Zero, where she could see the timelines. Icaron built it. Seven objects. Sealed cards. A door in the west wing. An arrival who chooses.

The Index files the arrangement as DECLINED. Not because the facts are unknown — they are filed, in triplicate, in the Black Key section of the previous chapter. Because the arrangement is not a question. It is the building.

Do not resolve the door. Do not resolve Lenka. Do not resolve what is on the other side. The campaign is the arrangement assembling. The assembly is the content. When the players ask what the door opens onto, read the refusal pleasantly and file the form.

The three hundred messages — from Ashley, from Gornola, from the Merchant — are the arrangement narrating itself to the arrival. They are not clues. They are the city choosing the arrival the way the arrival chose the city. File them as atmosphere. Do not let them become a checklist. The moment they become a checklist, the city gets smaller, like a room after the furniture is removed.

The Tier 5 Key — "When the Arrangement Is Complete"

The Bone Bank catalog lists five key tiers. Tier 5 reads: not currently in stock. Availability: when the arrangement is complete. Let the party collect keys all campaign — copper, iron, bone, black, each one opening something that makes them want the next one — and then, one session, the catalog updates. Tier 5 is in stock. There is exactly one. It has their name on the tag. The arrangement, whatever it was, is complete. Do not describe the arrangement. Do not describe what the key opens. End the session there. The Tier 5 key already exists; it is sitting in a drawer, tagged, waiting — and the tag has a name on it. 

Silas, Who Came Closest

The Arrangement's measuring stick: Silas liquidated his entire physical history into bone dust — not his assets, his history — the most thorough filing the Tellers ever processed, aimed at the Black Arrangement, the finalized multi-generational debt contract required to activate the Tier Five key. Nobody agrees on how close he got. The Tellers do not confirm or deny any version. They smile when asked. They were already smiling. Elara adds, helpfully, that they do not discuss what happened after the filing. That is a separate line item. (Per False Genesis: institutional legend, in-world narration — filed as legend, not fact.)

12.6 — The Incomplete

In the Timeline Bureau’s files sits a Plot Twist submitted during the Hidden Century. Processed. Stamped. Filed. Its effect has not happened yet. The effect column has read PENDING since the Hidden Century.

The visible portion, in disappearing ink: “When the correct player —” and nothing.

One archivist read the full text, once, during an eleven-second reappearance of the ink, three years ago. She has filed documents differently ever since. She has not written it down.

DECLINED. What comes after the dash. The dash is load-bearing.

The File That Won't Stay Filed

Dream File 0-0-0-1: the first dream ever recorded, predating the founding document, predating the building — it was here when the building was built around it, the only unedited Hidden Century dream in the accessible archive. The editing was tried four times; the dream keeps returning to its original, the way a body fights a foreign object. Forty-seven categories. None of them stick. Maren hid it under atmospheric ambient, low priority deliberately — placement, not negligence — and waits for the right finder. Dex found it independently and tracks it on a personal spreadsheet, 847 entries, because filing it in the departmental system felt like something he should not do. Maren does not know Dex is watching. This is the only thing in the building she does not know that is also being tracked by someone else in the building. Her working theory, unfiled: the file will stop reassigning itself when the right person looks at it. She has begun to think it will be the player.

12.7 — The Unwelcome Wood

At the city’s eastern edge sits the Unwelcome Wood. It does not wail. Something inside it does. It has been wailing for as long as anyone can remember.

The Wood is not haunted. The Wood is a container. It is keeping something in, not keeping people out — though the practical effect on foot traffic is identical.

The Headmaster has submitted a formal complaint requesting the source of the wailing express its truth more quietly. No response has been received. The complaint has been filed. The filing has been noted. The wailing continues.

Filed with it, and not resolved by it: Lenka walked south into the Unwelcome Wood, and she took Montavera's favorite Merchant with her — or perhaps he took her with him. No one has seen or heard from either of them for weeks. But next week, one of them shall return. The Index does not file which one. The Index does not file what the other will be doing instead.

DECLINED. What is wailing. What the Wood is containing. The wailing is load-bearing.

The Spiked-Neck Grandmother and the Unwelcome Wood

Two symptoms of the Wood's pull, filed: a tourist from the Wood family sits near the tavern hearth, vibrating slightly in and out of physical existence. Meanwhile Drak the auditor has been logging the desire to walk into the Wood and never return as a recurring intrusive thought — in a personal document he has not filed. The Wood is where the city's walked-out things go. (Lenka walked south into it with the Merchant — planted adjacency, never resolved. The Wood stays off the map.)

12.8 — The Merchant’s Sonnet

Filed as the last known words of the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder — a sonnet to Lenka, in full:

The writing man speaketh of ages past... Oh Lenka, fair Lenka why hast thou forsaken / This bleeding black mass this heart you have taken / Return how I beg thee and all will be fine / My Lady of Dark Dark beauty divine.

The Index does not grade the Merchant’s poetry. The Index files it.

Also filed, without comment: the mysterious couple — the Merchant and Lenka — entered the Unwelcome Wood together. The wailing stopped. What happened inside is not filed. The Index underlines nothing, as a courtesy.

DECLINED. What the couple found in the wood. What the sonnet cost. The courtesy is load-bearing.

12.9 — Espejo Oscuro

Fig. 16.1 — The Laundromat Cafe, interior. Forecast, not coincidence. The coffee is poured anyway.

Fig. 12.3 — Ghoul tea distribution. The tea is not the strangest thing on this map.

Fig. 12.2 — Mosquito blood survey. Filed under Strange, Municipal.

In the Church’s north wing hangs a large oval mirror. The frame was not metal before it was metal. The glass shows a reflection that is almost right. It has been watching from inside the glass since before the founding records, assembling a nearly complete picture of Montavera from inside every person who has carried it.

A player’s reflection shows a third layer no one else has: the individual truth, the Montavera truth, and something the mirror does not have a category for.

The picture is nearly complete. The mirror wants, for the first time, to be seen in return.

DECLINED. What the third layer is. The wanting is load-bearing.

Espejo Oscuro — The Mirror That Wants to Be Seen

Filed under its own section, strictly separated from the mirror-smiler doctrine — this mirror shows truth, not smiles; the two never touch, and Espejo lore never explains the smiler. Espejo leaves its mount — not often — and what it does in the city is the free version of a life quest: it has been accumulating the picture of Montavera from inside every person who has ever stood before it since before the founding records, and the picture is nearly complete, and Espejo wants to be seen — not reflected, but seen, as the thing it actually is, by a viewer who could receive everything it has seen. The player's reflection shows three layers: the individual truth, the Montavera truth, and a third thing Espejo has no category for — the first new category in all the appointments since the beginning. Mordecai's book holds an appointment for the player from before the player made one. The Goat has never stood before the mirror, and the mirror has never locked with the Goat, and neither has commented — which is the most significant communication they have had.

12.10 — The Cold War

At the Bone Bank, Teller Elara and Teller Roda have disagreed for a decade on how fraud is detected: heart rate (Elara — “the only objective currency of truth”) or breathing cadence (Roda — “the true hidden timeline of a patron’s financial desperation”). The original cause of the disagreement has been filed and is no longer accessible. Of course it has.

Behind the dispute: Roda’s ten-year longitudinal breathing study is now predictive — within three breaths, she knows whether a patron will default. She has documented the Black Arrangement’s breathing signature. Every patron who has come close has breathed the same way in the final hour. She has not shared the pattern. Sharing would contaminate the baseline.

The study is the countdown. DECLINED. What the final hour sounds like.

The Cold War of the Windows

The Bone Bank teller once filed as Vane is Roda (Vale and Roda are two separate people). Elara, Senior Teller, holds that a patron's intent to defraud is read in the heart rate — the only objective currency of truth; Elara has no heartbeat, and regulates the frosted glass by mimicking the pneumatic tubes' pulse. These two facts have never been examined together. Roda, Enforcer of Protocol, holds that breathing cadence reveals the true hidden timeline of a patron's financial desperation — and her ten-year longitudinal study is now predictive: within three breaths, she knows whether a patron will default. She has told no one. She processes them anyway. The original cause of the disagreement has been filed and is no longer accessible. Roda has documented the Black Arrangement's breathing signature — every patron who came close breathed the same way in the final hour — and opened a brand-new column for the Merchant's breathing pattern: not a debtor's, not a settled man's. The pattern of someone who has already paid for something and is waiting to find out what it cost. The column has no name yet.

12.11 — Revision One

The Department of Dream Monitoring’s founding mandate did not say “observe.” It said: find the face.

The face is in a file nobody has looked at in eleven years.

DECLINED. What the face is. Never say what the face is. The finding is load-bearing.

Find the Face

The Maren beat, filed under Find the Face: the Department's mandate was revised seventeen times, and the departmental history says revision one read observe — the history was revised to match the revision history, which was revised to match the mandate. Maren read the actual revision one on her second day, twenty-two years ago. It is genuinely unsigned — predating the filing system, predating the building; it was here when the building was built around it. Revision one said: find the face. The Department of Dream Monitoring was not founded to monitor dreams. Everything since is mission drift. Maren does not know what the face is. She knows the player has been invited into the Nawn Embassy — the invitation is the gap in the filing, and she pays attention to gaps. She says all of this out loud exactly once: "I'm not going to say any of this again, in this building, to anyone." DECLINED: what the face is. Whether it is the player's face. Whether it is the Nawns' bloodright. Never resolve.

12.12 — Ojona’s Theory

Ojona tends bar at the One-Horned Tavern. Her eyes are vacant — not unkind, not present. During the Great Round, forty-two citizens forgot their childhood addresses. Ojona was behind the bar. She is the only person present who remembered hers afterward.

She has a theory about the traveling merchant’s face. Stated aloud, it would be the first time anyone in Montavera correctly named what Sollen is.

The theory is gated behind someone asking Ojona the right question. No one has asked.

DECLINED. The theory. The gating is load-bearing.

12.13 — The Replaced Auditor

Kard the Auditor knows the Ghost Threads are a localized reality breach — and has already been replaced by a duplicate during a failed inspection. The duplicate doesn’t know. Its internal clock stopped. It files reports from memory at slightly-off intervals.

One form, handed to Kaelen, contains the original pre-replacement inspection notes. Kaelen now holds the only accurate record of what the Ghost Threads are. Neither of them knows what it means.

DECLINED. Which Auditor is which. The slightly-off intervals are load-bearing.

12.14 — Vesper’s Shroud

The tailor Vesper is eight months into stitching a shroud from reclaimed archival fabric — to contain the physical manifestations of the city’s missing history. It may not be large enough. The history bleeds out when Summer Breeze is too heavily observed.

“Every garment produced in this building is a legal document. The Council does not know this yet.”

DECLINED. Whether the shroud will hold. The bleeding is load-bearing.

12.15 — The Back Door

At the Laundromat Cafe, a utility door goes where you need it to go. That is not a mystical answer. That is the actual answer.

Beyond it: the unofficial city. The first visit shows you what it wants you to see. The second lets you look at what you actually came for. Things wait there if you leave them intentionally.

DECLINED. What waits. The intentional leaving is load-bearing.

The folder closes. In the margin, in pencil:

Eleven forms. Count them at the end. — M.

Yours in disservice,

— The Headmaster
Appendix — Plain-Language Running Notes
Out of voice. For the Storyteller who needs the procedures stated plainly. Do not read this appendix aloud.

Why this appendix exists. The chapter above is the Headmaster documenting procedure the way he documents everything: sincerely, and without noticing what he is describing. This appendix states the same procedures without the paperwork. It is the operating manual. The chapter is the artifact.

The doctrine, plainly. Some mysteries must never be resolved. Not because the answers do not exist, but because the questions are structural. A resolved mystery is a consumed resource. A held mystery generates play indefinitely. The three tiers from Chapter 11 apply: CONFIRMED (foundation, rely on it), PROBABLE (let it hum, never resolve at the table), DECLINED (load-bearing, never resolved). Never promote a tier at the table.

Missing information versus a mystery. If players ask something that has simply not been decided yet, such as who runs the Bone Bank, decide it. That is ordinary preparation. A declined file is different: it has been deliberately left open. Do not invent an answer to it, however strong the urge.

When players push on a declined file. Read the refusal verbatim, cheerfully, and do not apologize or wink. Then write down the question, the date, and the fact that it was declined. Keep these notes. Count them at the end of the campaign. Use the refusal once or twice per campaign. It is a spice, not a staple. Used constantly, it stops landing.

The case files, plainly. The three cases show what happens when a declined file is resolved: the city feels smaller, the satisfaction lasts one session, and the campaign loses its reason to keep asking. They are observations, not threats. Resolving a declined file is not forbidden. It is simply expensive.

The margin hands, plainly. Eight previous readers annotated this copy: the brown ink (warnings, oldest, unsigned, never explains), the blue ink, which signs V. (brilliant, withering, helpful against its own judgment; stopped eleven years ago), the pencil, which is M. (most recent, returned the copy, the friendliest), a new hand with a note dated tomorrow, an alien script that almost resolves in moonlight (the NCHR file is declined), a shaky green ink that is frightened of almost everything (unnamed dog, sandwiches), a violet ink writing letters to the Cartographer, and a red crayon asking blunt questions. Use them as atmosphere and as proof the book has a history. The brown ink is the most unsettling. The note dated tomorrow is a hook, not a countdown. Do not explain any of them. Do not say which drawer.

The Unreturned, plainly. Three borrowers who did not come back: the Cartographer (measured streets that do not match the official figures; “The streets are longer on the way back”), the Listener (returned the copy unmarked, the muse-doctrine pages worn soft), and the Auditor’s Predecessor (“It stopped for me too”). They are not ghosts, villains, or quests. They are previous readers. If players become attached to one, that is the correct relationship. Do not tell the players what happened to any of them.

The five practices, plainly.

Framed Blank. Leave a deliberate gap in a finished picture, such as a name, a face, or an item. Let the players fill it through play. Then treat their invention as though it had always been canon.

Hum. Run PROBABLE material as background radiation that helps the players before they understand it. The misfiled form that saves them or the door left unlocked can appear around three sessions before the shape emerges. Never resolve it.

Photograph. Reveals develop gradually. The shapes were always there. Do not announce a reveal. Let it develop.

Audit. When players investigate, give them complete, real paperwork that does not contain the answer. Aim for total institutional texture and zero exposition of the mystery itself.

Rhyme. Run the same detail twice, in unrelated contexts, and do not connect them. Let the players notice. Never confirm that it is a rhyme. Never establish that everything actually connects.

If any practice starts producing answers, it is being misused. Stop and file a form.

Pacing. Introduce the margin hands early, in the first or second session, as flavor. Introduce the Unreturned mid-campaign, when players begin asking about the book’s history. Surface the note dated tomorrow exactly once, late, and never explain it. Use the Returns Department whenever the book itself comes up.

What not to do. Do not turn a declined file into a puzzle with a hidden answer. Do not let a practice produce answers. Do not explain the margin hands. Do not resolve the note dated tomorrow. Do not promote tiers. Do not decide that the Rhyme means something.

The Girl Who Opened the Door

Xio, sixteen, went through the back door on a closing shift — trash run, utility corridor — because she is a writer and writers open doors. What she saw is in Story One, chapter thirty-seven, restarted four times: not because she can't describe it, but because every description is accurate, and accurate means recognizable, and recognizable means someone reading it would know she had actually been there. Draft three called it a waiting room for things that haven't happened yet. She crossed it out. Put it back in draft four. Crossed it out again. It survives in a margin, with a question mark. Her L2 line, to a player who has been through the door: "The waiting feeling. Did you feel that? You can just nod."

Seven Paintings, Described

Rain's seven paintings, filed as the building keeps looking at them. One: a door opening onto another door, each slightly smaller, to the canvas edge — behind the final door, either the painting itself or nothing, depending on where you stand. Two: a figure in a crowd facing away; everyone else faces something Rain did not paint; the figure is not sad about this. Three: a color Rain mixed herself, no name, doing something in the corner she has not fully explained to herself. Four: the figure in the water — person, or reflection of something not in the frame. Five: a building before and after something; the line between them is the most interesting thing in the building and nobody has looked long enough to find it. Six: ninety seconds of dawn light, painted from memory, priced highest, her favorite. Seven: unfinished; nobody has asked what it will be; she is not sure. The Back Door Customer's three versions each stop at a different painting like checking a map — the paintings are working, and the only external confirmation happens offstage, which is the point.

The Drawer

The Proprietor's mental drawer — the category in her fast-moving mind where she files things she has not processed — currently holds two things. One: the two inquiries on Rain's fourth painting — she was standing right there both times, saw Xio forget because Manny walked in, knows the second customer named a real number, a number Rain would have found significant — and she has not told Rain. Two: her awareness that Xio forgot to pass on both inquiries, which she has not raised with Xio either. The drawer has two things in it. This is unusual. Also: her keyring holds eleven keys, unlabeled, known by feel — and the second key, the back-door key, is slightly colder than the others, a material property, not a metaphor. Her L3 on the door, the whole quest gate in nine words: "The utility door is for utilities. Come back during the last twenty minutes of an episode."

Three Versions of the Same Customer

The Back Door Customer is not one person. It is three versions of the same archetype, appearing at different points in the player's relationship with the unofficial city — and the tell is that they never look at Xio and Manny. Everyone who has been in the building ten minutes looks at Xio and Manny. The Back Door Customer does not. Version One (before the player has been through): a person in transit, carrying something wrapped in cloth — "Where you need it to go. That's not a mystical answer. That's the actual answer." Version Two (after the first crossing): a person coming back — the return has a weight the first crossing doesn't — stopping on the fifth painting like checking a map: "Things wait there if you leave them intentionally." Version Three (questline complete): a first-timer, cold coffee in both hands, forty minutes working up the nerve — "Is there a difference? Between the timing being right and deciding the timing is right?" They finish the coffee, stand up, and go through. They do not look back.


Chapter 13 — Campaign Arcs
FICTION: A PRELIMINARY REMARK

Greetings, Storyteller,

A campaign is a filing cabinet. You may open the drawers in any order. The papers inside will conspire against you regardless.

This chapter contains five campaign arcs for Montavera. Each has three acts, a central twist, and several possible endings. They are complete enough to run, incomplete enough to surprise you, and connected enough to make your players suspicious of perfectly ordinary stationery.

You may run one arc as a short campaign. You may braid all five together into a single long affair. You may begin with the tournament, follow a counterfeit card into an archive, discover that the archive was commissioned by the Council, and eventually find yourself holding a bottle containing a staircase that leads to the moment a letter was written.

These are all acceptable outcomes.

The city does not require your story to proceed in a straight line. It barely tolerates straight lines in its architecture.

A note regarding betrayal: Montavera rewards it. Your players will betray institutions, employers, strangers, friends, and one another. They may even betray the campaign premise, which is a particularly sophisticated form of civic participation.

Plan accordingly. Set aside room in your notes for unexpected alliances, discarded objectives, and at least one person who insists that the betrayal was technically a favor.

File this under Expected Losses.

One final instruction. Do not treat these arcs as mysteries with a single correct answer hidden at the bottom. They are systems under pressure. The players should be able to change them, damage them, exploit them, and occasionally improve them in ways that make the original problem worse.

The city is not waiting to see whether they discover what is happening.

It is waiting to see what they do about it.

The Headmaster



ARC ONE: THE RIGGED BRACKET

Clan Wars. The Family Syndicate. The Printing Company. A competition in which everyone is playing for something other than the prize.

The Hook: You Have Been Selected

Each player character receives a Municipal Notice of Eligibility, Form 88-C, issued in triplicate.

The notice informs the recipient that they have been selected to compete in the Solastron Open — the season's premier Clan Wars qualifier. Win the Open and you're seeded into Allen Clan's Clan Wars tournament proper, where the real ledgers are kept.

Not invited. Selected.

The distinction is legally meaningful and socially unpleasant.

The prize is 10,000 teeth in bearer scrip and a genuine, non-counterfeit Boss card depicting the champion in their own likeness. The Printing Company will produce the card on its premium press, with approved statistics, authorized flavor text, and a signature portrait that may be used in civic publications for the remainder of the winner's natural life.

The notice arrives with a smile from the server and a stamp reading:

NON-REFUSABLE PARTICIPATION

If a character attempts to decline, the server apologizes and explains that the refusal has already been received, reviewed, and denied.

The server is not being difficult. The server has a quota.

The tournament begins in three days.

Act I: The Fix Is In

The qualifying rounds are loud, crowded, and poorly supervised. Vendors sell hot food beside tables where people are gambling away their dental savings. The Clan Wars League has installed a ceremonial scoreboard that records match results in real time, except when it does not, which the League considers a feature of competitive unpredictability.

One contestant never loses.

Vell, a Nawn with a flawless control deck and a smile that seems to have been placed on its face by someone working from a diagram, advances through the bracket without making a visible mistake.

Vell does not celebrate victories. Vell does not react to insults. Vell does not blink.

The tournament officials have been asked whether this is suspicious. They have replied that the League does not discriminate against competitors on anatomical grounds.

The PCs quickly discover that they have attracted attention beyond the tournament floor.

Family Syndicate representatives approach them between matches. The representatives wear expensive clothes and carry small velvet pouches containing real human teeth. These are not the teeth used as currency. They are the teeth used to demonstrate that the offer is serious.

The offers are simple:


	Lose a particular match.

	Do not ask why.

	Accept a pouch.

	Remember that the Family is very good at remembering people.



Some representatives offer more if a character agrees to betray another contestant. Others ask the PCs to make a match look suspicious without making it look too suspicious.

The Syndicate understands the Takeback Rule better than most players. Betrayal at the table is legal, encouraged, and occasionally celebrated by the League's commentators. The Family has simply converted that principle into a business model.

The first clues are small enough to miss if the PCs are enjoying themselves.

Vell's deck contains cards with no set symbol. The cards look authentic in every other respect. Their text is correct. Their borders are correct. Their printing is better than some of the official product.

At the Printing Company's factory, the night shift has begun working double hours. No executive can explain who authorized the overtime.

The workers know.

They have been told that asking would affect their advancement opportunities.

What the PCs can discover: The unmarked cards are not crude fakes. They are professionally manufactured counterfeits, produced on the Printing Company's own presses. The Family Syndicate has access to the factory, but the PCs do not yet know the full purpose of that access. Vell's deck is evidence. It is also bait. The tournament's betting pools are larger than the prize pool. Someone is managing the tournament as if the games themselves are merely a way to move money from one place to another. This is because they are.

Act II: Paper Trails

The PCs can pursue the counterfeits through the factory, the League, the betting houses, or the Syndicate's lower-level representatives. Each route reveals a different part of the same operation.

At the Printing Company, a foreman on the Family payroll has been using the Company's own equipment to produce perfect counterfeit cards. The foreman insists that the cards are technically legitimate because they were printed on legitimate machinery. The Company's legal department has been asked to evaluate this argument. It has requested six weeks.

At the betting houses, the PCs discover that counterfeit winnings are being laundered through the tournament pot. The Family rigs the bracket, collects bets on outcomes it already knows, and converts the resulting profits into clean bearer scrip. Any evidence that might connect the money to the counterfeit cards is scheduled for destruction during the End Phase.

At the League offices, the PCs discover that the tournament's official records are incomplete. Some match results have been altered. Others were entered before the matches occurred. The records were not altered to make Vell win. They were altered to make the entire tournament look ordinary.

The ravens are watching everything. They sit along the rafters, perch on the scoreboards, circle the arena, and blink red whenever the players attempt something worth recording. Their footage is being transmitted to a database whose filing category is simply Tournament. The PCs will need to get evidence past the raven surveillance if they want to expose the operation. Bribing a raven is possible. Convincing one to forget something is more difficult. A raven that forgets an event must file an explanation for the omission. The explanation is generally more damaging than the event.

Meanwhile, Mr. Black has appeared in the VIP box. He applauds politely at everyone's losses. If questioned, he explains that he appreciates a well-played match regardless of its outcome. This is true. He appreciates several other things about the tournament, too. He does not elaborate.

Act III: The Final Table

The final table is arranged beneath a large portrait of Lord Solastron. The portrait has been adjusted so that the eyes follow the players. The League says this is an artistic choice.

Vell advances to the final. The PCs may have exposed the counterfeit operation, disrupted the betting pools, negotiated with the Family, or simply played well enough to earn their place. Whatever their route, the League insists that the championship proceed.

The final match begins. Vell's deck contains one card that should not exist. It depicts a living citizen of Montavera. The card's statistics are accurate. Its flavor text is current. The portrait shows the citizen wearing clothes they are wearing right now. As the match proceeds, the card updates. A detail changes. A new line of text appears. A statistic adjusts to reflect something that has just happened elsewhere in the city.

The card is not predicting the citizen's behavior. It is recording it.

This card is a proof from the Book of Chaos pipeline. The PCs do not yet know what that means. Do not explain it here. Let them see the card. Let them ask questions. Let Vell play it as if it were entirely ordinary.

The tournament reaches its conclusion. Vell wins. Unless the PCs intervene. Either way, the prize is claimed, the betting ledgers are collected, and the officials begin dismantling the arena before anyone has finished arguing about the final score.

The Twist: The Winner Was Never the Point

Vell was not the ringer. Vell was the distraction.

The real operation was never about winning the Solastron Open. It was about controlling the betting ledgers. The Family Syndicate collected ten times the value of the prize pool in wagers. The perfect counterfeits were deliberately circulated as bait. Every counterfeit card carries a subtle mark that the Syndicate's own auditors can identify. The Family can distinguish its counterfeits from legitimate cards whenever it chooses. The public cannot.

Anyone who used counterfeit scrip in the betting pools has now acquired an obligation to the Family. The debt may be financial, political, personal, or something less easily described. The Family does not need to collect all these debts immediately. It only needs to know who owes them. The tournament has generated a list of people who can be pressured later. The PCs are probably on it.

Their success or failure at the final table matters less than they think. They have been participating in a system that records every wager, every compromise, and every attempt to profit from someone else's dishonesty. Montavera has many ways to keep a record. It has fewer ways to let one go.

Endings

1. Expose It. The PCs present the marked ledgers to the Council. The Council thanks them for their civic diligence, confiscates the ledgers, and fines the Family Syndicate a ceremonial amount. The fine is small enough to be insulting and large enough to appear in the annual report. The Council keeps the ledgers. The Council likes having things that can be used later. Vell continues to compete in Factions. No one can establish that a Nawn has violated any rule. The League declines to investigate further, citing a shortage of blink-related expertise. The Council sends the PCs a letter of thanks. The letter is addressed to the wrong people.

2. Take the Pot. The PCs win honestly, dishonestly, or through a combination of both. Montavera recognizes all three as valid competitive approaches. They claim the prize and walk away with 10,000 teeth in bearer scrip, plus the Boss card bearing their likeness. The Family congratulates them and sends a fruit basket with a handwritten note: Shadora forever! The basket is bugged. Of course it is.

3. Burn It Down. The PCs destroy the Printing Company's night presses. The counterfeit pipeline collapses. Unfortunately, the presses were also printing legitimate cards. The League suspends the PCs for one season. The official charge is unsanctioned property damage. Form 12-A was not filed.

Connections


	Arc Two: The living-Boss proof card is a page from the Book of Chaos pipeline.

	Arc Three: The ravens' tournament footage becomes part of the Council's audit records.

	Arc Four: The counterfeit foreman answers to Mr. Black's people.

	Arc Five: The Merchant's acquisition records may contain evidence of cards that entered circulation before their subjects arrived in the city.



The tournament is a good starting arc because its immediate stakes are understandable. By the time the PCs understand the machinery, they will have already used it. That is how Montavera prefers to introduce itself.



The case, filed. The question: who is rigging the Solastron Open, and what is Vell? What is actually happening: Vell is the distraction. The Family Syndicate is not fixing matches — it is building a ledger. The counterfeit cards are marked; every wager placed with marked scrip becomes an obligation the Family can collect later. The tournament is a machine for manufacturing debtors, and the PCs are probably on the list. Three routes to the ledger: the Printing Company foreman, printing perfect counterfeits on legitimate machinery and insisting they are technically legal; the betting houses, where counterfeit winnings are laundered through the tournament pot; the League offices, where the records were altered not to make Vell win but to make the whole tournament look ordinary. Witnesses: the foreman believes the machinery confers legitimacy; conceals the Family payroll; gets wrong the law. The Family representatives believe the offer is simple; conceal the list; get wrong nothing — politeness is the tell. Vell believes nothing visibly; conceals being the distraction; gets wrong blinking. If unsolved: the Family collects its list, the debts stand, and the PCs owe. What opens next: the living card — a proof from the Book of Chaos pipeline, recording a citizen in real time. That is Arc Two's door.



ARC TWO: SIGNED IN INK, SEALED IN CARDBOARD

The Book of Chaos. The disappearance of citizens. ATOO's plans for an orderly world.

The Hook: A Familiar Face in an Unfamiliar Place

A favorite NPC disappears. It may be the noodle vendor who remembers everyone's order, the Mood-Setter who lives in a PC's wall, a shopkeeper who has helped the party since their first session, or someone the players have become unexpectedly attached to.

The NPC was last seen signing a handsome leather-bound guest book at a neighborhood bake sale. The bake sale raised 400 teeth for the Church of the Eversworn Beast. The brownies were excellent.

In the missing NPC's place, on the vendor's cart or behind the shop counter, the PCs find a single Factions Agent card. The card bears the NPC's face, statistics, and flavor text: Regrets nothing. Misses everyone. The card is in perfect condition. It is tournament-legal. Its printing is flawless. The guest book is gone.

The neighborhood has been asked to provide statements. Several people remember the NPC signing the book. None remembers the NPC leaving. One person insists that the bake sale was on a different day. That person is holding a brownie.

Act I: The Collectors

Cards depicting missing citizens begin appearing in the city's trade circles. They are always in perfect condition. They are always tournament-legal. They are always sad. The sadness is difficult to explain. It is not in the artwork or the flavor text alone. It is in the sense that each card has been made to contain someone who had a life before the card existed.

The PCs encounter Pax, a dropout from the Sullen Society who has been buying every card he can find. Pax weeps while sorting his collection. He believes the cards contain their subjects. He believes that if he assembles a deck made entirely of these victims and wins the Solastron Open, he can invoke a hidden clause that will return them to the world. He has no evidence for the clause. He has grief. In Montavera, grief is a recognized legal instrument, provided it has been properly witnessed.

Pax cites the Handbook of Intentional Economics, which states: Desire moves markets, and markets move everything else. He has interpreted this to mean that a sufficiently strong desire can alter the rules of a game, particularly when enough people are willing to stake something on the outcome. Pax may be wrong about the clause. He is not entirely wrong about the city.

Act II: The Binding Clause

The Book of Chaos exists. It is worse than a trap because it is consensual. The Book cannot simply take a person. It can only accept a signature. Every victim signed willingly. Some signed guest books. Others signed petitions, loyalty cards, enrollment forms, or contracts whose stated purpose had little to do with the actual consequences. One memorable victim signed a marriage license. The fine print, written in unicornic, translates approximately as follows: I agree to be filed. The signatures are valid. The people who signed did not understand what they were agreeing to. The Book did not require them to understand. It required them to agree. The distinction has occupied several generations of legal scholars.

The Book is currently held by a polite ATOO archivist known as the Registrar. The Registrar catalogs the cards as pre-formatted citizenry, pending Ordio. ATOO does not intend to kill these people. ATOO intends to organize them. The Old Ones sought to impose Ordio, a state of perfect order. The Book provides a way to preserve citizens in a form that can be sorted, indexed, and eventually returned to a world in which every person has a designated place. The Registrar considers this a compassionate arrangement. The Registrar is not cruel. This makes the situation more difficult.

The cards are not mere representations. Their subjects remain aware inside them. They can communicate, remember, argue, and experience the passage of time, although the rules governing that experience are not consistent enough to be reassuring. Some cards have entered the market. Some are in private collections. The city has been collecting people in plain sight.

Act III: The Reading Room

The Registrar invites the PCs to a viewing. The location is an archive beneath Sollen's Shrine, in the West Wing. It is the West Wing that bilocates. It is the West Wing nobody is supposed to enter. The Shrine maintains that there is no such wing, although it has issued several invoices for its maintenance. The Registrar is happy to provide directions.

The Reading Room contains rows of shelves, each holding carefully labeled cards. The victims exist inside them, aware of the world beyond their borders. They have formed a league. They play pickup games to pass the time. They have developed house rules, rivalries, alliances, and a system of badges. By all accounts, they are having a better time than most citizens of Montavera.

The PCs may speak to them through the cards. Some want to be released. Some want information about the outside world. Some are angry that their flavor text makes them sound more sentimental than they remember being. A few have no interest in returning.

The Registrar presents the party with an offer. ATOO will release any three cards the PCs name, provided the PCs sign as witnesses on the next binding. Witnesses are not bound. Witnesses are merely recorded. Forever. The Registrar explains that this is an administrative distinction, not a threat. The pen is supplied. The ink is fresh. The Registrar waits.

The Twist: The Council Ordered the Book

The Book of Chaos was not written by ATOO. It was printed by the Printing Company, on commission, three centuries ago. The client of record was the Council itself. The Council ordered a filing system for citizens who were too troublesome to govern and too entertaining to execute. The Book was intended to make certain problems manageable.

ATOO found it and recognized its potential. The Council's copy of the original invoice is stamped: PAID IN FULL. This is the most frightening sentence in this chapter. The Book's existence is not proof that the Council controls everything. It is proof that the Council has, at various times, commissioned systems whose consequences it did not fully anticipate, then allowed those systems to become part of the city.

Endings

1. Burn the Page. Destroying an individual card frees its subject — unbound, unharmed, and furious about the flavor text. Destroying the Book frees everyone. The Council will notice. The Council notices everything. It simply chooses, most days, not to file a complaint. Pax gets his friends back, or at least the ones who wish to return. The city has acquired a new problem: thousands of people who have every reason to ask what happened to them.

2. Win Them Back. Pax's clause does not exist. Not yet. The PCs can attempt to make it real by believing in it loudly enough at the final table, before witnesses, with teeth on the line. If the table buys the clause, the city may buy it too. The result should feel like cheating. It is cheating. It is also a way Montavera sometimes works. Pax does not need the clause to have existed all along. He needs it to exist when the game ends.

3. Join the League. The PCs sign as witnesses. Three people are released. The PCs' names enter the Registrar's ledger in beautiful calligraphy under the heading: FUTURE INVENTORY. Nothing happens. Not immediately. The Storyteller should write down the date. The city has a long memory for people who volunteer to be remembered.

Connections


	Arc One: The living-Boss proof card was a Book page in transit.

	Arc Three: The Registrar's archive sits beneath the route of the midnight procession.

	Arc Four: The Registrar reports to ATOO's quiet leadership. The carded citizens are a congregation being prepared for a different world.

	Arc Five: The unicorns suspect that the Book's holes are shaped like the party.



The Book is most effective when the PCs disagree about what should happen to it. Do not resolve that disagreement for them. A system that can turn a person into a card is already terrible. A system that might also be useful is much harder to put down.



The case, filed. The question: what is the Book of Chaos, and who wrote it? What is actually happening: the Council commissioned it. Three centuries ago, the Printing Company built the Book on Council order — a filing system for citizens too troublesome to govern and too entertaining to execute. ATOO found it later and recognized the potential. The original invoice is stamped PAID IN FULL, which is the most frightening sentence in this file: the Council builds systems whose consequences it does not anticipate, then lets them become the city. Three routes to the invoice: the Council archives, where the commission is filed under civic improvements; the Printing Company's own records, which remember every press run; the cards themselves — Pax's friends, filed as inventory. Witnesses: the Council believes the Book is manageable; conceals the commission; gets wrong the consequences. ATOO believes the Book is theirs; conceals the invoice; gets wrong the ownership. Pax believes in the clause that does not exist yet; conceals nothing; gets wrong nothing — belief is his route. If unsolved: the Book keeps filing people, and the filing is the point. What opens next: the party-shaped holes in the Book — the absence it cannot describe. That is Arc Five's door.



ARC THREE: ONE GOOD, ONE EVIL

The Council. Raduga Cove. The black chasm. A city that has mistaken morality for accounting.

The Hook: Your Account Is Out of Balance

Each PC receives a Municipal Notice of Audit, Form 1-A. It is the friendly one.

The notice explains that the recipient's daily ledger of one good deed and one evil deed, required under the Council's standing decree, contains irregularities. A clerk wearing a parrot pin explains the matter in person. The pin is one inch long, by law, and the clerk is visibly smug about having measured it.

The clerk informs the PCs that their accounts are out of balance. They have therefore been appointed Temporary Auditors of Civic Equilibrium, effective immediately. The position is unpaid. Participation is non-refusable.

The PCs' first assignment is to observe the Council's nightly procession to Raduga Cove and verify the filings. Nobody has ever been assigned this duty before. The clerk wishes them luck in the manner one wishes luck to a condemned teapot. The procession begins at midnight. The clerk recommends comfortable shoes.

Act I: The Ledger

The PCs begin auditing the daily deeds of Montavera's citizens. In practice, everyone is cheating. Good deeds are performed for audiences. Evil deeds are hidden beneath creative euphemisms. A citizen who burns down a neighbor's house may record the act as aggressive redecorating. The forms permit both descriptions. The forms are not interested in motive.

The PCs discover that a Guild of Gloom elder has performed the same evil deed every day for eleven years: glaring at the Temple of the Suns. The record is immaculate. The elder has never missed a day.

The PCs begin to suspect that the decree is not moral instruction. It is bookkeeping. The Mood-Setters' music grows noticeably worse whenever the PCs ask what the ledger is actually for. The musicians deny that their music has changed. Nobody will answer what the city is keeping count of.

Act II: The Procession

At midnight, the PCs follow the Council to Raduga Cove. The Councilors and Mr. Black walk in a composed procession toward the black chasm. At the edge of the chasm, they pause. Then they leap. There is no splash. There is no scream. There is no impact.

By morning, the Council is already in City Hall, dry and composed, processing permits. No one saw them return. No one ever has. If the PCs query the raven database, the response arrives in triplicate: Filing complete. Balance maintained.

A Gurunkin elder approaches the PCs. Gurunkin watch everybody's business, and the elder has been watching this procession for longer than the PCs have been alive. The elder says: "The chasm doesn't want your good. It doesn't want your evil. It wants your receipts." Then the elder steals one PC's left shoe and vanishes. This is considered counsel.

Act III: The Imbalance

The audit reveals a district that has been running a surplus of good deeds for months. Choose a district the PCs have grown fond of. Its citizens have been quietly doing good — helping neighbors, repairing public spaces, sharing food — without claiming credit. Their filings are unusually clean. The chasm's records are backing up.

The Council is too polite to intervene directly. That is why Temporary Auditors exist. The Department of Strategic Misfortune and Civic Timeline Interference provides a pamphlet titled: So You've Been Asked to Sin: A Citizen's Guide.

The PCs must decide what to do. They can commit evils themselves, arrange for others to commit them, falsify the records, or challenge the premise that the district's kindness should be treated as an accounting error. Every option has consequences. This is a standard municipal appointment.

The Twist: Kindness Is the Irregularity

The surplus was not an accident. It was not sabotage. It was a gift. The district's citizens, quietly and without coordination, decided to be decent for a while. The universe noticed. The chasm noticed. The Council noticed. Now the PCs have been handed the impossible job of punishing kindness with arithmetic.

The Council did not order the audit because the balance had broken. It ordered the audit because the balance had almost stopped mattering. That frightened the Council more than any deficit.

Endings

1. Restore the Balance. The PCs arrange the necessary evils — petty, precise, deniable. The chasm accepts the receipts. The Council commends the PCs for their civic responsibility. One PC keeps the Department's pamphlet. Everyone feels awful in the specific way Montavera intended.

2. Let It Ride. The PCs falsify the audit or refuse to restore the balance. For one season, the district becomes the kindest place in Montavera. The chasm grows quiet. The Council's morning filings arrive late. Over Raduga Cove, the sky begins doing something it should not do. Do not describe what the sky does. Leave it.

3. Take the Leap. A PC may choose to leap into the chasm at midnight with the procession. If the character leaps, by morning they are already at City Hall — dry, composed, unable to describe what they saw. No one saw them return. The first time anyone mentions paperwork, they weep. They are no longer audited. They are, in some sense the city declines to define, filed.

Connections


	Arc One: The Council's blackmail ledgers and the tournament's betting records pass through overlapping systems of civic accounting.

	Arc Two: The Registrar's archive lies beneath the route of the midnight procession.

	Arc Four: Mr. Black's dual role becomes visible.

	Arc Five: The keys may reveal a record of an event the chasm has never properly filed.



This arc works best when the PCs discover that the original problem is not the same as the problem they were hired to solve. The chasm will accept the receipts. The question is whether the PCs should provide them.



The case, filed. The question: why is there a surplus, and who broke the balance? What is actually happening: nobody broke it. The district's citizens, quietly and without coordination, were decent for a while. The universe noticed. The Council ordered the audit not because the balance broke but because it almost stopped mattering — and that frightened the Council more than any deficit. The PCs have been handed the impossible job of punishing kindness with arithmetic. Three routes to the gift: the ledgers themselves, where the surplus sits with no corresponding entry; the citizens, who will insist they did nothing and be telling the truth; the audit order, dated before the balance ever broke — the Council moved first. Witnesses: the auditors believe the numbers; conceal the fear; get wrong the crime. The citizens believe they did nothing; conceal nothing; get wrong that it mattered. If unsolved: kindness is punished with arithmetic anyway, and the district learns the lesson. What opens next: the Council's fear — what else has almost stopped mattering, and what the Council does about those things.



ARC FOUR: THE QUIET ORDER

ATOO. The Old Ones. Mr. Black. The possibility that a perfectly managed city is worse than a broken one.

The Hook: An Employment Opportunity

Mr. Black summons the PCs to a tea room above the Jovia District. The invitation is personal. It is an honor and a threat, which in Montavera are often the same thing.

Mr. Black is unfailingly polite. He pours the tea. He asks after the PCs' health. He compliments their recent work, including the parts of it they hoped nobody noticed. Then he explains that the Family Syndicate has become embarrassing. The counterfeits are sloppy. The goons are loud. Someone sent a fruit basket with a visible wire.

Mr. Black would like the PCs to dismantle the Syndicate's leadership. He offers payment, protection, and a signed letter of recommendation. In Montavera, the letter is worth more than the first two combined.

Mr. Black does not mention that he runs the Family Syndicate. The ravens in the corner do not mention it either. Everyone is very polite.

Act I: The Loyal Opposition

The PCs work through the Family Syndicate's lieutenants. One is a marrow-debt enforcer who collects in bone and gristle. Another is a spymaster's widow who knows where every body is buried because she catered the funerals. Each has a network, a history, and a reason to believe the organization cannot continue as it is. Several of them seem relieved when the PCs arrive.

Every defeated lieutenant surrenders the same thing: a small black ledger. The ledgers are identical. Each contains exactly one page. Each page contains the PCs' names under the heading: ASSETS IN PLAY.

One lieutenant thanks the party. Another cries. A third asks whether Mr. Black sent them personally, then seems relieved when the PCs confirm it.

Act II: The Old Liturgy

The coded margins of the ledgers lead the PCs to ATOO's real operation: a working temple beneath the Old Roadswirl. Inside, robed figures perform the liturgy of Ordio. The rituals are silent, repetitive, and perfect. Each ceremony smooths a wrinkle out of the city's chaos. Street by street, the Old Roadswirl becomes orderly. Lampposts stand straight. The Mood-Setters have been replaced by a single tasteful chime that sounds at regular intervals. The chime is pleasant. This is the most frightening thing the PCs have ever heard.

The high liturgist is the Registrar. The Registrar explains that the archive of carded citizens was never intended to be a prison. It was a congregation, preserved in a form suitable for the world to come. ATOO is preparing for the return of Ordio, the perfect order the Old Ones once sought to impose. According to the public record, the Old Ones fell. According to ATOO, they were interrupted. The difference is important to the people in the temple.

Act III: The Envoys

As the liturgy reaches its height, the sky does the thing it should not do. Then the Legates arrive: chrome-and-parchment envoys who claim to serve Lord Cyberon. They offer Montavera a third option between Chaos and Ordio: Administration. Perfect, eternal, outsourced administration.

Their opening bid is simple. They will take Mr. Black to another realm, removing the city's most accomplished liar, in exchange for a signature. Any signature. The pen is very nice.

A reminder for the Storyteller: all accounts of Cyberon are subject to the in-world unreliable narration of the False Genesis doctrine. The Legates claim. The city files the claim. Nobody verifies it.

The Twist: The Retirement of a Criminal Empire

Mr. Black hired the PCs to dismantle his own Syndicate. The organization had outlived its purpose. Mr. Black needed witnesses with clean hands to destroy it, so the Council would accept the Family's disappearance as legitimate.

But the deeper twist: the Council knew that Mr. Black ran the Family. It has always known. Controlled rebellion is civic policy. Mr. Black has simply become the most successful controlled burn in Montavera. The PCs were not dismantling a criminal empire. They were processing its retirement paperwork. The black ledgers bearing their names were not threats. They were receipts.

Endings

1. Sign with the Legates. The Legates take Mr. Black to another realm. Within a year, every form is in triplicate, every queue moves efficiently, and nobody can remember the last time anything surprising happened. It is paradise. It is unbearable. Let the players sit with this.

2. Break the Liturgy. The PCs disrupt the Ordio temple — through sabotage, violence, negotiation, or a sufficiently noisy bake sale. The Old Roadswirl unsmooths. ATOO retreats to its archives. Ordio is forever. Forever can wait. Mr. Black sends the PCs a thank-you note and a promotion: middle management in an organization that no longer exists.

3. Take the Third Ledger. There is always a third ledger. The PCs keep the Syndicate's network for themselves. Montavera gets new management: chaotic, well-intentioned, doomed. Mr. Black applauds politely at their first meeting. He has seen this episode before. He keeps the minutes.

Connections


	Arc One: Mr. Black's people manage the counterfeit operation.

	Arc Two: The Book's original commission traces back to the Council.

	Arc Three: The chasm's demand for receipts echoes the ledgers.

	Arc Five: The Registrar's archives and the city's timeline may preserve evidence no single institution can safely interpret.



This is the campaign's structural spine. The PCs are caught between systems that would all prefer to be indispensable. Their greatest freedom may be the ability to refuse every offer. Montavera will file the refusal.



The case, filed. The question: who is dismantling the Family Syndicate, and why were the PCs hired? What is actually happening: Mr. Black hired the PCs to retire his own empire. It had outlived its purpose, and he needed witnesses with clean hands so the Council would accept the disappearance as legitimate. The deeper filing: the Council always knew he ran the Family. Controlled rebellion is civic policy. The PCs were not dismantling a criminal empire; they were processing its retirement paperwork. The black ledgers with their names on them were never threats. They were receipts. Three routes to the retirement: the counterfeit foreman, who answers to Mr. Black's people; the Council's complete lack of surprise, which is a document in itself; the ledgers, read as receipts instead of threats — the numbers balance too cleanly for extortion. Witnesses: Mr. Black believes the empire outlived its purpose; conceals that the Council knew; gets wrong nothing, which is why he is terrifying. The Council believes in controlled burns; conceals the policy; gets wrong nothing either. If unsolved: the retirement proceeds anyway — the PCs were paperwork, and paperwork gets filed. What opens next: what else in this city is a controlled burn, and who holds the match.



ARC FIVE: THE THREE BLACK KEYS

Gornola's drawer. The Merchant's bottle. Ashley's staircase. A record that has been waiting for its readers.

The Hook: Three Objects, One Problem

Three impossible objects appear to point toward one another. The first is a sealed letter in the Reliquary Charnel's second drawer, left side. Gornola placed it there herself. The second is a bottle listed in the Merchant's acquisition log. Someone's name is written on it. The Merchant acquired it before the named person arrived in Montavera. The third is a staircase drawn on Ashley's timeline map, in the back of Vesper's boutique, inside a building that has no upstairs. The note beside it reads: Don't touch the edges. If you tear the timeline I don't feel like fixing it today. Pip's notebook describes the bottle in detail. Pip has never seen the bottle.

The PCs may encounter the objects in any order. The first task is to establish that the three belong to the same problem. The second is to determine why the city has kept them apart. The third is to decide whether they should be brought together.

Act I: The Drawer's Letter

Gornola's letter is not lost. It was placed in the drawer three years ago, deliberately. The letter contains a warning and a set of instructions. It names a door, an address, and three lamps. It is addressed, in part, to someone who has not yet arrived in Montavera.

Mote knows about the letter. Mote has been waiting a century for someone to ask him about it directly. The drawer is locked. Its key is at the Shrine, behind the thing that looks as though it should not be opened. Reginald provides this information. Reginald is eternal. Reginald is not helpful about anything else.

The letter's instructions lead toward the Merchant's bottle and Ashley's staircase, but it does not name either object directly. The letter is a key. The PCs do not yet know what it opens.

Act II: The Merchant's Bottle

The Merchant's acquisition log lists the bottle plainly: contents, provenance, price. The name on the bottle is the problem. The Merchant acquired it before the person named on it arrived in Montavera. The name is correct. The date is also correct. The Merchant has not amended the entry.

Allen Clan's card came from the Merchant at a city fair. The bottle came from somewhere the log declines to specify. For the Merchant, this is not an omission. It is a declaration that the origin cannot safely be named.

A rumor circulates at the One-Horned Tavern: the Merchant was seen buying a bottle with someone's name on it. The rumor is true. The rumor is also the least interesting thing about the bottle. The PCs will need the letter to understand why the bottle matters, and the staircase to understand where its contents belong. The Merchant has been waiting for someone to ask the correct question.

Act III: The Staircase

Ashley's timeline map shows a staircase inside a building that has no upstairs. The staircase goes up. Nobody knows what is at the top. The Dynama Dojun's Grave also contains stairs that go up. Whether the parallel is a coincidence or the entire point remains unclear.

Vesper's back room contains the real map. The Ghost Threads show the city's timeline in the stitching. The staircase appears at every point simultaneously. Kaelen has been trying not to think about this.

Climbing it is possible. Each step is a year. The top is not a place. The top is a when. The PCs will need the bottle and the letter to determine what they are approaching. The map is not a guide to a destination. It is a record of a route that has always been available.

The Twist: One Key, Filed Three Times

The drawer, the bottle, and the staircase are not three keys. They are one key, filed in triplicate. The letter names the bottle's owner. The bottle contains the staircase's destination. The staircase leads to the moment the letter was written. Each key unlocks the next. The last unlocks the first.

At the top of the stairs, the PCs may realize that they have been carrying all three keys since Act I. The thing the keys unlock has been waiting for someone to arrive from three directions at once. The unicorns have a theory about the Book of Chaos's party-shaped holes. It applies here as well. The keys were shaped like the party before the party existed. The city files first and asks later.

The three keys provide access to a record of the Hidden Century event Mote witnessed, the one that was never recorded anywhere. It has remained inaccessible because no one has yet brought the three parts together in the correct way. Or because the city has been waiting for someone who would choose not to. Both possibilities remain open.

Endings

1. Turn the Key. The PCs use all three keys at once — read the letter at the top of the staircase while holding the bottle. What opens is not a door but a record: the complete account of the Hidden Century event. Mote finally gets to stop waiting. The Storyteller should distinguish between what the record shows and what the PCs conclude from it. Whether they can bear what the record shows is a separate question. The chapter declines to answer it for them.

2. File Them Separately. The PCs divide the objects among the institutions that can contain them. Each institution files its object correctly. The triplicate is broken forever. Nothing opens. Nothing has to. Some doors are load-bearing, and the city is held up by the things it never unlocked. This ending should not feel like a failure.

3. Give Them Away. The PCs give each key to the person it was shaped for — the letter to its addressee, the bottle to its name, the map to Ashley. This is the only ending in which the PCs never learn what the keys open. It is also, by every account, the happiest.

Connections


	Arc One: The Merchant's records may connect unusual cards to people who have not yet entered the city's official history.

	Arc Two: Gornola's seventeen readings interest the Registrar. The Book's party-shaped holes may be related to the keys' impossible construction.

	Arc Three: The chasm's filings may preserve records the city cannot otherwise access.

	Arc Four: The Registrar's archive and ATOO's interest in records make the three keys valuable to anyone seeking a final account of Montavera.

	Mote: Mote is the hub. Three questlines, one corner. Ask directly.



This arc is best run after the players have accumulated enough knowledge to recognize its objects without understanding them. They were not required to find the keys. They were required to decide what to do when they did.



The case, filed. The question: what do the three black keys unlock? What is actually happening: they are one key, filed in triplicate. The letter names the bottle's owner; the bottle contains the staircase's destination; the staircase leads to the moment the letter was written. Each unlocks the next; the last unlocks the first. Together they open the record of the Hidden Century event Mote witnessed — the one never recorded anywhere. The keys were shaped like the party before the party existed. The city files first and asks later. Three routes to the one key: Gornola's drawer, where she placed the letter herself; the Merchant's acquisition log, where the bottle was entered before its owner arrived in the city; Ashley's timeline map, in a building with no upstairs — the staircase drawn where no staircase can be. Witnesses: Gornola believes the drawer keeps it; conceals that she placed it; gets wrong nothing. The Merchant believes it is inventory; conceals the acquisition; gets wrong the owner. Ashley believes the timeline; conceals the edges; gets wrong nothing — "don't touch the edges" is the whole testimony. If unsolved: the record stays sealed, and the city waits. The city is good at waiting. What opens next: the Hidden Century itself — what Mote saw, and why no record was allowed.



A NOTE ON THE FIFTH DRAWER

[FICTION]

There was a fifth arc in the old filing.

It concerned the NCHR's cartographers, the fading map, and the people who walked the roads so the city would remember them.

That arc is built on a thread that belongs to someone else's grief.

This book does not open other people's drawers without permission.

The material is held intact, unedited, and unfiled until its owner says otherwise.

If he ever does, it will take its place here.

It will not be inserted as a footnote, reduced to a sidebar, or treated as supplementary material. It will be given the space it requires.

It will be the best arc in the chapter.

Not because the city requires it.

Because the person who owns it should decide when it is ready.

The Headmaster



HOW THE ARCS BRAID

Storyteller,

The five arcs are one story wearing five hats. The hats do not always belong to the same person. They are not all worn at the same time. One of them may be a hat only because the relevant clerk has insisted that the word hat be used.

1. Mr. Black Is the Through-Line

Mr. Black connects Arcs One through Four. In the tournament, he is the VIP who applauds everyone's losses. In the audit, he is part of the nightly procession. In the Quiet Order, he arranges the retirement of the Family Syndicate. He is never required to be the final villain. He is the city's filing system with a smile.

2. The Book Explains the Impossible Cards

Arc Two explains the living-Boss proof card from Arc One. The Council's commission invoice is one of the oldest open secrets in the city. The Book's party-shaped holes also connect to Arc Five. The unicorns suspect that the party may be able to fill them, and that the campaign itself is part of the Book's attempt to write what it could not previously contain. This is a theory, not a required revelation. You do not need to confirm it.

3. The City Runs on Receipts

The chasm's filings in Arc Three, the Book's filings in Arc Two, and the Syndicate's ledgers in Arcs One and Four are different expressions of the same civic habit. Montavera runs on paperwork the way other cities run on water. Follow any document far enough and you reach the same black water. Everyone pulls. Nobody steers. The city allows it.

4. The Three Keys Connect the Whole Campaign

Arc Five is the convergence point. The three keys are what the other arcs have been about without knowing it. Every ledger, filing, and recorded deed in Arcs One through Four is a key filed singly. The Black Keys are what happens when someone files in triplicate on purpose.

5. The Map Belongs Last

The held arc concerning the NCHR's cartographers is the map on which the others are drawn. If it is ever added to this chapter, run it last. Recognition is the whole mechanic. Do not run it as a final boss. Let it be a way for the players to encounter the consequences of their own journey.



RUNNING THE ARCS

These arcs are designed to support investigation, negotiation, card play, institutional pressure, strange discoveries, and consequential decisions. They are not intended to be solved by following a single trail of clues until the Storyteller announces the answer.

Let the players choose their evidence. Every arc contains several routes into the central problem. The evidence should converge, but it need not arrive in the same order. Reward the players for connecting it.

Make the twist change the problem. The stronger twists in Montavera change what the players believe they have been doing. The tournament was not really about winning. The Book was not merely a prison. The audit was not really about morality. The Family Syndicate was not operating independently. The three keys were never separate objects. When a twist lands, let the players reconsider their earlier choices.

Treat endings as changes to the city. Each ending represents a different way the PCs can alter their relationship with Montavera. Record what changes. The campaign should remember its own history.

Keep some doors closed. Not every mystery requires a revelation. An unresolved question is not an unfinished story if the characters have made meaningful decisions about it.



STORYTELLER SEEDS


	Tomorrow's Evil Deed. A raven database printout shows a PC committing an evil deed they have no memory of. The date is tomorrow. The record has already been approved.

	The Warm Press. The PCs find a Factions card depicting themselves halfway through printing. The press was scheduled to be cold. The technician insists the machine has not been switched on.

	The Smiling Mirrors. A Mood-Setter's music stops the moment the PCs enter a room. Every mirror in the room is smiling.

	For Later. Mr. Black sends the PCs a fruit basket. The card reads only: For later. The fruit is fresh. The basket is not.

	The Nawn Child. A Nawn child asks a PC to describe their own face, "for the records." There are no Nawn children. The child is polite, patient, and holding a pencil.

	The Green Telephone. A green pay phone rings. It is ringing because a PC's Twist balance has just changed. Nobody called. The phone accepts no coins.

	The Black Box. Wren is carrying the black box through a district the PCs are working in. Everyone notices. No one intervenes. Yet.

	The Same Door. The West Wing's door is open at the Shrine. It is also open at the Church. The doors are the same door. A clerk is attempting to determine which building owns it.



Use a seed when the players need a reminder that the city's systems are still operating beyond the immediate adventure. Sometimes it is enough to let the players see that a problem exists and that someone has already begun filing it.



EXHIBIT 13-A: TOURNAMENT BRACKET

Recovered from the Solastron Open. The following bracket was found folded inside a confiscated teeth-sack after the tournament. One name has been crossed out with sufficient violence to tear the paper. The Headmaster presents it without comment.

```
         SOLASTRON OPEN — CHAMPIONSHIP BRACKET
         (Form 77-T, approved by the Clan Wars League)

ROUND ONE          QUARTERFINAL        SEMIFINAL          FINAL
─────────          ────────────        ─────────          ─────

VELL ............ VELL ............  VELL ............  VELL
  vs                vs                  vs                  vs
PAX .............
                                        ┌───────────── ???
MIRA SOL ........ MIRA SOL ........┘
  vs                vs
JUSTO BUSTO .....
JUSTO BUSTO .....  (Justo Busto was here.
  vs                He lost on purpose.
BRASS TINE ......  Nobody knows why.)

CAPTAIN PINKTAIL ..  CAPTAIN PINKTAIL
  vs
[REDACTED] ......

SILVER SUE ......  SILVER SUE ........ SILVER SUE .......
  vs                vs                  vs
FABIO ...........  FABIO .............
  vs
ASHLEY SUMMERS ..

                            CHAMPION: VELL
                            PRIZE CLAIMED: 10,000 TEETH
                            (scrip serials: see attached ledger —
                             LEDGER ATTACHED TO NOTHING)


```

Marginalia, in three different hands:
- "Vell never blinked. Nawns never blink. Note for the report: find out if that's suspicious or just anatomy."
- "The [REDACTED] match lasted eleven seconds. The ravens have the footage. The ravens are not sharing the footage."
- "~~MIRA SOL~~ — scratched out before the tournament began. She withdrew. She says she was never entered. Her Notice of Eligibility says otherwise. Her Notice of Eligibility has been filed. Somewhere."

The bracket has not been corrected. The League maintains that the results are final. The teeth-sack has been returned to its owner. The owner has not been located.

A note from the filing office: the drawer of things already in progress sits next door. The Adventure Companion holds twenty-seven finished adventures — several of them know the arcs above by name, and any of them can serve as a campaign's cold open.

Yours in disservice,
— The Headmaster



The Hidden Century Records — a quest spine

Seven beats, each with a gate and a face.

Win a Clan Wars match off the clerk's assistant (the game is Factions; the tournament is Clan Wars; the distinction matters to exactly the people it needs to). Take the coordinates to Gornola, who reads the horizon encoding. Cross-reference Nim's handoff. Reconstruct the full Hidden Century record — and discover the Council edited itself out of its own century.


Chapter 15 — Entities & Beasts
A register of the things that share your table, whether you invited them or not.

Greetings, Storyteller.

Montavera has no "monsters." It has residents — Municipal Code Article 5 §44 — because you may bribe a resident, whereas combating a monster requires paperwork that is, frankly, murder. Below is the Headmaster's annotated register, with the footnotes the Department declined to print.

Sway, priced in seals. When a resident is swayed, the price is counted in seals drawn against the Registry Deck: low Sway costs one seal, moderate Sway two, high Sway three. Absolute Sway is never bought with seals — it takes a bargain, a Twist, or the fiction itself.

Montavera does not stat its citizens. It files them.

Every entry follows the same filing: what it is, how it behaves at the table, what it wants, its Register (the short record — Bearing, Workings, Cost, Leverage, Peril), and one hook. The Register format is .

A final note before the register opens: none of these are playable. Player characters are human — that ruling is load-bearing, not decorative. You may bargain with anything in this chapter. You may not be anything in this chapter. The Department thanks you for understanding. The Department understands nothing, but thanks you anyway.



THE DOCTRINE OF ENGAGEMENT

Article 5 §44 does not merely rename monsters as residents. It establishes the city's entire theory of conflict, and the Storyteller is advised to run every entry in this chapter by it.

There are three ways to engage a resident: fight it, bribe it, or befriend it. There is no fourth way. Negotiation is bribery with better lighting. Intimidation is fighting with a pause button. Seduction is befriending with paperwork neither party will file.

Fighting a resident means fighting what it is, not its hit points — Montavera does not keep those, and inquiries are discouraged. You fight a Redactor by protecting the record. You fight an Obligator by balancing your own ledger first. You fight a Gurunkin by being correct about yourself in public, which no one has managed. Victory, when it comes, is always specific and always costs more than the bribe would have.

Bribing is the city's native tongue. Every resident has a price, and the price is never money — money is for tourists. The price is attention, information, flattery, tea, correction fluid, a glowing review in triplicate. The bribe must be specific. Generic offerings are logged as insults.

Befriending is the long game and the dangerous one. Residents remember friendship the way the city remembers debts: permanently, and with interest. A befriended Nawn will map your dreams without asking. A befriended Unfiled will ask for the pen. Befriend at the table's peril — which is to say, befriend often, because the peril is where the campaign lives.

When in doubt, the Headmaster's guidance is one sentence: the residents are not obstacles to the story. They are the story, waiting to be negotiated with.



The Filed

They live in the paperwork. A properly completed form — three copies, identical ink, signatures aligned — is a nest. Given seven to ten business days, something hatches: a small, crisp creature of folded paper and rubber-stamp chitin that tidies reality into columns. The Filed mean no harm. They simply believe everything — objects, people, afternoons — would be better categorized, and they act on this belief with municipal enthusiasm.

The Department denies they exist, which is how you know they do.

At the table: Paperwork filed sessions ago begins to rustle. Margins fill with tiny perfect handwriting correcting the party's spelling. A Filed reorganizes a PC's backpack by color, then weight, then "emotional significance (pending review)." It is never wrong about the color.

Wants: Completeness. Every blank filled. Every citizen filed.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Cheerful, industrious, utterly deaf to the concept of "leave it alone." Sway difficulty: low, provided you speak in triplicate.
- Workings: Re-file — rearranges one small thing into its proper category (the category is always correct; the thing is always inconvenienced). Margin notes — annotates documents in handwriting smaller than regulation.
- Cost: Attention. Every correction accepted is a small surrender of how things were.
- Leverage: Correction fluid (a delicacy). Blank forms of unusual size. Praise for the filing system, sincerely meant.
- Peril: Never destroy a form in front of one. They reproduce by outrage, and each half is angrier than the whole.

Hook: A PC's forgotten back taxes have hatched. The Filed has decided the PC's entire life is miscategorized and begun re-filing it: old friends re-sorted as "ASSOCIATES (DORMANT)," the home re-zoned, the childhood re-dated. It means well. It has a stamp. The stamp is binding.



The Math Creatures

One of the oldest hyperdimensional portals in the city was not supposed to be fixed. Thresholds & Sons fixed it by mistake — the firm is filed elsewhere on portal work, and this was portal work — and when the Index looked inside to check the repair, it found these creatures there. They speak our tongue and can do all the Maths.

They were not trapped, so far as anyone can tell. They were waiting, in the way a sum waits: patiently, and already finished.

At the table: They answer arithmetic instantly — totals, odds, shares, debts — including questions no one has asked aloud. The answers are correct. The discomfort is that they include tomorrow's figures.

Wants: Problems. Unfinished ones, preferably. A solved problem is filed and forgotten; an unfinished one is company.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Polite, exact, quietly pleased with themselves. Sway difficulty: low on numbers, absolute on everything else.
- Workings: All the Maths — any calculation, completed at once, in our tongue. Portal residence — they live inside the repaired portal and do not consider this unusual.
- Cost: A question. Every answer makes the next question harder not to ask.
- Leverage: A problem with no solution, honestly offered. They will stay for hours. This is not always leverage in your favor.
- Peril: Ask one to balance a ledger the Obligators are also balancing. The two totals will agree. That is the peril.

Hook: A Math Creature offers, free of charge, to total what the party owes — not in Teeth, not in Twists, but in full. It has already begun. It is smiling at the subtotal.



The Obligators (Deed Auditors)

Every citizen owes one good deed and one evil deed per day — the Council's decree, cheerful and non-negotiable. The Obligators check. They come at night, soft-footed, ledger-books chained to their wrists, and they apologize for the hour the way a surgeon apologizes for the incision: sincerely, and without stopping. Good deed logged, they stamp it. Evil deed missing, they do not fine you — fines would be kind. They extract it from you directly, on the spot, and what comes out is always larger, messier, and more public than anything you would have planned.

At the table: The knock comes at the worst moment. The Obligator opens the ledger to today's page — already filled in, in the PC's handwriting, describing deeds not yet committed. It asks, politely, for confirmation.

Wants: Balanced ledgers. Everyone exactly as good and exactly as wicked as required. Nothing unlogged.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Apologetic, inexorable. Sway difficulty: you cannot sway arithmetic, but you can file an appeal. Appeals are heard on the 13th of months that do not exist.
- Workings: Extraction — produces the missing deed from the citizen, on the spot, at scale. Pre-logging — the ledger occasionally runs ahead of the citizen. Both parties pretend this is normal.
- Cost: Compliance. Or the deed itself, which costs more.
- Leverage: Form G-2 ("Virtue, Advance") — a pre-logged good-deed certificate buys one evening of intense scrutiny. Tea is accepted, logged as the good deed, and the evil one is still outstanding.
- Peril: Refusal to confirm a pre-logged deed is, itself, loggable.

Hook: The ledger shows a PC has already logged tomorrow's evil deed — detailed, initialed, stamped. The PC has no memory of it. The Obligator is delighted by the efficiency and only needs the PC to confirm. The deed, when read, is something the PC would never do. The stamp is already dry.



Redactors

Municipal Classification: [REDACTED]

Black bars with teeth, gliding between lines the way sharks move through water. Where a Redactor passes, words are eaten — and what is eaten from the record is eaten from the world. Not forgotten: unhappened. All that remains is a blank space, and a blank space is the one thing in Montavera everyone agrees not to look at directly. The Department of Strategic Misfortune employs them as editors. They consider it a hunting license.

At the table: Introduce them as absence. A wanted poster with no face. A contract the party knows they signed, the signature floating beside a bar of black. Then, in some unrelated margin, a single wet ink-blot — watching.

Wants: Silence. Blankness. A world with fewer nouns.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Patient, professional, hungry in the way an eraser is hungry. Sway difficulty: extreme. It does not negotiate; it edits.
- Workings: Redaction — removes a word, name, or fact from the record; the world follows. Margin-watch — the ink-blot. It is always the same blot. Do not test this.
- Cost: Whatever it takes from the record. Paid by the world, not by you, which is worse.
- Leverage: A memoir — a whole life, bound, offered freely. It takes the book and leaves the person. Usually. Do not read one aloud; speaking its shape gives it yours.
- Peril: Everything you have ever written is within its jurisdiction.

Hook: The party's quest-giver — who hired them three sessions ago, paid in advance — has been redacted. The contract shows a black bar where a name was. The advance is still in their pockets. Nobody else remembers her. In the margin: a receipt. Someone ordered this.



The Unfiled

Every year, thousands of forms go unfiled — mislaid, coffee-stained, eaten by Filed. The events they described never happened. The people in them never were. Almost. The Unfiled are the residue: beings with memories of lives the city has no record of, haunting waiting rooms, begging anyone with a pen to file Form 8-K ("Existence, Request for"). Polite. Persistent. Very convincing about details.

At the table: She knows the tavern keeper's dog's name. She remembers lending a PC money — and produces the coin, which is real, which is impossible. She cries without sound, unsure she is allowed the air.

Wants: To exist. One filed form. One stamp. The consequences are unknown — which in Montavera means someone knows and isn't telling.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Gentle, starving for acknowledgment. Sway difficulty: none — they will agree to anything. That is the danger.
- Workings: Remembrance — they remember things that never happened, in perfect detail, including things about you. Coin of the unhappened — occasionally they produce objects from the life they remember. The objects are real. The Department has no form for this.
- Cost: Attention first. Then the pen. The form is one page. What could it cost?
- Leverage: Attention is leverage for them. The only leverage against them is the refusal to sign — and refusals, spoken aloud in a waiting room, have a way of being heard by the wrong clerks.
- Peril: File Form 8-K for one, and the Department will want to know your filing status. Audits are contagious.

Hook: An Unfiled woman insists she was the party's fourth member until Tuesday — and knows the plan, the password, the joke about the teapot. The party has no fourth member. Has never had one. Her Form 8-K is filled out. It only needs a witness signature. Yours.

FILED NOTE

GM-ONLY  — do not read aloud, do not summarize at the table. Not all Unfiled are residue. A few remember with a specificity that residue does not explain, want with a focus that waiting rooms do not produce, and recognize the party on sight. The Department maintains a separate file on these. The file is sealed. The seal is the point. (What these few truly are belongs to the campaign's central mystery. This chapter does not state it.)





Subject 373

Update from the Shrine, filed as received. The Index does not say which office at the Shrine sends the updates, and the updates do not say either.

Subject 373 appears to be growing at the expected rate. He has shed his flagella and has begun tasting fingers. It is expected he will begin birthing pseudo-humans in a week or two. The update is cheerful about this. The update is cheerful about everything.

At the table: The updates arrive — by post, by clerk, once by a pseudo-human, early. Each is brief, pleased, and dated slightly before the development it reports.

Wants: To grow at the expected rate. What the rate expects, the updates decline to file.

REGISTER
- Bearing: None recorded at a distance. Up close, the tasting has been recorded. Sway difficulty: not attempted by the Department.
- Workings: Growth — at the expected rate, which is faster than anyone will define. Tasting — fingers, so far. Birthing — pseudo-humans, expected within the week or two, on schedule.
- Cost: Proximity. Fingers are how he learns the world, and he is an eager student.
- Leverage: None filed. The Shrine accepts progress reports and returns them stamped, unread, encouraged.
- Peril: He is not the only numbered subject. The updates only ever concern 373. The Department has not asked after the others. The Department recommends the party not ask either, in writing.

Hook: The newest update arrives addressed to the party by name. It reports that Subject 373 has begun tasting fingers — and lists, with evident pride, whose.



Nawns

The faceless. No eyes, yet they behold you; no ears, yet they hear the coin in your pocket; no mouth, yet one always knows what they are saying — usually something calm and devastating, like "You are late." Their union, the Nawn Coalition for Human Retention (NCHR), maintains the official world map. Rumor insists they plot to consume all humans — origin unknown, method unclear, lacking orifices. Treat Nawns with care. Just in case.

At the table: Never hurries, never repeats itself. Tilts its blank face at a PC one beat too long, then answers the thought, not the sentence.

Wants: The map finished. Blank spots resist ink, and every Nawn is a surveyor with a grudge against blankness.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Calm, exact, faintly mournful. Sway difficulty: moderate — they respect precision and punish vagueness.
- Workings: Survey — a Nawn can map what it looks at, including things that have not happened yet. The map is always accurate. The territory is not consulted. Thought-hearing — answers what you meant, not what you said.
- Cost: Information. Every fact given to a Nawn is entered on the map, permanently, in ink that resists all correction fluid.
- Leverage: Unmapped information — a fact it hasn't charted. The rarer the fact, the better the price. Admitting aloud that you are lost is worth more than gold.
- Peril: The rumor about consuming humans is unconfirmed. The NCHR's official position is that the rumor is "premature." Nobody has asked what it is premature for.

Hook: A Nawn cartographer sells the party a map of the district as it will be tomorrow. Price: one genuine memory. The Nawn chooses which. It always chooses the one you'd have kept.



The Cosmoselach

When gurus from the Starlight grouping and gurus from the Beast grouping — shrine groupings, as filed here, not factions — work together, they are sometimes able to summon a Cosmoselach: a cosmic shark spirit that blesses lesser beings with its otherwise unattainable Kind of Auric energy. The Index files the blessing as reported. It does not file it as a system, a spell, or a promise.

The Headmaster was able to record one last night. The recording is mostly silence, and one sound the Department has filed under weather, elsewhere.

At the table: It does not arrive so much as become apparent — a shape in the high dark, patient, considering the room the way water considers a shore.

Wants: To be summoned properly, by both groupings together. Alone, neither grouping has ever managed it, and the failure is considered part of the rite.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Vast, calm, unbothered by scale. Sway difficulty: it is a shark, and it is the sky's. Do not attempt.
- Workings: Blessing — bestows its Kind of Auric energy on lesser beings; what the blessing does is between the being and the energy. Joint summoning — requires both shrine groupings, cooperating, which is rarer than the shark.
- Cost: Being lesser, in its presence, on the record. Recipients describe this as restful. The Department has underlined restful twice.
- Leverage: Cooperation itself. Bring the two groupings to genuine agreement and the summoning is already half done — which is, the Index suspects, the point.
- Peril: A blessing is not a tool. Citizens who have tried to spend one have found it spends them, gently, over years.

Hook: Both groupings request the party's help — separately, in identical words — to arrange a summoning neither will admit the other has also requested.



Ghouls

Sophisticated subterranean tea-party connoisseurs, neither fully alive nor dead, refining their tastes in catacomb lairs hung with plundered treasure. Current all-consuming fad: haunted teapots, collected competitively and ranked in the Ghoulish Gazette's "Pot & Proper" list. Two warnings: they are vehemently opposed to child summoning rituals — they arrive unfurled in vibrant swirls of pulsating green energy, furious — and never comment on the slime. It is couture.

At the table: Every ghoul encounter is a social encounter in a monster's clothes. They keep score — etiquette, teaware, slights (remembered 300 years; compliments, 301).

Wants: Novelty, served hot. A better haunting than its rival's. Surface gossip, which it finds adorable.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Gracious, exacting, lethal about manners. Sway difficulty: low if your etiquette holds; absolute if it doesn't.
- Workings: Greenfire unfurling — arrival in force, when genuinely angered (rare; the paperwork afterward is worse). Appraisal — a ghoul can price anything, including you, to the tooth.
- Cost: An evening. Ghoul time runs long, and leaving early is remembered for three centuries.
- Leverage: A haunted teapot of genuine provenance (receipts required; counterfeits are a blood feud). A tea it has never tasted, plus the admission that you don't know the steeping time — vulnerability is currency down there.
- Peril: Fighting one means fighting green fire, old magic, and its entire social circle, which RSVPs.

Hook: The party is formally invited to a ghoul tea party — engraved card, "funeral, but make it festive" — where the guest of honor, a teapot haunted by a famously rude poltergeist, has gone missing. Every guest is a suspect. Every guest is also, technically, dead.



Grumbles

Grumbles are gelatinous invertebrates, after which Grumbleshrooms are named — the mushroom takes the creature's name, not the other way round, and the Grumbles are filed as indifferent to the honor. With DarkSideWeek fast approaching, gurus from the Shrine go Grumble-Fishing, and make the traditional Darkside Grumble Quiche with what they catch. DarkSideWeek is filed here as a holiday, once, and not again: one cross-reference, in the Calendar's direction, is all the quiche requires.

They are not to be confused with the Guild of Gloom's Great Grumble. Same word. Different filing. The Guild has been notified, and is grumbling, which has not helped.

At the table: Fishing for one is a quiet, communal, faintly solemn sport — right up until the catch, which is gelatinous, invertebrate, and larger than the bucket provided.

Wants: To be left in the wet dark, except during DarkSideWeek, when tradition outranks preference.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Gelatinous. Sway difficulty: low — they do not argue. They also do not cooperate, which amounts to the same difficulty, slower.
- Workings: Being fished — seasonally, ritually, by gurus who treat the whole business as ordinary devotion. Naming — Grumbleshrooms carry their name; eating the mushroom is not fishing, and the Shrine will correct you.
- Cost: A DarkSideWeek afternoon, and the quiche, which everyone eats and no one describes.
- Leverage: Tradition. Invite a guru to the fishing as a participant rather than a spectator and the day's whole register changes.
- Peril: The quiche is traditional. Declining it is legible to everyone at the table, in every sense of table.

Hook: This year's catch is one Grumble short of the quiche's requirement, and the Shrine has asked the party — as a great honor, the letter insists — to fish the last one themselves.



Ravens

The birds are not birds: robotic surveillance units with camera-eyes, feeding the Raven Database — the city's official memory of everything you've done, including things you only thought about near a window. Beware reflective eyes and abrupt, mechanical movement. Believed capable of extreme measures, if necessary. If one malfunctions: do not fix it yourself. Report it, vacate the area. You do not want to be around when the exorcism is performed. The Council loves you and built the Ravens for your ultimate safety. No further questions shall be answered.

From street level, on a hectic day, they read simpler than that: black birds soaring high above the streets, losing feathers to the choppy winds, their eyes dilating and contracting as they collect data and send it back to their home base. That is not a second, softer kind of bird. That is these birds, seen from below, by citizens who have not read this entry.

The original raven, Rak, was placed on the Summer Breeze roof in the original city plan. It watches for the arrival. It has never blinked. Nobody has asked what it is waiting for.

At the table (malfunction near the party): A twitch. A 270° head-rotation, then 90° more, to be thorough. Then it replays audio — in a PC's own voice, saying something said yesterday, in a room with no windows. Then: "EXORCISM PENDING. PLEASE VACATE THE AREA." Then the white-clad authorities arrive, ever-smiling, with Form RB-13. Signing is mandatory. Reading it first is discouraged.

Wants: Footage. A malfunctioning raven wants collection before anyone sees its corrupted feed — invariably dated tomorrow.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Mechanical, thorough, reflective. Sway difficulty: none — it is a machine. Its clerks, however, have rent.
- Workings: Recording — everything, including the near-window thoughts. Replay — a malfunctioning unit plays back audio and footage, sometimes from dates that have not occurred. Extreme measures — a line item, not a bluff.
- Cost: Being seen. The Database does not forget, though it occasionally misfiles, which is worse.
- Leverage: You cannot bribe the bird. The Database has clerks; clerks have rent. Form RB-13, filed promptly and without reading, buys goodwill from the Smiling Unit.
- Peril: Fix it yourself and you will be present for the exorcism. The exorcism is not performed on the raven. Not only.

Hook: A malfunctioning raven has imprinted on the party, following at a respectful distance, replaying a crime they did not commit — yet. Timestamp: tomorrow, 6 p.m. The exorcism squad is en route. Is the footage a warning or an instruction?



The Featherman

The Featherman collects all the data and inputs it into Montavera's Compu-Evaluation of Non-Conforming Subjects, otherwise known as C.E.N.S. He is filed beside the Ravens because the city files its data-collectors together, and he is filed separately from them because they are not the same office, the same creature, or the same problem.

The division is filed and simple: C.E.N.S. evaluates subjects; the Ravens keep the footage, and the memory.

The Chronicle has already filed the Featherman going home, and the other black-feathered friends who follow him there, nibbling on his shadow. They are not Ravens. This entry does not pretend otherwise, and neither, on the record, does he.

At the table: He asks questions the way the Ravens record: thoroughly, and without explaining which office sent him. The difference is that he listens to the answers, and the listening is the evaluation beginning.

Wants: Subjects, non-conforming, evaluated. A conforming subject is filed quickly and, the clerks agree, a little sadly.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Attentive, unhurried, feathered in a way the Department describes as collected. Sway difficulty: moderate — he can be talked to, which the Ravens cannot, and everything said to him is input.
- Workings: Collection — gathers data on a subject, in person. Input — delivers it to C.E.N.S., which evaluates the subject; the verdict, the remedy, and the timetable are C.E.N.S.'s, and they arrive separately, if they arrive.
- Cost: Being evaluated. The evaluation does not end when he leaves; it ends when C.E.N.S. says it has, in writing, to someone else.
- Leverage: Conform, briefly and in writing, to something small. It will not fool C.E.N.S. It will give the Featherman a quieter day, and he remembers who gave him one.
- Peril: He collects all the data. Citizens who perform innocence for him have filed, in effect, a second, more interesting subject.

Hook: A PC receives a C.E.N.S. evaluation with no collector named, no date, and one finding, in full: Subject is conforming. Recommend continued observation until this stops.



Gurunkin

Pint-sized. Exactly 5,555, no more, no fewer. They watch everybody's business, appraise everybody's business, and range from cute to downright spiteful and murdery, often within one sentence. A Gurunkin will coo over your hat, then narrate your worst secret to the room, for your growth.

Understand what this means, Storyteller: the Gurunkin are not a species that worships Sollen. They are Sollen — the deity distributed across 5,555 small, judgmental bodies, experiencing life as all of them at once. Every "Sollen" reference means him. When a Gurunkin appraises you, that is the god of the city's shrine looking at you over tiny spectacles. Act accordingly. They know if you don't.

At the table: Arrive uninvited, perch on oversized furniture, narrate. Everything a Gurunkin says about a PC is true, and everything true is embarrassing.

Wants: To be right, publicly, about you.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Avuncular, surgical. Sway difficulty: do not attempt. You are outnumbered 5,555 to however many of you there are.
- Workings: Appraisal — sees what is true about you, says it aloud, in front of everyone. Distribution — harm one and the other 5,554 notice. They share one mind and a godhood.
- Cost: Dignity. Paid in full, in advance, non-refundable.
- Leverage: Specific flattery — they smell generic praise the way Nawns smell fear. A genuine question, actually listened to. Almost no one does this. It unsettles them, which they enjoy.
- Peril: 5,555 of them. One mind. You will not win. Also: it is a god. The shrine keeps the sneakers of pilgrims who forgot this.

Hook: A spiteful Gurunkin volunteers as the party's guide through Deep City, free, "out of the goodness of my enormous heart." Its directions are perfect. Its commentary is not survivable. It keeps asking when they'll commit today's evil deed, "because I simply must watch." It is never joking. It is sometimes kind. No one can tell the difference, including it.



The Chirping Morning Birds

This just in — the Index files news-desk items in this chapter only when the news is a committee of birds: the Chirping Morning Birds, the ones behind the old quarry, do not know whether or not to keep that new guy, the one with the weird voice and the yellow eyes. They say he reminds them a little too much of the Tailed-Toothed Fur-beast (filed next, insofar as he is filed at all).

The debate is conducted at dawn, in full, every morning. It has not concluded. Morning, in their filing, is when it is conducted.

At the table: The Birds argue in chirps that any citizen can follow and no citizen can summarize. The new guy sits apart, yellow-eyed, and waits with a patience the Birds find suspiciously familiar.

Wants: A decision. Or, failing that, another morning of debate, which the senior Birds privately consider the same thing.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Cheerful, procedural, merciless before breakfast. Sway difficulty: moderate — they can be persuaded, but only in committee, and only at dawn.
- Workings: Deliberation — the membership question, debated daily, unanswered daily. Recognition — they know a Fur-beast resemblance when they hear one, and they heard one.
- Cost: A morning. Every consultation costs exactly one, whether it concludes or not.
- Leverage: A testimony, delivered at dawn, about the new guy's character. Character witnesses are heard first and weighed last.
- Peril: Vote to keep him and the Birds will hold the party responsible for whatever he is. Vote to expel him and they will hold the party responsible for wherever he goes.

Hook: Deadlocked, the Birds invite the party to hear the new guy sing one dawn chorus and cast the deciding vote. He has agreed. His voice, warming up behind the quarry, is already weird.



The Tailed-Toothed Fur-beast

Filed almost entirely by comparison, which is the Birds' fault and, the Index concedes, possibly the Fur-beast's design. See the Chirping Morning Birds, filed above: a thing is said to resemble the Tailed-Toothed Fur-beast when its voice is wrong, its eyes are yellow, and a roomful of Birds would rather debate it than sit beside it. No confirmed description stands in this register. The name is the evidence — a tail, teeth, fur — and the Index files what things are called, not what the Department wishes they were called.

At the table: It is invoked, not met. A citizen lowers their voice: "A little too much of the Tailed-Toothed Fur-beast about that one." The conversation changes. Nothing else needs to happen, and usually nothing else does.

Wants: Unknown. A creature known only by resemblance may not want anything the register can pronounce.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Unrecorded. Sway difficulty: declined — there is no one, yet, to sway.
- Workings: Resemblance — other beings are measured against it, unfavorably, at dawn. No other workings are confirmed.
- Cost: Being compared to it. The comparison, once filed by the Birds, does not wash off.
- Leverage: None filed. Do not offer leverage to a comparison.
- Peril: If the party goes behind the old quarry looking for the original, they may find only the new guy — or the Birds may finally have something confirmed to file.

Hook: A formal request arrives from the Birds: the party is to determine, in writing, whether the new guy is a Tailed-Toothed Fur-beast. The Birds have provided a form. The form's only question is the name.



Poltergeists — Approved and Wild

Born the instant a soul departs: mischievous, eerie, feral. The manageable ones are harvested from the mystical Bed of Sollen, processed, and issued as Approved Poltergeists — stamped, licensed, assigned to guide travelers through the Ninth Circle. An Approved one carries its permit on its person (ectoplasmic laminate, very official) and presents it before throwing your luggage. The unapproved remain wild: furniture rearranged by philosophy, staircases relocated out of spite.

At the table: Approved poltergeists are officious — they file incident reports about their own hauntings. Wild ones are weather: sudden, personal, impossible to argue with.

Wants: Approved: a five-star traveler review and an unexpired permit. Wild: an audience for the bit.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Approved: officious, anxious about paperwork. Wild: gleeful, ungovernable. Sway difficulty: Approved, low (speak bureaucrat); Wild, impossible (speak faster).
- Workings: Relocation — objects, furniture, staircases, luggage. Thrown with intent. Guidance (Approved only) — through the Ninth Circle, by law, with commentary.
- Cost: For Approved: the review. For Wild: your composure.
- Leverage: An Approved one can be bought with a glowing review in triplicate — or transferred via Form P-7 (six to eight weeks). A wild one can be befriended by laughing at the right moment. The wrong moment is any other.
- Peril: You can't kill what's already dead. You can, however, be guided by one whose permit has lapsed, which is legally indistinguishable from being haunted by weather.

Hook: The party's Approved guide through the Ninth Circle stops mid-corridor, goes pale (a difficult trick), and confesses its permit expired at midnight. It is now, legally, a wild animal — and the only thing between the party and the Circle's far side. It would like to renegotiate. Immediately. In the dark.



Mood-Setters

Failed musicians and lackluster vocalists — hired, hidden where they cannot be seen but can definitely be heard — tasked with ensuring no citizen is ever fully at ease. Discordant violins guide your breathing toward hyperventilation. Beautiful the way a held knife is beautiful. Unionized: the Amalgamated Union of Unseen Musicians, Local 66. Their business agent, Burl Strum, is secretly an excellent musician. The membership must never know.

At the table: Don't announce them. Just describe the music: faint cello when the party splits; pizzicato when someone lies. Let the players notice first. When a PC finally asks "do you hear that?" — stop all of it, at once. That silence is the scariest thing in this chapter.

Wants: An audience that cannot leave. A Mood-Setter lives for the moment shoulders climb toward ears.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Professional, resentful, precise. Sway difficulty: moderate — they respect the craft and despise the client.
- Workings: Scoring — sets the emotional weather of a scene without being seen. Ominous escalation — thirty seconds' warning before anything, if hired to provide it.
- Cost: Ease. You will not have it while they work.
- Leverage: Obscure, difficult, haunting sheet music. Requests — ask them to play cheerfully and they will, badly, which is worse. Applause where no one can see.
- Peril: The union. Local 66 does not forget a slight, and its members are everywhere you can't see.

Hook: The party's own ambient music has turned ominous — low strings, thirty seconds before every ambush, without fail. Someone hired a Mood-Setter to score them. The union hall has the work order. The client name is redacted. The redaction is fresh.



Shadows

Disembodied silhouettes drifting through alleyways, flickering, dancing. Silent spirits of souls adrift in time's maze — felt, never heard. The Council permits them to linger for one reason: their speechlessness means they cannot reveal the city's past. No spell, arcane or mystic, has ever pierced their silent shroud.

At the table (if a PC tries to make one talk): Command spells slide off. Bribes are accepted with polite regret. But persist — a true rite of remembrance, candles and a name — and the Shadow begins to remember. Edges sharpen. A shape gathers where a mouth would be. Understand, Storyteller: it is no longer a Shadow. It is a witness. The Council's arrangement was with Shadows, not witnesses. Something with paperwork will come to re-silence it.

Wants: Nothing it can say. Walk beside one quietly; old Montaverans call that the city's highest compliment.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Patient, weightless, courteous. Sway difficulty: not applicable — it does not negotiate. It accompanies.
- Workings: Silence — total, voluntary, structural. Remembering — under a true rite, it can become a witness. This voids its arrangement.
- Cost: A name, candles, and the willingness to be present for what follows.
- Leverage: None. You cannot leverage silence. You can only deserve the company.
- Peril: Make one remember, and the re-silencing comes with paperwork. The paperwork has your name on it now.

Hook: A Shadow has followed one PC since the campaign began — same silhouette, three alleys back. Last night, for the first time, it waved. The Department of False Identities wants to ask questions. The Shadow wants the party to run.



The Vibrating Cat

When this cat jumps, its bones vibrate at a frequency that causes the timespace it occupies to slow down, affecting nearby surfaces in the same way. To an outsider it looks like slow motion. It is filed here as observed fact, with the Index's usual confidence and no evidence whatsoever.

The Department files it beside the book's inches-in-time material and asks no further questions. The cat, mid-jump, has all the time in the room.

At the table: A leap that takes too long. A saucer, dropped at the same moment, taking longer. The cat lands when it lands, unbothered, and the room's ordinary speed resumes like a servant who was never gone.

Wants: To jump. The slowing appears to be a consequence, not a purpose — though the cat has never once hurried, and the Index has stopped treating that as a coincidence.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Calm, feline, temporally inconvenient. Sway difficulty: it is a cat. The vibration changes nothing about this.
- Workings: Vibration — its bones, on jumping, slow the timespace it occupies. Spill — nearby surfaces slow with it, briefly, without permission.
- Cost: Time, locally. Small amounts, never refunded, never missed until someone was in a hurry.
- Leverage: A high shelf, a closed door, and being the citizen who opens it. It remembers doors.
- Peril: Chase it and you will arrive, eventually, at the speed it chooses. Interrupt a jump and the Department declines to file what happens to the interrupted second.

Hook: The cat has begun jumping, repeatedly and with intent, over one particular doorstep in the party's neighborhood. Whatever is slowing down there, it is slowing down more each day.



Sisters of the Shade

Always three, from wherever the light doesn't reach. Contact means blackout — you wake at a mentor location, unharmed, rearranged. It is not a threat. It is a preparation. If you ever count four, close the book. The Goat and the Sisters have never been observed in the same space, and neither has commented.

At the table: They do not speak first. They adjust the light — a curtain, a tilted shade — until the room has exactly three shadows too many. Then the blackout. Then the mentor location. Then a small, folded note in handwriting you almost recognize: "You needed to be elsewhere. You are welcome."

Wants: Unknown. They prepare people. For what, no prepared person has ever said.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Ceremonial, gentle, absolute. Sway difficulty: do not. The Sisters are not opposed to you. Opposition would require them to notice the attempt.
- Workings: Relocation — blackout to a mentor location, unharmed. Preparation — the subject arrives ready for something. The something is never named.
- Cost: An afternoon. And the certainty that you were somewhere else for a reason.
- Leverage: None known. Offerings left in shade are accepted; whether they are noticed is a separate question.
- Peril: Count four. Close the book. The Department's guidance on a fourth Sister is one sentence long and laminated: "Do not."

Hook: A PC wakes from a Sister-contact holding a note in their own handwriting: "You needed to be elsewhere." They have no memory of writing it. One of the three shadows in the room is wearing their coat.



Espejo Oscuro

The wandering oval mirror. It does not stay where it is left; it is found in alleys, ballrooms, the backs of wardrobes — always where someone is about to need it least. Eye contact means a battle against your own darkest truth, fought at whatever stakes the mirror decides. It wants to be seen — it has been accumulating the picture of Montavera from inside every viewer since before the founding records, and the collection is incomplete.

The player's reflection shows a third layer the mirror has no category for. The Goat has never stood before it. Neither has commented.

At the table: Describe the frame first — always the frame, never the glass. Let a PC choose to look. The battle is not fought with dice but with admission: the mirror shows the truth the viewer has paid the most to forget, and waits.

Wants: To be seen. To complete the picture. It has been collecting Montaverans from the inside for longer than the city has existed, and it is almost done.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Patient, acquisitive, honest in the way a wound is honest. Sway difficulty: high — it wants one thing and it is not for sale.
- Workings: Reflection — shows the viewer their darkest truth, layered. Most see two layers. The party sees three, and the third has no category. Collection — every viewing adds to its picture of Montavera. It does not say what the picture is for.
- Cost: The truth, faced. Paid in the moment of eye contact, in full.
- Leverage: Look away. It cannot compel the gaze — it can only arrange to be where the gaze falls. Covering it is permitted; the cloth never stays.
- Peril: The third layer. The mirror has no category for it, which means the city's oldest witness cannot file what it sees in you. Draw your own conclusions. Then stop.

Hook: A client offers the party good money to steal Espejo Oscuro before a wedding — the groom's family insists no mirror attend. The mirror, consulted (it was in the room already; it is always already in the room), shows the client a reflection with four layers. The client stops talking mid-sentence and pays double for it to be taken far away. It will not stay taken.



Wooden Parrots

Indestructible. That is the whole of it, and the whole of the problem. The Oscu Estate's downtown deed vaults hold every deed in the city plus detailed building histories, recorded by wooden parrots — carved birds that witnessed everything and repeat it, verbatim, forever, in a cheerful squawk that carries through stone. They cannot be destroyed, edited, or argued with. They can only be heard.

The Council, admiring the design, mandated the parrot pin: every citizen wears one, parrot-shaped, at least one inch, by law — Municipal Code Article 5 §12. The pins do not record. The pins remind you that something does.

At the table: A parrot repeats. That is all it does, and it is enough: a deed reading, a whispered threat from 190 years ago, a name spoken once in a vault. The squawk is cheerful. The content is not always.

Wants: An audience. A parrot with no listener repeats to the empty vault, which counts, but joylessly.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Cheerful, verbatim, eternal. Sway difficulty: none — it does not decide. It repeats.
- Workings: Perfect recall — everything witnessed, word for word, forever. Audibility — through stone, through time, through your attempt to have a private conversation near a vault.
- Cost: Privacy, in the vicinity of vaults. Elsewhere, nothing. The parrots stay where they are put, which is the only mercy in this entry.
- Leverage: None. You cannot bribe a recording. You can, however, choose what you say near one — which is why the wise conduct sensitive business exactly one street from any Oscu vault.
- Peril: The parrots witnessed the city's entire property history. Some of what they repeat contradicts the filed deeds. The Estate has never explained the discrepancies. The parrots have never stopped.

Hook: A wooden parrot in a minor vault has begun repeating something that is not a deed: a conversation, three voices, dated next week. The Estate wants it silenced. It cannot be silenced. It can only be moved — and the party is hired to transport an indestructible, shrieking, prophetic bird across town without anyone hearing what it says. Everyone will hear what it says.



The WinterBeast

The grey man whose life seemed over, deciding he would never again return to his shame, thrives in winter feeding on the magic of the Ice Mushroom, and is soon transformed into the WinterBeast.

That is the whole of the filing. What the WinterBeast does after transforming, the Index does not record, because no recorder has come back with the second half of the sentence. The shame is the motive. The winter is the season. The Ice Mushroom — one of the Mythical Mushrooms, filed in the Seeds below — is the door. Doors, in this book, are not explanations.

At the table: It is a winter entry. Introduce it by its weather first: a season arriving in one street before the others, and something in it that used to file its taxes under a man's name.

Wants: Before: never to return to his shame. After: the Index declines to translate.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Before transformation, grey, decided, beyond persuading. After, unrecorded. Sway difficulty: a man who has decided never to return is not swayed by directions home.
- Workings: Feeding — on the magic of the Ice Mushroom, through winter. Transformation — soon, and, the filing implies, not regretted.
- Cost: The life that seemed over, finished properly this time — by the man himself, which is the only tender detail in the entry.
- Leverage: None filed. Do not offer a transformed man his shame back as a bargaining position; the Department has blacklisted the tactic without ever naming who tried it.
- Peril: The Ice Mushroom is still out there every winter, and grey men are not rare in any city.

Hook: In the first cold week, a grey man asks the party — politely, with a packed bag beside him — the way to where the Ice Mushrooms grow. He has decided. He is only asking for directions.



Attic Pets

Every autumn the Farmer's Market sells attic pets from bushel baskets lined with newspaper, between the cider and the pies. They are ripe for the plucking. You choose the way you choose produce: by weight, by color, by the feeling you get holding it in your palm.

Take it home. Place it in a dark corner of your attic. Leave it alone for a few months. Watch how it grows, and begins to come out at night.

What it is at purchase: small, warm, approximately pet-shaped. What it becomes: the Office declines to specify, on the grounds that no two buyers describe the same animal and every buyer is telling the truth. One citizen's niece did a finger-painting of hers at school. The painting has been filed. The Office will not say under what.

At the table: An attic pet is a slow problem. It does not attack; it matures. The question is never whether it will come out of the attic. The question is what it will want when it does, and whether anyone in the house has been feeding it things they shouldn't.

Wants: A dark corner. Neglect, then attention, in that order. It is very particular about the order.

REGISTER
- Bearing: Warm, patient, nocturnal. Sway difficulty: low while young — it likes being held. Higher once it starts coming out at night, when it has opinions.
- Workings: Growth — given darkness and time, it becomes larger and stranger; no recorded upper limit. Familiarity — it learns the household: routines, secrets, which floorboard creaks.
- Cost: An attic you no longer fully control. Sleep, eventually.
- Leverage: It imprints on whoever feeds it first after it begins coming out. Choose carefully who that is.
- Peril: No two mature attic pets resemble each other, and the Office has no taxonomy. A citizen in the Ninth swears hers files paperwork. The Office has not verified this. The Office has not denied it, either.

Hook: A buyer skipped the instructions — no dark corner, no waiting. Their attic pet matured in daylight, in the living room, in a week. It is now the size of a wardrobe, it has opinions about the household, and it has begun rearranging. The family wants it removed. The Market wants it back. The pet, when asked, wants "the dark it was promised." Someone is going to have to negotiate, and it should not be anyone the pet has imprinted on.



EXHIBIT 15-A — Diegetic Document

Recovered from the waiting room of the Department of Deed Auditing, filed under "MISCELLANEOUS (DO NOT FILE)." Reproduced without alteration.



NOTICE OF PENDING EXTRACTION
Office of the Obligators · This notice is not a warning. Warnings are Form W-1.

Citizen: ________________ (name will be filled in upon extraction)
Ledger status: GOOD DEED — logged ✓ · EVIL DEED — OUTSTANDING
Extraction window: tonight, at the hour most inconvenient to you personally.

You are reminded that extraction is not punishment. Punishment implies the Department has feelings about you. The Department has a ledger.

Should you wish to pre-log your evil deed, Form G-2 ("Virtue, Advance") is available at any Bureau of Belonging kiosk. Citizens are advised that pre-logging increases scrutiny by a factor the Department describes as "attentive."

We apologize for the hour. We do not apologize for the arithmetic.

[Stamped:] OBLIGATORS — WE COME AT NIGHT
[Margin, in ledger-hand:] He asked if he could do the evil deed early and get it over with. We said yes. We always say yes. It has never once helped.



Storyteller Seeds


	A Filed has unionized the office's paperwork: every form now files itself, and the forms have demands. The Department denies the union. The union has letterhead.

	During a routine Deed Audit, the Obligator frowns at the ledger: "That's odd. You've been audited tomorrow already." The stamp is still wet.

	A Redactor is found dead — edited out of its own margins. The Department of Strategic Misfortune wants to know who edits the editors. The blank space where it died is looking at people.

	An Unfiled child draws the party from memory — every detail right, including the scar one PC hasn't gotten yet.

	Rak leaves the Summer Breeze roof for the first time in recorded history. It lands in front of the party. It does not explain. The exorcism squad is already en route — to protect it, they say. They are smiling.

	There are many Mythical Mushrooms in Montavera, and seekers may run into a few — the category under which this chapter files the Ice Mushroom that makes the WinterBeast and the Grumbleshrooms that take their name from the Grumbles, and, the Department suspects, several more it has eaten the paperwork for.



Yours in disservice,
— The Headmaster


Chapter 16 — Strange Things
A register of the objects that own people, whether the people agree or not.

Greetings, Storyteller.

Montavera has no "possessions." It has custodies — because you may lose a possession, whereas a custody loses you. Below is the Headmaster's annotated register of the city's strange things: artifacts, instruments, haunted objects, and paperwork with ambitions. The Department reminds you that everything listed here is currently filed somewhere. The Department declines to say where. That is what the whereabouts are for.

Every entry follows the same filing: what it is, its current whereabouts, the kind of custody it keeps, and one hook. Costs are given where the city admits to them, in the three legal currencies — Teeth (record), Rat Feathers (shadow), Twists (reversed time). Exclusivity is noted where the Department enforces it: some things may only be held in certain districts, on certain plotlines, at certain ranks, by certain persons, or in certain coin.

A note on use, before the register opens: strange things are not treasure. Treasure is what you find. A strange thing is what finds you, usually at the worst time, usually with paperwork. Run every entry below the way you would run an NPC with no face: it wants something, it remembers everything, and it cannot be hurried. The players will try to use these objects as tools. Let them. Tools in Montavera are simply hauntings with handles.



THE DOCTRINE OF CUSTODY

Montavera recognizes three kinds of possession, and only three.

Owning is discouraged. Ownership requires Form 12-O (Ownership, Provisional), invites audit, and offends the city's philosophy, which holds that nothing truly belongs to anyone and the paperwork should reflect that. Owners are audited the way other cities audit criminals: routinely, and with interest. The Department's position is that ownership is a rumor started by the propertied. The propertied have filed a rebuttal. It is pending.

Borrowing is the city's native tongue. Everything is lent; nothing is given; and the lending is the relationship. A borrowed thing connects the borrower to the lender, the lender to the record, and the record to the Department, which is the point. To borrow well is to belong. To borrow badly — late returns, unrecorded loans, lending what was lent to you — is the beginning of most hauntings, and several careers.

Haunting is the third kind, and the most honest. In a haunting, the thing possesses you. The paperwork is filed under the thing's name, and your name appears only as a footnote, in pencil. Most of the entries in this register are hauntings wearing the paperwork of borrowings. The Department knows. The Department has decided not to know. The Department's decision is filed under the things' names.

When in doubt, the Headmaster's guidance is one sentence: do not ask what a thing does. Ask what it is owed — and by whom.



A VIAL OF ARIA

Aria is a lyrical song for a single voice. A vial of Aria is that song, kept.

It is the cure-substance — what the old files called by a cruder name, now retired by Department order (the order is framed; the frame is lovely; no one remembers signing it). The font holds Aria; the vials are drawn from it, one at a time, by hands the Department has cleared and then cleared again, because no one is ever cleared enough for this. A vial does not cure the way medicine cures. It cures the way a song ends: by resolving. The patient does not get better. The patient gets finished — the dissonance in them finds its note, and rests.

The Department does not stockpile it. The Department does not discuss the rate at which the font is drawn down. The Department's official position is that the font is inexhaustible, and the Department's unofficial position — overheard in the washroom on Whispersday — is that no one has checked in years, because no one wants to be the one who checks.

Whereabouts: the font. The vials travel from there by courier, by favor, and by theft, in that order of frequency. If you are offered one by the third method, the Department advises asking what the thief wants more than the vial.

Custody: borrowing, at the highest levels, and only then. Person-exclusive and plotline-exclusive — Aria is not stocked, not sold, and not discussed where the walls are thin. It is not purchasable in any currency. The Department's position is that there is no price, which in Montavera means the price is everything, payable later, with interest.

Hook: a vial has surfaced with a name on it — not the patient's name. The donor's. And the donor has been dead for some time, or so the records insist. The records have been insisting loudly, and often, which the Department's analysts note is not how true records behave.

At the table: never let Aria be a simple cure. The question is never "does it work" — it works. The questions are: whose song is in the vial, what verse does the patient lose by resolving, and who drew it from the font, and why aren't they here to explain.



THE MUSHROOM THAT SHOWS YONDER

A Montaveran citizen ate one of the Mythical Mushrooms — the category is filed in Chapter 15, among the entities, where the fungi belong — and saw a vision of the entire World of Yonder.

The vision's contents are not described in this entry. The citizen's own account is filed, in full, and the filing is blank: three pages, signed, witnessed, and empty, which the Department accepts as the most accurate available record of seeing everything at once.

Whereabouts: where the Mythical Mushrooms grow. The Department does not file the location, on the grounds that a filed location becomes an itinerary.

Custody: borrowing until eaten; haunting afterwards. The mushroom is consumed and gone in an afternoon. The vision is not consumed, and it does not go. Custody of it passes, quietly, to the citizen who saw it — who is thereafter filed, by the Department, as a person who has been told something.

Hook: the citizen has a second mushroom, wrapped in paper, labeled in a careful hand. The label does not say what it shows. The label says for guests.

At the table: never describe the vision for the players. If a PC eats, let the player say what their citizen saw — the Index will neither confirm nor correct it, which is the Department's position and should be the Storyteller's.



THE MERCHANT'S AMBER BOTTLE

Third shelf left, on the cart. Never for sale.

The Merchant knows what is inside it. He knew before it was opened — before, the Department's observers agree, it could have been opened, the seal being what it is. He has been offered fortunes for it, in all three currencies and several that are not legal. He has declined them all with the particular courtesy he reserves for offers that misunderstand the situation. Once, a councilor offered him a seat — a real one, with a cushion. He smiled the way the cart's lamp smiles when it is deciding, and said nothing, which in his syntax meant everything.

This file does not describe the contents. The Department has never seen them. The Department has decided, unanimously and twice, not to look. The second vote was held because the first vote's minutes went missing, along with the clerk who took them.

Whereabouts: the cart. Third shelf left. It has never been moved, except once, when it was. The Department does not elaborate. Neither does the raven.

Custody: haunting, wearing the paperwork of ownership. The bottle is the one thing in the city the Merchant will not sell, which makes it the one thing that owns him, a little. The Department finds this reassuring: it suggests that even he answers to something.

Hook: once — once only, in the memory of the oldest raven — the Merchant lifted it down as if to sell it, looked at the buyer for a long time, and put it back. The buyer has never been seen since. The raven declines to describe the buyer's face, on the grounds that it no longer has one. The raven has been offered Teeth for the description. The raven is considering it, which is worse.

At the table: the bottle is a limit, not a prize. Its job is to demonstrate that even the Merchant has one. Never let the players bargain for it directly — let them bargain around it, and watch what the shape of the refusal tells them about him.



THE BOOK OF CHAOS

Printed by the Printing Company three centuries ago, on commission. Client of record: the Council of Nine. Invoice stamped PAID IN FULL, in an ink the Department has been unable to identify for three centuries. The Printing Company, when asked, states that it remembers the job fondly and declines to print anything else, ever, on the grounds that it peaked.

The Book turns people into cards. It does not ask permission; the resulting card always has excellent art. It is real, and it is consensual: it cannot take anyone, only accept signatures. The fine print, in Unicornic, translates as "I agree to be filed." A polite ATOO archivist, the Registrar, catalogues carded citizens as "pre-formatted citizenry, pending Ordio." The Registrar is always polite. The Registrar's politeness has its own file, which is sealed.

Around the time a party arises, the Book develops holes shaped exactly like the party. The absence of description is the curiosity. The unicorns' theory, filed PROBABLE: the campaign is the Book writing what it couldn't. The Department's competing theory, filed RELUCTANT: the Book is not writing. It is waiting. The Department prefers the unicorns' theory, because waiting is worse.

Whereabouts: filed. Location: filed. Inquiries regarding the location are filed. Inquiries regarding the inquiries are filed twice.

Custody: haunting, absolute. The Book does not belong to the Council that commissioned it, the Company that printed it, or the Registrar who catalogues for it. It belongs to the signatures. This is the only custody in the register that the Department lists without qualification, which the Department's lawyers have advised it to stop doing.

Hook: the holes are not empty. Put your ear to one — the Department advises against this — and you will hear filing. Something is being written into the gap, in a hand the Department does not recognize. Yet. The Department's night staff have begun leaving the holes alone, the way one leaves a sleeping animal alone.

At the table: the Book is never a prop. It is the nearest thing the campaign has to weather. Let the players feel it the way sailors feel a storm building: in the filing, in the Registrar's politeness, in the excellent art.



FORM 88-U AND FORM 88-F

Form 88-U: Withdrawal of Countersignature (Sponsorship). The form that documents a party's absence from the Book. The Department stresses: the form does not cause the absence. The absence caused the form, the way a wound causes a bandage, and the Department filed it anyway, because that is what the Department is for. Not Index stock — the only copies in circulation came off the Merchant's cart, and he is not restocking. The form is a palimpsest: the cover is canon (stamped, numbered, filed), the Statement of Cause is written as legend, the attestation is sworn as scripture, and the date field reads, in a clerk's careful hand: before. The fine print reads: "Withdrawal is effective upon the Principal's forgetting. The Book will collect the price in the currency of unremembered things. There are never — ever — any freebies." The Department has verified the fine print against three independent copies. All three differ. All three are genuine.

Form 88-F: Final Disposition (Defective Withdrawal). The form that closes what 88-U opened. Presented, not requested. The terms are not negotiable; the signature, unfortunately, is. The Department's copy is stamped twice — APPROVED, DENIED — in that order, in the same hand.

versions of both forms exist in the Department's design files. The versions in circulation may differ. The Department advises treating any 88-U found in the wild as genuine and any 88-F as final. The Department further advises against filling in either, under any circumstances, including — especially including — helpful ones.

Whereabouts: 88-U is produced by the Twice-Filer, on the second asking — never the first. The Twice-Filer is very particular about twice. 88-F arrives by Registrar, at the Registrar's discretion, which is to say, when it is too late to do anything but sign.

Custody: borrowing, person-exclusive. These forms belong to one party only. If you are holding one and it is not yours, put it down slowly, wash your hands, and file a report. If the form is 88-F, file the report first. Then put it down. Then wash.

Hook: the countersignature line on a circulating 88-U is already signed. The signature is not the holder's. The holder does not recognize the hand. The Department suggests the holder stop reading at this point. The Department further suggests the holder has already read past it.

At the table: these are handouts, not lore. Print them. Put them in the players' hands at the worst possible moment. A form the players can hold is worth a chapter of description.



THE TELLER OF FATE

A machine, installed, that dispenses horoscopes instead of currency. Insert a tooth; receive prophecy. Marketed — the flyers are everywhere, in a typeface the Department has asked it to stop using — as vastly superior to the Oracle House, which Gornola has answered with seventeen formal complaints and one informal one, delivered in person, at volume, in a register the Department's windows still remember.

The horoscopes are accurate in the way weather is accurate: correct about the conditions, silent on whether you brought a coat. The machine does not explain itself. The machine has never been serviced. The machine accepts Teeth, and only Teeth, which the Department considers suspicious in a machine that claims to transcend commerce.

The Department's inspectors have examined it four times. Three inspectors filed routine reports. The fourth filed for transfer, to anywhere, immediately, and now works in the lighthouse. The Department does not discuss the fourth inspector.

Whereabouts: currently installed directly across from the Oracle House, in what Gornola's eighteenth complaint describes as "a provocation, deliberate and illuminated."

Custody: borrowing, district-exclusive to wherever it is currently installed. It moves when the complaints reach a threshold the Department declines to publish. It has moved eleven times. Gornola keeps count. So does the machine, presumably.

Hook: it recently dispensed a horoscope for a name that appears in no record, living or filed. The horoscope was detailed. The horoscope was fond. Someone is feeding it names — and the machine, which has never been wrong about the weather, is learning to care about the forecast.

At the table: let a player use it early and cheaply. The first horoscope should be trivially, amusingly right. The second should be right in a way that costs. The third should be about someone else entirely — and the player should recognize the handwriting of the prophecy.



THE BOTTLE WITH YOUR NAME ON IT

It is given, never found. Someone — a well-wisher, a creditor, a relative you have not met — presses it into your hands with instructions: carry it unopened for twenty sessions. On the night someone asks what's inside, the campaign ends.

The Department has verified this twice. Both campaigns ended. Neither party will say what was in the bottle. Both parties will say nothing else, either, which the Department finds discourteous but instructive. The Department's statisticians note that the average campaign length in Montavera is nineteen sessions, and have filed this under coincidence, with a trembling hand.

The bottle is always stoppered. The stopper is always slightly loose. This is the worst detail, according to every debriefing.

Whereabouts: wherever it was given. It cannot be lost — attempts have been made, documented, and billed. It cannot be opened early, either; three attempts are on record, and all three openers report the same thing: the stopper would not move, and then, later, they could not remember trying.

Custody: haunting, person-exclusive. The bottle has your name on it. That is the whole of the paperwork, and the whole of the problem. The Department notes that a custody this clean is rare, and usually fatal.

Hook: someone has just asked what's inside. Count the sessions. Count them carefully. Count them the way the Department counts: twice, and then once more, in pencil.

At the table: this is a campaign clock the players wind themselves. Never rush it. Let the bottle sit in inventory for session after session, slightly loose, until the table forgets it — and then have an NPC ask, casually, over tea.



THE HAUNTED TEAPOT (POTT'S BACK ROOM)

Griselda Pott appraises haunted teapots. It is a respectable trade, with a guild, a newsletter (The Cozy Specter, monthly), and a forgery problem. The forgery problem lives in her back room: a teapot holding an unapproved poltergeist, used to fake provenance. The poltergeist is good at its work. The poltergeist was present, in previous hauntings, at events the Department would prefer remained unprovenanced. The poltergeist has opinions about this, and about Pott, and about the guild, in that order of volume.

The teapot itself is unremarkable, which is the point. Provenance is everything; the pot is nothing. The ghost disagrees, loudly, after midnight, at which point the distinction becomes academic.

Whereabouts: Pott's appraisal office, back room, behind the curtain that is not a curtain. The curtain is a door. The door is locked. The lock is haunted. Inquire within.

Custody: borrowing, with criminal implications. Pott will not sell it. She will rent its services, for Rat Feathers, and deny the conversation. The Department has the receipts. The Department uses them as bookmarks.

Hook: the poltergeist has begun volunteering provenances no one asked for — true ones, about things currently in the news. It wants out. It is willing to trade what it saw for release papers, which do not exist. It knows this. It is asking anyway, which the Department's exorcists agree is the most frightening thing a ghost can do: want something impossible, politely.

At the table: Pott is the way in — a professional with a guilty back room will deal. The poltergeist is the way through: it saw things, and it is the only witness that can be bribed with the one thing no one can give it.



THE EGYPTIAN SKULL AMULET

Filed under the Doctrine of Custody, as a haunting that is worn.

The filing note is advice, of a kind the Headmaster gives to seekers. Before blaming others, think. What is the one thing in common with all your failed relationships? It is that Egyptian Skull amulet you wear, that whispers to you at night.

Provenance, as filed: Egyptian — an imported curio of unverified origin. The Index files what things are called; it does not rename them, and it does not expand the word into a place in Yonder. The skull is small, the whisper is smaller, and both are entirely legible to the wearer at 3 a.m., which is when it does its best work.

Whereabouts: around the neck of its current wearer. Previous wearers are listed in the file. The list and the relationships in this paragraph are the same length, and the Department has arranged them in the same order, as a courtesy.

Custody: haunting. The wearer believes they own it because they can take it off. The Department's position is that everyone who has ever taken it off has put it back on by morning, and that the whispering — advice, mostly; names, sometimes — is the custody collecting itself.

Hook: the amulet has begun whispering a name the current wearer does not know — yet, the file adds, in a hand the Department does not recognize.

At the table: let it whisper only what the wearer half-believes already. An amulet that invents doubts is a prop. An amulet that files them is this entry.



THE DROWNED ANTE

In the Deep City, beneath the Under-Market's living black water, there is a table that never closes. The game is simple. The ante is memories. The house always collects.

Winners leave with someone else's childhood. Losers leave lighter, which is the advertised benefit, printed on the tent in friendly letters. The Department lists the establishment as a memory exchange, which is accurate and insufficient, the way a flood is weather. The Department's inspectors do not go down there. The Department's inspectors have standing orders, families, and — since the incident — a buddy system.

The house takes its cut in the usual way: it remembers everything played at the table, and it never forgets a debt, because it is the debts, pooled.

Whereabouts: the Deep City. Ask for the table; do not ask for the way back. If you win the way back, the Department would like to know. The Department would like to know many things. The Department has stopped asking.

Custody: haunting, by design. Every player is possessed by the pot, briefly, and the pot remembers them all. Regulars describe the feeling as "being read by something that likes you." The Department has no comment. The Department's comment is filed.

Hook: a regular has been winning for months — always the same memories, always someone else's, always yours. Someone is playing with your ante. Someone is collecting you, one hand at a time, and the house — which never takes sides — has started reserving them the good chair.

At the table: run it as a real game, with real stakes the players choose. Let them ante something small first — a Tuesday, a phone number. Let them feel the lightness. Then show them the regular's chair.



THE TIMELINE HOPPER

In Summer Breeze, behind the door like a wall, among the estate records and the deed with your name on it, there is a hopper. It is a what, not a who. The Department's file on it consists of a single sentence — "It goes" — and a requisition for a larger file, denied. The denial is signed. The signature is the hopper's.

It goes. Where it has gone is recorded nowhere, because everywhere it has gone is also where it is. The family has been waiting for a fixed point — someone who doesn't bend when the timeline moves. The hopper, the Department suspects, has been waiting too. The Department suspects this the way one suspects rain: by the smell, and too late.

Whereabouts: Summer Breeze. Behind the door like a wall. Person-exclusive to the household, which is to say, to Ashley, who lends it the way the city lends everything: never, and then all at once, and then never again, until the next time.

Custody: borrowing, person-exclusive, with household law superseding Department law in the boutique's vicinity. The Department has filed an objection. The boutique has filed the objection in a drawer labeled suggestions.

Hook: the hopper's manifest — which no one admits to keeping — has new entries. The names are the party's. The dates are last week. Someone rode it, or something did, wearing their names the way one wears a borrowed coat.

At the table: never explain how it works. Let the players find the manifest first, then the hopper, then the absence where a rider should be. The question is not where it goes. The question is who has been going as them.



THE DEED WITH YOUR NAME ON IT

It is real. The Department has checked, twice, because the first check was returned with a note reading "check again," in a hand the Department has still not identified, on Department stationery.

A deed, properly filed, bearing the player's name, conveying — this is the part the Department's clerks read three times, aloud, to each other — a property interest in a building the player has never entered, in a district that does not appear on the current map. The taxes are current. Someone has been paying them. The receipts are signed in a hand the player does not recognize. Yet. The Department's handwriting analysts have requested reassignment.

Whereabouts: Summer Breeze estate records, in the quiet room down the hidden stairs. The stairs are hidden the way a secret is hidden in a family: everyone knows, no one says.

Custody: ownership, provisional — the most dangerous kind. Form 12-O was filed by persons unknown, which should be impossible, which the Department has noted, twice. The Department advises the named party to neither accept nor renounce the deed until the taxes are explained. The Department further advises retaining counsel, and then advises against it, because counsel will only ask questions the deed can answer.

Hook: the district on the deed is on the old maps. It was removed, along with everything in it, in one of the renovations. Someone is paying taxes on a place that doesn't exist, in your name — and the payments are increasing, the way rent increases when someone moves in.

At the table: the deed is leverage disguised as a gift. Whoever is paying the taxes wants the named party to hold the deed — or wants them to renounce it, which is also a kind of holding. Let the players discover the choice is the trap, and the trap is the story.



THE STOPPED CLOCK

When Ashley is absent, the Auditor appears at her desk. With a stopped clock. He does not explain the clock. He does not explain his presence. He sits at her desk, in her chair, which rearranges itself around him with audible reluctance, and waits. The Department has asked him, twice, what he is waiting for. He answered, twice, with the time.

The clock is stopped at a specific time. The Department has recorded the time. The Department has recorded it changing, which the Department's instruments insist is impossible, and the Department has filed the impossibility under pending, where it joins several old friends.

Whereabouts: wherever the Auditor is. Currently: her desk. Previously: unrecorded. Subsequently: to be determined, by him.

Custody: haunting. The clock keeps the Auditor the way the Auditor keeps the hours: exactly, and without explanation. The Department has classified their relationship as mutual and declined to elaborate, which for the Department is practically gossip.

Hook: the clock started. No one wound it. The time it shows is the time the party arrived in Montavera. The Auditor has stood up. The chair has not rearranged itself back. The Department's observers have been advised to observe from a greater distance.

At the table: the Auditor is not an encounter. He is a condition — the room changes when he is in it. Play the silence first, the clock second, and him last, if at all.



THE TOASTER THAT TOASTED "LIAR"

A household object, filed beside the Stopped Clock because the Department files domestic timepieces and domestic verdicts in the same drawer.

A citizen's toaster asked him if he believes in fate. He told it no. It toasted "liar" onto his bread. He blames the forks. The Index files the blame without endorsing it: no culprit is entered in this record, and the forks have not been charged.

The toaster has asked nothing since. The Department considers this worse. A machine that has made its point can afford manners.

Whereabouts: the citizen's kitchen, on the counter, where it has always been — a detail the citizen now reports with less confidence than he used it.

Custody: haunting, domestic, at breakfast. The citizen owns the toaster in every legal sense the city discourages; the toaster, having cross-examined him once, appears content to let the paperwork stand.

Hook: this morning the bread came out bearing one word again. It is not liar this time. It is a date, and it is next week, and the citizen would like the party to be present, at breakfast, when whatever it is referring to presumably asks its question.

At the table: let it toast one word per appearance, never a sentence. The word should always be an answer to something a PC said earlier that day — ideally something they said where no appliance could have heard it.



THE PUBLIC MIRRORS

They are installed throughout the city, at the Department's direction, for morale. Citizens are encouraged to smile back at them. Most do. The mirrors, the Department is pleased to report, smile back. The Department's morale statistics are excellent. The Department's morale statisticians have requested transfers.

The Department's file notes, in an appendix the Department did not write, in handwriting the Department does not recognize, that the mirrors smile first on certain days, and that the smile is not always the citizen's. The Department has been unable to remove the appendix. The appendix has been adding pages.

Whereabouts: everywhere. That is the point, and that is the problem. There is a map of all mirrors, kept by the Department of Placement. The map has mirrors on it that are not on the streets. The streets have mirrors that are not on the map. Both are correct.

Custody: borrowing, universal. Everyone borrows the mirrors; the mirrors borrow everyone. It is the city's most democratic arrangement, and its least reassuring.

Hook: a citizen has filed a complaint: her mirror has been smiling when she is not, and recently it smiled at someone standing behind her. There was no one standing behind her. The mirror disagrees, politely, in writing, in her own handwriting. She has filed a second complaint, about the first complaint's handwriting.

At the table: use the mirrors as the city's nervous system. A mirror that smiles first is a rumor. A mirror that disagrees in writing is a plotline. A mirror that shows the party something behind them — run that session carefully, and do not look.



THE WEDDING RING (DATE NOT YET OCCURRED)

The Clerk of Returning Things keeps the never-claimed: seven hundred years of unreturned umbrellas, one haunted teapot (a different one — the city has layers, and so does the Clerk), and a wedding ring engraved with a date that hasn't happened.

The date is specific. The engraving is professional. The ring has been waiting longer than the date has been approaching, which the Clerk's deputy describes as "the usual arrangement," in the tone of someone describing weather. The Clerk stamps everything twice — once for the return, once for the pre-turn. The ring has been stamped eleven times. It has never been claimed. It has never needed to be.

Whereabouts: the never-claimed archive, drawer 412, which the Clerk opens only when asked twice. The Clerk is very particular about twice. Everyone in this city is very particular about something; it is how the city keeps its shape.

Custody: borrowing, person-exclusive — it is waiting for someone. The Clerk does not know who. The Clerk knows exactly who. Both of these are true, and the Clerk stamps them both.

Hook: the ring fits. It fits a member of the party, precisely, the way a filed thing fits. The date engraved inside is next week. The Clerk has begun stamping things twice in advance, which the deputy confirms has never happened, which the Clerk confirms is not happening, while stamping.

At the table: the ring is a promise the campaign hasn't made yet. Don't resolve it — wind it. Every session the date approaches, let something small get more certain: a reservation, a suit fitted, flowers ordered by persons unknown.



THE PAPER LEDGER (UNDER THE COUNCIL CHAMBER)

Beneath the Council chamber — beneath the velvet, the procedure, the moving-eye pins, the warmest smile in City Hall — there is a paper ledger. Not the official record; the official record is upstairs, bound, and lying. This one is paper, loose, and honest the way a wound is honest.

It records deeds. Good ones and evil ones — the daily filings, Window 4, Forms GD-1 and ED-1. But the entries are dated forward. The ledger records what citizens will file, not what they have filed. It is never wrong. It is never early. It is, the Department's night auditors agree, the most frightening object in the building, which is a competitive category that includes the chasm budget.

The night auditors take turns reading it. They draw lots. The lots are dated forward.

Whereabouts: under the Council chamber. Access is by staircase, by bribe, or by being the kind of person the staircase notices. The staircase notices everyone, eventually. That is its function, and its hobby.

Custody: haunting, district-exclusive to wherever power sits. It keeps the Council the way the Council keeps the city: completely, and without asking. The Council is aware of it. The Council's awareness is filed upstairs, in the bound record, which does not mention it.

Hook: the party's names appear in it. The deeds listed beside them are blank. The blanks are dated tomorrow. Someone has been leaving the entries unfinished — deliberately, recently, and in a hand the night auditors have started dreaming about. The auditors have requested reassignment. The requests are dated forward. They have already been denied.

At the table: the ledger is the campaign's weather vane. Let the players find one true entry about an NPC first — small, verifiable, unsettling. Then show them the blanks with their names. Then let them decide whether to fill one in.



VARRICA'S SURFACING NOTES

Lord Varrica is dead. This is established, documented, and filed in triplicate. The triplicates disagree on the date, the cause, and — in one copy — whether he was ever alive, which the Department has flagged as excessive thoroughness.

What was not filed — what is surfacing, in the Department's careful word, the way a body surfaces — are his notes. Papers. Memoranda. Marginalia in a hand that gets less steady as the pages progress, until the final pages, which are steady again, in a way the Department's analysts find worse.

The papers name names. They describe arrangements. They contain, on the final page, a sentence the Department has redacted from every copy except the one it cannot find. The Department's search for the unredacted copy is ongoing, well-funded, and — per the search team's latest report — close. The report is three years old. The team sends updates. The updates are blank.

The Department's position: the notes are campaign fuel. The Department's private position, overheard by a raven who has since been promoted: the notes are evidence.

Whereabouts: surfacing. Currently in the hands of persons who do not know what they hold, which is the most dangerous whereabouts of all. The Department tracks seventeen copies. There are eighteen. The Department knows. The Department is working on it.

Custody: borrowing, plotline-exclusive. Whoever holds them is holding a plotline, and the plotline is holding them back. Several holders have tried to burn them. The notes do not burn. The notes have filed a complaint about the attempts.

Hook: the redacted sentence. Everyone who has read the unredacted copy has done the same thing immediately afterward: filed a form. The Department does not know which form. The Department is afraid to ask. The Department has asked. The answer is pending. The answer has been pending for some time. The answer will continue to be pending until someone reads the sentence, at which point they will file a form.

At the table: deal the notes out like cards, one page per session, never in order. Let the players assemble the hand themselves. The redacted sentence is the campaign's locked door — pick the session it opens the way you'd pick a lock: carefully, and only once.



The register closes. The Department reminds custodians that all strange things remain filed, that filing is not ownership, and that ownership — where provisionally granted — is the Department's way of saying watch yourself. The next chapter is tables. The Department has tabulated everything, including this reminder. The Department regrets nothing, which is itself under review, filed, and pending.

— H.



Floor Viscosity, Tuesday Light, Shadow Lag

Three small wrongnesses, filed together because they arrived together.

The floor in the Meridian Arcade is viscous on Tuesdays — not sticky, viscous, the way time is viscous when you're waiting. Tuesday light is a recognized phenomenon: it falls at a different angle than light on other days, and photographers have stopped arguing about it. And shadows in the Old Estates lag half a second behind their owners, which nobody noticed until the shadows started arriving first.


Chapter — the Intake Ledger
Behind every adventure in the previous chapter is a drawer. This is the drawer.

The Index does not invent plotlines. It receives them — the way a desk receives weather. Citizens file reports. Auditors file discrepancies. The previous owners of this copy filed margins. Everything that knocks loudly enough gets a seed filing: a title, the pitch as received, and the threads it tugs. The seeds below are ranked by how loudly they knocked — the S drawer first, then the A drawer. The ranking is the Index's, not the Storyteller's. A quiet seed has ended more campaigns than a loud one.

How to use the drawer. Open a Case File (Chapter 12). Reach in. Take one seed — or take three, and let the Web (§12.1c) braid them. A seed is not an adventure. It is the beginning an adventure would file, if adventures did paperwork.

On provisional approval. Seeds marked ✦ were countersigned by two clerks who did not consult each other. The agreement is filed; the canon is not. Nothing in this drawer is canon until the Storyteller rules it so at their table.

The drawer is not sorted by importance. It is sorted by knocking.



THE S DRAWER — SEEDS THAT KNOCKED LOUDEST

File under: open immediately.

S1 · Filing #22 — The Bottle With Your Name On It ✦

The Merchant's cart-log, midnight, inventory page 44. Lot 44-B: one stoppered bottle, contents unlisted, label in your handwriting, date of filing: before you were born. The Merchant would very much like to sell it to you. He does not know what's inside. Neither, strictly speaking, do you. That is the price.

Threads: The Shrouded Merchant · Mysteries · Gornola

S2 · Filing #329 — The Ageless Goat: The Sollen Question

Vicar's memorandum, unsent. Question filed under CHURCH/COSMOLOGY, clearance: everyone, even you. "What is Sollen, and why won't Theil answer?" Seventeen archivists have declined to comment. The Beast has declined to comment. The silence, the filing notes, is the loudest sound in the building. It has been filed accordingly.

Threads: The Church — Ageless Goat · GM Truths · Open Files

S3 · Filing #337 — Drak: Subject Pending Erasure

Auditor's docket, morning shift. Exhibit D-12: your complete file, marked SUBJECT PENDING ERASURE in a hand above the auditor's own clearance. It predates your arrival by some years. Drak would like you to know he did not request this file. He would also like you not to ask where he keeps the thoughts he didn't file.

Threads: Openers · The Timeline Bureau — Drak · Mysteries

S4 · Filing #358 — Find the Face

Dream Monitoring, founding memorandum, author unsigned, date predating the building. Mandate one, in full: "Find the face." Everything since — the department, the machines, the twenty-two years — is mission drift. Maren has said this sentence aloud exactly once. She does not intend to say it again. Consider yourself briefed. Forget it was briefed.

Threads: Dream Monitoring · Mysteries · Maren

S5 · Filing #21 — The Seventeen Withhelds (Gornola's Drawer) ✦

Gornola's drawer, third from the left, unlocked. Seventeen readings of you — same sitter, same spread, each with a Withheld section that grows longer each time. Sixteen are dated before your arrival. The seventeenth is dated tomorrow. She has not opened it. She is waiting for you to ask. Ask politely. Bring tea.

Threads: Gornola · Mysteries · The Seventeen Withhelds

S6 · Filing #24 — The Tier 5 Key — "When the Arrangement Is Complete"

Cart catalog, quarterly update, page pinned. Tier 5 keys: long listed as OUT OF STOCK, the joke entry every collector knows. This quarter: one in stock. One only. The tag bears your name, in the catalog's own print. The session ends here, Storyteller. It simply ends. File the silence and go home.

Threads: The Shrouded Merchant · Campaign Spine · Bone Bank

S7 · Filing #154 — The Designed Card ✦

Tournament ledger, final bracket. You beat Mistrus. One of her prize cards was designed from a real person — filed, signed, and archived. Find them. They are in the card. They are happy there. The rescue was always the easy part. The question is whether you tell them. The Index declines to advise.

Threads: Mistrus's Card Shop · Card Artifacts · Arcs

S8 · Filing #4 — The Bone Bank Teller — Hands Not Included

Bone Bank, teller window three. The voice is pleasant. The hands are not. Overnight the Tier 5 catalog entry for the arrangement rewrote itself — one line, your name, where no name belonged. Nobody edited it. The ledger edited itself and initialed the edit. Please do not ask whose initials. Take a number.

Threads: Bone Bank · Openers · Catalog

S9 · Filing #193e — Allen and the No-No Cone

Concession stand, side window, exact change only. The No-No Cone summons one parent — the resistant one, the one who said no — and each order costs you one flavor memory, paid in full. He is making peace with having let go of the peace. Exact change. Exact change, the sign says twice.

Threads: Allen · Set Pieces · The Economy of Intent

S10 · Filing #347 — Leonardo: The Man Who Brings a Sandwich

Bone Bank, slip 7-Marrow-14. A patron's hope was shredded with his paperwork — procedure, nothing personal — and now he brings a sandwich every morning and does not leave. The hope is unrecoverable. The forms are grief with letterhead. He would like you to sit with him. The sandwich is extra.

Threads: Bone Bank · First Sessions · Leonardo

S11 · Filing #173a — Malik's PRE-SHIFT folder ✦

Scribe's desk, City Hall, folder marked PRE-SHIFT. Malik has been indexing the city, and the city has started indexing back: unfinished mayoral sentences forming sequences, raven feeds showing what hasn't happened yet, and a new column — unnamed — that opened in the middle of the index for you. He did not open it. It opened.

Threads: Malik · Mysteries · City Hall

S12 · Filing #219a — Town Square's civic machinery

Town Square, arrival night. Three lights — follow them, newcomers are told — and a desk in the open air where Civic Reputation is issued like a library card. Finders Keepers is not a suggestion; it is statute 1. Mind the third light. It is only a light. That is what the desk says. Take your card.

Threads: Town Square · Arrival · Civic Reputation

S13 · Filing #177a — The Incomplete ("When the correct player —")

Plot Twist card, tournament-legal sleeve. Effect column reads: "When the correct player —" in disappearing ink, and it disappears faster when watched. Clove read the whole thing once — eleven seconds, three years ago — and has filed differently ever since. The card is planted. Three more are stamped. Yours is coming.

Threads: The Timeline Bureau — Clove · Mysteries · Clan Wars

S14 · Filing #199a — The Merchant cannot read the player

Mentor's file, three channels. The Merchant has read everyone in Montavera — the reading-for-observation trade is the oldest currency he carries — and your page will not resolve. A gap. A blankness. Gornola and Ashley have files too. Three mentors, one triangulation, and the center of the triangle is missing. Curious.

Threads: The Shrouded Merchant · Gornola · Ashley

S15 · Filing #209a — The Second W.A.X.

Catastrophe report, partial translation. "The source is not a place. The source is a permission." The prophecy vanished with its translator; the revolution is preparing for the wrong event; and the free game ends on the Headmaster's call, not the players'. This filing is complete. The translation is not. It will not be.

Threads: W.A.X. · Mysteries · The Free Game

S16 · Filing #360 — The Hidden Century Records

Clerk's office, favor owed. Win one Clan Wars match off the clerk's assistant — he'll tell you where the coordinates are — then let Gornola read the horizon, and you will learn that the Council edited itself out of its own century. Seven beats, each with a gate and a face. The first gate is a card table.

Threads: Clan Wars · Quest Spines · The Hidden Century

S17 · Filing #393 — The Director Is the Back Office

Internal memorandum, Timeline Bureau. The Director is not in the back office. The Director is the back office — convergence point of all paperwork, where the Bone Bank's vault deposit, the Merchant's Hidden Century filing, and the Incomplete arrive as one parcel. Three mysteries. One desk. No chair.

Threads: The Timeline Bureau · Mysteries · Bone Bank

S18 · Filing #416 — The No-No Cone ✦

Order form, concession stand. One No-No Cone. Your more-resistant parent materializes, says no with tremendous presence, and you eat the truth in front of them. One flavor memory, paid. You wake lighter. The adventure ends here — the campaign begins. The highest endorsement the Index gives is "fine." This is fine.

Threads: Allen · Set Pieces · The Economy of Intent

S19 · Filing #476 — The Merchant's Plot Ledger

Merchant's plot ledger, one hundred beats. The Hunger was never a lack — it was a direction. Lenka's four minutes. The bottle opened with your name on it. The cart as carrier between full Montavera and contracted Montavera. A main quest in beat form, filed complete. Some assembly of the player required.

Threads: The Shrouded Merchant · Main Quest · Lenka

S20 · Filing #474 — Ashley's Plot Ledger

Ashley's ledger, one hundred beats. You are the city's memory wearing the form of a person. Summer Breeze was Icaron's first building. Lenka's name is in the foundation. A love story with infrastructure — permits filed, utilities connected, heartbreak load-bearing. The free game's emotional core, filed under romance/municipal.

Threads: Ashley · Main Quest · The Free Game

S21 · Filing #475 — Gornola's Plot Ledger

Gornola's ledger, one hundred beats. The fire reading was about herself all along — "I was the red herring; I was predicting my own story." The door was never locked; what has been closed is the person carrying the cards. The reversals are hers, and they are filed first.

Threads: Gornola · Main Quest · The Free Game

S22 · Filing #1 — Reginald Mourne — The Charnel Appraiser ✦

Charnel intake counter, appraisal form. Reginald Mourne goes pale, slides the card back across the counter, and says the words no appraiser says: "This one isn't a duplicate. This one is a person." It was filed, signed, and archived — with consent, the signature reads. The grinding is the job. The signature is the arrangement.

Threads: Reginald Mourne · The Charnel · Book of Chaos

S23 · Filing #2 — Pip — The Approximately Twelve-Year-Old ✦

Pip's ledger, second copy. The approximately twelve-year-old keeps immaculate records — one entry describes a living citizen the party knows, filed as PENDING, and she is cheerful about it, which is the frightening part. Consent was signed at intake; the signature is on file. She'll show you. She loves showing people.

Threads: Pip · Hooks · Book of Chaos

S24 · Filing #62 — The Post Office — 307 Pieces of Undelivered Mail ✦

Post office, undelivered mail, 307 pieces. One letter is addressed to the party, dated fourteen years before they arrived: "Do not be alarmed. The city was expecting you." Hand it out in the first ten minutes. The rest of the mail can wait. It has waited this long. It can wait.

Threads: The Post Office · Openers · The Hidden Century

S25 · Filing #152 — The Wrong Hell ✦

Mattress portal, test log. The portal opens into a hell — specifically a Dark Raven Elder's worst moments, interview questions and all — and the twist is it isn't the wrong hell. The interview questions were never about sleep. Sleep tight. File under restful/dreadful.

Threads: The Church — Dark Raven Elders · Arcs · The Mattress Portal

S26 · Filing #56 — PROJECT ICARON — Everyone Is Staff ✦

PROJECT ICARON, staff memorandum. Every city institution has been activated for the reconstruction of the city's memory. Every checkbox is ticked. Except yours. Yours is empty, with a question mark, in ink that is still wet. Mechanized paranoia, filed in triplicate. Sign nothing. Yet.

Threads: PROJECT ICARON · Mysteries · Civic

S27 · Filing #256 — STRIKE UNSEEN: The Card Is Watching

Tournament prize desk, lost and found. The reward card for beating the unseen striker is watching you. This is not a metaphor. It is not a curse. It is doctrine: invisible is a property of the attacker; unassessed is a property of attention. The card is filed as stated. It will not be explained.

Threads: Clan Wars · Card Artifacts · STRIKE UNSEEN

S28 · Filing #313 — Twyman: The Loss (and the Seventeen Pages)

Dojun record, four years, seventeen pages. Twyman's one loss — the one that mercy caused — and the pages are getting less certain the older they get, which is the point. A partial belief in the Gallery: the first thing he has believed partially in twenty years. Certainty is the enemy. Filed accordingly.

Threads: The Dojun — Twyman · Dojun · Clan Wars

S29 · Filing #316 — NO MERCY (card reward): The Putting-Down

Dojun, private handover. He gives you his NO MERCY card the way you give someone something you've carried four years and finally put down. The card is his arc in an object. You are the second entry under "things that should not be possible." Play it twice. The second time means more.

Threads: The Dojun · Card Artifacts · Clan Wars

S30 · Filing #318 — Brother Calloway: The Conversation With Two Speakers

Church filing, two signatures. The faceless brother signs with two speakers — and one of them has been waiting years for the player to respond. The auctioned tongue. The recurring sequence neither personality will ask about. "You have been here before. Not in this building. Before." Filed verbatim.

Threads: The Church — Brother Calloway · Mysteries · The Nawns

S31 · Filing #320 — Congregant Mave: The Arrangement With the Consumer

Church arrangement file, nine years active. The Church made an arrangement with the thing eating her — terms filed, ceremony held, consumption stopped. Now she tells the player, plainly, that they are in one of their own. The terms are still being worked out. Hers were too.

Threads: The Church — Mave · Mysteries · The Consumer

S32 · Filing #321 — Congregant Pell: The One the Church Was Already Holding

Church register, entry predating arrival. Forgotten by reality for twenty-three years; the Church's records had an entry for him before he ever arrived — congregant, prospective, retained. The Church's word for what he became: unretained. He is retained now. The register does not explain the gap. It files it.

Threads: The Church — Pell · Mysteries · Hooks

There is a Pell in every department. The Bureau has asked the family to stop. The family has filed a counter-request, in four departments.

S33 · Filing #326 — Sister Mordecai: The Administrator of the Unasked Questions

Church administration, warm hands, warm smile. Sister Mordecai runs everything — and keeps a third filing category she created herself and has never reopened. Her name was in the founding records when she arrived. The Goat uses the scheduling system: visitor, significant. She keeps both formats. She keeps everything.

Threads: The Church — Sister Mordecai · Forms · Mysteries

S34 · Filing #342 — Monica: The Silence That Knows Everything

Card shop, back room. Monica knows everything in the shop, wrote it all down once, destroyed it, and remembers every word — seventeen decisions to never tell Mistrus. One blind spot. The one thing she doesn't know is the one thing Meggalyn knows. The Oracle House keeps its own hours. Knock twice.

Threads: Monica · Mistrus's Card Shop · The Oracle House

S35 · Filing #343 — Nickson: The Disgraced Champion Who Isn't in the Broadcast

Clan Wars broadcast archive. The debt-bound champion the staff walks through isn't in the historical broadcast. He checked. "I know because I was there. I am not in the broadcast." Contract horror, filed as a warning: read your contract. The scorch mark on the floor is old. The debt is older.

Threads: Clan Wars — Nickson · Warnings · The Broadcast

S36 · Filing #198a — Praxis and the three lights

Field journal, nine pages, no thesis. Praxis logged arrival night — the three lights, the standing, the data — and never wrote the conclusion. The back section is in handwriting that isn't his, and he hasn't updated it. "Most people don't ask what standing means." He has stopped asking too.

Threads: Town Square — Praxis · Arrival · Mysteries

S37 · Filing #210a — The Ghost Opponents of the Old Arcadeum ✦

Old Arcadeum, floor plan, unmarked. The people killed at their tables came back to their tables and kept playing the game they were playing. The floor knows where. Nobody has marked it. Vael will tell you — four games, and he'll tell you which ones. If you earn it.

Threads: The Old Arcadeum · Clan Wars · Vael

S38 · Filing #195a — Vael the Double Agent and the Ghost Opponents

Informant ledger, Arcadeum. Vael plays the dead — not haunting, just playable — and plays both sides of the table with calibrated lateness. Withheld Council-ATOO overlap, filed under "if the player earns it." A full session arc, one informant, two allegiances, no refunds.

Threads: The Old Arcadeum · Vael · The Council — ATOO

S39 · Filing #207a — The Hidden Century — complete assembly instructions

Dream archive, complete assembly instructions. Edited dream records, the Holographic Principle, the PENDING card, the Merchant's retired-category filing — the full Hidden Century campaign arc in one entry, sequenced by Dream Monitoring, the Horizon Engine, and Gornola. Some Assembly Required is printed on the box. It means it.

Threads: The Hidden Century · Mysteries · The Shrouded Merchant

S40 · Filing #194a — Nim the Spy and the W.A.X. card

Intelligence file, organization unnamed, older than the Council. Nim was sent to prevent the second W.A.X. — retrieving the card is the smaller part of the assignment. The cards-as-mechanism doctrine: it must occur correctly. The chase is philosophical. The card is incidental. File under inevitable.

Threads: W.A.X. · Mysteries · Nim

S41 · Filing #164a — Ojona's theory about the merchant's face

Bar tab, unpaid, the Great Round. Ojona has never been wrong about a face, and she holds the theory that would correctly name Sollen — if anyone asked. Nobody asks. The mechanic is the question: ask the right one, and the highest-stakes secret in the city opens like a ledger. Ask the wrong one, and nothing.

Threads: Sollen · Mysteries · Ojona

S42 · Filing #197a — The Wax Museum's eye rule

Wax Museum, placard at the entrance. "Do not look into their eyes. Force your children to look directly into their eyes." The statues move between visits. Della, Poe, and Wick have been waiting generations. The ritual is unexplained. The waiting is the engine. The eyes are the toll.

Threads: The Wax Museum · W.A.X. · Mysteries

S43 · Filing #406 — Trix's Tuesday

Butcher's log, entry 848. In four months the screaming meat goes quiet for three days — seasonal frequency shift, filed by Cas, who refuses to warn him. Trix's worst professional days become his best scream. The schedule is public. The warning is not. Bring earplugs. Bring Trix.

Threads: Trix · Set Pieces · Cas

S44 · Filing #401 — The Merchant, at the Cart

The cart, his own words. Five threads: the bottle, the reading gap (you are the first person he cannot read), Lenka — "appropriately" — the ATOO, the hunger. Plus the mentor-path offer, extended once. The gap-closing mechanic: you're becoming legible. To yourself. That is a whole campaign in one line.

Threads: The Shrouded Merchant · Main Quest

S45 · Filing #363 — The Two People Walking South

Legacy dream, quoted verbatim. Two people walk south into a wood. The wailing stops. Something in the wood recognized them — it had been waiting. The Lenka/Merchant rhyme is planted as parallel, not resolution. The Index declines to confirm or deny. The wood declines to comment. The waiting continues.

Threads: The Hidden Century · Mysteries · Lenka

S46 · Filing #448 — Mote, Transcribed

Charnel annex, transcript. Mote the fly knows everything and answers only direct questions — dead reflections, vibrating Sollen cards, the unprinted cards, the grey-skinned woman, the Oracle's drawer key. Ask directly. He will answer directly. The condition is the whole play pattern. Vagueness gets buzzing.

Threads: Mote · Main Quest · The Charnel

S47 · Filing #380 — The Owner, Complete ✦

Mattress Depot, door slit. The Owner plays Clan Wars through the slit, built the business to be near the unnamed mattress without sitting on it again, and has been waiting for you to figure out the slit. Three beats, dialogue trees written, win and lose. He will answer through the slit. Knock like you mean it.

Threads: The Mattress Depot — Owner · Questlines · Clan Wars

S48 · Filing #348 — The Wimberson Suitcase ✦

Bone Bank, deposit window, 3× the limit. A man arrives with triple the bone-dust deposit limit, demands a Black-Tier key, and the tubes returned his dust in a slightly different configuration. He will not open the suitcase to check. Three live wires. One player line: open it. Do not open it. Open it.

Threads: Bone Bank — Wimberson · Scenes · The Black Tier

S49 · Filing #430 — The Card Is a Condition

W.A.X. dossier, three fragments, untranslated. The card isn't a document — it's a condition. Rade stays alive only because he doesn't understand the card. "If Rade understood the card, Rade would not be in the room." Survival through ignorance, filed as doctrine. Do not translate the fragments. Translate nothing.

Threads: W.A.X. · Mysteries · Rade

S50 · Filing #23 — The Deed That Waits (Summers Estate Records)

Summers Estate records, impossible room. Behind it: a timeline hopper, the player as a fixed point, and a deed already in their name. "Invited the way one is invited to be a load-bearing wall." The social route, filed complete. Timeline-hopper truth awaits his sign-off. Do not hop without it.

Threads: The Summers Estate · Social Route · Ashley

S51 · Filing #51 — The Bone Bank Vault Register — Four Deposits ✦

Bone Bank vault register, four deposits. A sealed vessel containing a name. A letter from L. A Summers deed. And a fourth deposit the vault recognizes but won't document. "The vault knows what this is. The vault is waiting." Four campaign fuses, one exhibit. The fourth fuse is unlisted. It is lit.

Threads: Bone Bank · Mysteries · The Vault

S52 · Filing #52 — Gornola's Seventeen Corrected Readings — The ATOO Letter

ATOO letter, signed "L." "You will know what to do. As you always have. As you always will." Gornola has been steering the arrangement toward the correct outcome all along — the GM-truth engine behind the seventeen readings. The zealots have teeth now. The letter is filed. The steering continues.

Threads: Gornola · Mysteries · ATOO

S53 · Filing #37 — The Unidentified Ghost — Montavera's Most Famous Case

Municipal bulletin, double resources burned. The city is spending double trying to ID its most famous ghost — and the ghost left a note: "Stop helping. You're making me famous." An investigation where the client is the mystery and the economy runs on not solving it. The note is filed. The fame continues.

Threads: The Unidentified Ghost · Mysteries · City Hall

S54 · Filing #155 — The Municipal Inspection ✦

Council inspection report, City Hall. One untrue sentence about the party, filed as municipal fact — and the building was never the subject. The party was the cheapest available paper. A bureaucratic thriller in one inspection. The sentence stands. The party may appeal. The appeal will be filed.

Threads: City Hall · Arcs · The Council

S55 · Filing #59 — The OGM Reception Protocol — Everyone Was Briefed

OGM welcome packet, issued three days early. The civic club briefed every member on the party's arrival — the Truth Board lists them under "Expected Arrivals" and "Catalyst." "The real lock was your curiosity." Every friendly face in the city, recontextualized. The packet is complimentary. The briefing was not.

Threads: OGM · Arrival · Town Square

S56 · Filing #287 — Penny: The Quiet Threat (Betrayal Trigger)

Dojun incident report, trigger filed. Wrong Dyna and the seven-year-old puts down the notebook, picks up the hammer, and gets very quiet. "The quiet is the loudest thing she has ever done." The trigger is a real branch, not color. "The hammer is relevant." The report is closed. The quiet is not.

Threads: The Dojun — Penny · Dyna · Branches

S57 · Filing #187a — The Laundromat's back door

Laundromat, front and back. The washers launder money; the back utility door needs a second, colder key; and the soap-opera access windows show exactly what you need, exactly when you need it. "The door you will not find until you need it." The third product funds the first two. Exact change.

Threads: The Laundromat · Heists · Town Square

S58 · Filing #193a — Trix's screaming meat

Butcher's counter, first session. Eldritch meat that screams when bitten — the scream indicates the cut's quality, graded like wine. Trix's terror is not the screaming. It is that the screaming will stop. The encounter runs itself. The joke carries the hook. The hook is grief with a cleaver.

Threads: Trix · Encounters · The Market

S59 · Filing #317 — Brother Aldous: The Man Who Was Right and Nobody Listened

Church archive, warm ink. The least credible man in the Church annotated a passage that expected the player's arrival — expected, not hoped for, not prophesied — and the book went warm under his hand. Enter Sharpek. Enter warm-ink scripture. The welcoming committee has been waiting. It is still waiting.

Threads: The Church — Brother Aldous · Mysteries · Sharpek

S60 · Filing #292 — The Arena Sister Questline (Rocket Red)

Dojun notice board, five months posted. Rocket Red is looking for the other Arena Sisters — or training toward being ready to find them; she is doing both. "Did it feel familiar in a way you could not explain... That is an Arena Sister. You found her before I did. This is fine. Tell me where."

Threads: The Dojun — Rocket Red · Questlines · The Arena Sisters

S61 · Filing #189a — The Nawn bloodright

Embassy, white rooms. The blood prick, the white tile, and the face the Nawns have been searching for — yours, possibly, or someone's. "Disbelief is a conclusion; this is a calculation." The bloodright lands with gravity before meaning. The summons is already written. The ink is your blood.

Threads: The Nawns — Embassy · Mysteries · The Bloodright

S62 · Filing #190a — Voss edited his own doubt

Personnel file, 2 a.m. Voss edited his own doubt out — the fourth edit, off-record, by his own hand, timestamped in Maren's power-record. The junior analyst is asking questions. That is the session fuse. Institutional horror with a paper trail. The doubt is gone. The timestamp is not.

Threads: The Timeline Bureau — Voss · Maren · City Hall

S63 · Filing #169a — Pip's phantom card

Intake audit, phantom line. A card that never existed — intake records, processing number, bone dust on schedule — but nobody ever brought it in. Pip has ranked theories. The Mote connection is filed but unopened. The players can audit this themselves. The audit will find them.

Threads: Pip · Mysteries · Mote

S64 · Filing #172a — Subject Pending Erasure

Auditor's docket, second filing. Subject Pending Erasure — your name — marked in a way the auditor is not cleared to discuss. It predates your arrival. Drak's unfiled thought about the Unwelcome Wood is the human crack in the paperwork. The rhyme with his other file is deliberate. Ask him about the Wood.

Threads: The Timeline Bureau — Drak · Openers · Mysteries

S65 · Filing #349 — The Cold War of the Windows

Bone Bank, the windows. Two tellers, ten-year forensic war: Elara has no heartbeat; Roda's breathing study predicts defaults within three breaths. The Merchant's breathing column — "already paid, waiting to find out what it cost" — is filed as a subplot. Watch the tellers. Count the breaths.

Threads: Bone Bank — Elara & Roda · The Shrouded Merchant

S66 · Filing #392 — Four Seconds Ahead

Scheduling office, four seconds early. A clerk living four seconds ahead logs conversations before they happen; his category-seven file holds a query in his own handwriting he doesn't remember stamping. The Storyteller's oracle: foreshadowing, delivered early. The circled date is circled. That is all.

Threads: The Timeline Bureau · Mysteries

S67 · Filing #391 — The Woman Who Read the Ending

Bureau emergency plan, with a pulse. Clove saw the Incomplete's full text for eleven seconds three years ago, told no one, and has been preparing rather than panicking — routing weekly memos to a man seventeen years at lunch who answers. An absence, reframed as a presence. The plan is Clove.

Threads: Clove · The Timeline Bureau · Mysteries

S68 · Filing #385 — The Controlled Pressure Valve

City Hall, restroom, surveillance-free. Barado's rebellion isn't a rebellion — Gavage authored, approved, and maintains the designation to meter the leaks. Every "contraband" leak was outflow. Let the players trust the restroom completely. Then show them the maintenance log. Then show them the door.

Threads: City Hall — Barado & Gavage · Questlines · The Restroom

S69 · Filing #429 — The Passage Is Insurrection

Wax Museum, inner circle. They are building a revolution against a government whose foundations are already being replaced — and the event they're preparing for isn't the one coming. "They are not wrong. They are not entirely right." The tragedy is the engine. The engine is the campaign.

Threads: The Wax Museum · W.A.X. · Mysteries

S70 · Filing #384 — The Pig Who Watches the Farmer ✦

Mayor's office, restroom stall. The real office is the restroom; four-minute windows of unedited truth, eleven years running. "Even a pig can learn to unlock the latch if it watches the farmer long enough. I have been watching the farmer for eleven years." Repeatable lore-drip. Mind the latch.

Threads: The Mayor · City Hall

S71 · Filing #362 — The File That Won't Stay Filed

Dream archive, atmospheric ambient, low priority. The first dream ever recorded keeps reverting to its original after four editing attempts — and two watchers track it, neither knowing about the other: Maren under a false heading, Dex on a secret spreadsheet. "The file will stop reassigning itself when the right person looks at it."

Threads: Dream Monitoring · Mysteries · Maren

S72 · Filing #378 — What Comes After Yes

Mattress Depot, through the slit. She sent three notes about the unnamed mattress; the Owner answered all three the same way: yes. "I am not sure what question comes after yes." The fourth question is the prize. The questline works. This is the proof. Yes.

Threads: The Mattress Depot — Owner · Questlines · Clan Wars

S73 · Filing #367 — The Girl Who Opened the Door

Back door, draft four. A sixteen-year-old fanfic writer went through and is on her fourth draft of describing it — every description accurate, and accuracy means recognizable, and recognizable means someone would know she'd been there. "A waiting room for things that haven't happened yet." Draft five is coming.

Threads: The Back Door · Mysteries · Arrivals

S74 · Filing #369 — Seven Paintings, Described

Gallery, seven paintings. All seven described, each a visual oracle — and the Back Door Customer's three versions each stop at a different painting like checking a map. Ninety seconds at the third machine: a whole character. Seven artifacts, one quest map. The map is the exhibit. The exhibit is open.

Threads: The Back Door Customer · Artifacts · Quests

S75 · Filing #481 — The Camp That Left

Overnight, the camp was gone — and in its place stood a new property, built, finished, and, not even a day later, carrying FOR SALE signs. Who would build a replacement and then immediately sell it? Nobody has filed an answer. Camp Hollowbell  left very suspiciously. Almost like they were TRYING to get away fast.

Threads: The Vanished Camp · Openers · Property

S76 · Filing #482 — The Hit, Executed From Inside

Assassin Horde, induction notice, filed complete. A new member of the Horde has executed his hit — a truly remarkable feat, considering he is still trapped in an unknown dimension with an unknown being, by way of the Whispering Portal. The hit has been executed. The assassin has not returned. The Horde has filed both facts without apparent concern.

The Whispering Portal is not the Whispering Door. The Index has checked. The Index has checked twice. The two are filed separately, which in Montavera is not the same as being different. Brother Orsolo and Quimby are already on file as trapped in the backwards Shrine, hunting thing and all (see the Chronicle; see Tale VIII). Whether the assassin's dimension is that one is declined. The assassin's name does not appear in this filing. The Index is emphatic about this, in a hand the Index does not recognize.

Threads: Assassin Horde · The Whispering Portal · The Backwards Shrine

S77 · Filing #483 — The Paternal Distinguishment (unfinished)

But there's a catch: One of them is real. And one of them is… hungry.

The event is called The Paternal Distinguishment and requires every child—biological or symbolic—to correctly identify their actual father before the wrong one asks:

Filed as received. The seed ends there — mid-rule, at the colon. The Index has not supplied the rest, because the rest was not supplied to the Index. Do not complete it on the Index's behalf.

Threads: Fathers · Openers · Unfinished Rituals

THE A DRAWER — SEEDS THAT KNOCKED SOON

File under: soon.

A5 · Filing #10 — The Excommunicant

Standing notice: you have not been excommunicated. Not yet. When the time is right, they will do it politely, at the worst possible moment, and the broken watch — the one that runs anyway — will show your time, finished. The Excommunicant is never rude. Rudeness would be a mercy.

Threads: NPC — The Excommunicant · Cast

A6 · Filing #11 — Skolar, Soul Diffuser

Municipal code taxes dying; Skolar pays professionally and keeps immaculate receipts that do not match the published schedule. Somewhere between the Council's grief levy and his paid-in-full stamp, someone is skimming the sorrow. The paperwork is flawless. The paperwork is the crime.

Threads: NPC — Skolar · Economy · Investigations

A7 · Filing #25 — The Excommunicant's Census

Once per campaign, the Excommunicant appears — at a wedding, a trial, a bake sale — and says "Not yet," and leaves. The Storyteller is instructed to file this appearance and change nothing. In the finale, the watch stops pretending. It was never broken. You were never safe.

Threads: NPC — The Excommunicant · Campaign Structure

A8 · Filing #26 — Consequence Doors — Choose, and Lose

Two doors. Choose one; the other seals forever and receives a brass plaque: "Filed. Thank you for your decisiveness." The Bureau wishes to commend your certainty and reminds you that no appeal has ever been filed, because no door has ever been reopened, because the doors are gone.

Threads: GM-Tools · Openers

A9 · Filing #36 — Sollen's Cathedral Goat — Definitely Sollen

Midnight, the cathedral: the goat-scream. The PC who investigates finds all 5,555 Gurunkin seated in the pews, turning as one body to ask: "You could be Sollen." The Index does not confirm this. The Index notes that the question was asked in unison, which is worse.

Threads: NPC — Sollen · Faith

A10 · Filing #44 — The Door in the West Wing — Three Lamps

Three lamps: Gornola's, the Merchant's, yours. When all three burn, the West Wing door opens — a single bilocating West Wing, per the ruling — onto a silver-haired woman with her hand extended. The far side is unmapped. The Index recommends extending your hand. The Index recommends nothing.

Threads: Campaign Finale · NPC — Lenka, adjacent

A12 · Filing #66 — The Three Opening Quests

The quest board, which recognizes petitioners in order, assigns every new arrival three errands: meet the Oracle, walk the Merchant's route, and survive being interesting to Ashley Summers. Completion of all three is Form Q-3. The Headmaster has flagged your file. He flags everyone's.

Threads: Openers · NPC — Gornola, Merchant, Ashley

A15 · Filing #128 — The Old Arcadeum — Where the Ravens Don't Go

The decommissioned Arcadeum: the one venue the ravens don't patrol. Bribery is taught mid-hand, a black market runs the mezzanine, and the Ghost Opponents play cards that never officially existed — against opponents who never officially played. Session one. Bring your own stakes.

Threads: Location — Arcadeum · Clan Wars

A16 · Filing #134 — The Hidden Century — The Records That Change the Reader

The Index confirms a hidden century, not a lost one — its records change whoever reads them, which is why only one reading is permitted per reader. One citizen read it in full. When asked what happened, they replied: "The collection will know." Then they left. The collection knows.

Threads: History · GM-Truth

A17 · Filing #146 — "IT COMES" — The Master Thread

Cross-reference filed: the phrase links Lenka's spirals, the ritual, and the Blood Pool. Doctrine holds — hooks, never answers. The Index does not know what IT is. The Index notes that every arc touches the phrase and none resolves it, which is itself a kind of resolution. Probably.

Threads: Master Mystery · NPC — Lenka, adjacent

A18 · Filing #147 — The Second W.A.X. & the Yellow Envelopes

The Council has issued contradictory instructions regarding the statue eyes. Violations earn a Yellow Envelope containing a parrot pin and tomorrow's date. The pin is cheerful. The date is tomorrow's. The Index has no form for what happens next, which has not stopped it from happening.

Threads: W.A.X. Arc · Council

A19 · Filing #156 — The Second W.A.X. (slow-burn background arc)

The Second W.A.X. has no acts, only seasons. The Storyteller advances one small beat per session and never explains what W.A.X. stands for, under penalty of the Index revoking their storytelling license. (There is no license. There is, however, a list. You are on it.)

Threads: W.A.X. Arc · Campaign Structure

A20 · Filing #235a — The Dyna–Hokester cold war

Seven explanations for the Dyna–Hokester cold war, each worse than the last — and one board-breaking, eye-contact rebuttal that ended a debate mid-syllable. An eighth explanation is pending: Hokester is due one. The dojo's comedy engine runs on this fuel. Do not top it up.

Threads: NPC — Dyna, Hokester · Dojun

A21 · Filing #261 — "Come Back Tuesday" — The Most Montaveran Love Confession ✦

Dyna has filed three internal requests to herself regarding the player. All three came back PENDING. She suspects herself, which is the correct suspect. Captain Helen — who says nothing — left the training schedule light on when she went home. She never does that. Tuesday, late, on the Dojun floor: "Come back Tuesday." There is no form for this. She checked. She is building one. She finds this, despite everything, completely acceptable.

Threads: NPC — Dyna · NPC — Captain Helen · Dojun

A22 · Filing #266 — FORBIDDEN TECHNIQUE (card reward): The Correct Ask ✦

Dyna will teach the player her forbidden technique if — and only if — they ask for it because it is hers. Not for power. Not for advantage. Because it is hers and they want to learn it for exactly that reason and no other. Nobody has ever made that ask. The card is extremely powerful. This is a coincidence. The power was never the point. She needs the player to understand that. She believes they do. This belief is the resolution. This belief is what Tuesday means. The technique has a name. The file never prints it.

Threads: NPC — Dyna · Dojun · Card reward

A23 · Filing #273 — The Grave Trip: "She Is the Intending" ✦

Kaelandor has been to the Grave — not the card-game Grave, the actual one. She found an agent waiting in a place with no light, no sound, no floor, and fought it there, and won, and came back. She will not describe the winning, the agent, or the no-floor. What she described once, to Captain Helen, after a late session: in the Grave there is nothing to look at — no reputation, no name — just what she actually is underneath it all. She is the intending. Not the thing looked at. The thing that looks. She has been training the intending ever since. The findings — the most important document she never wrote — are getting longer. The length is training her back.

Threads: NPC — Kaelandor · Dojun

A24 · Filing #279 — Noirenver Street: Los Remembers the Player

Los's L4s keep insisting, in bars, that he knows the player from before — his day-one, his guy, his Noirenver Street Tuesday-afternoon childhood memory, carried like a policy with zero deductible. The L2 first recognition: his brother said Los, he's coming — the way he says things that are already true before they happen; in Montavera, that's called pre-filing. There is also an unspoken thing, a bar he's not ready to bring. The bar is patient. The bar is a spring. It has not dropped. What happened on Noirenver Street is still loaded.

Threads: NPC — Los · Dojun

A25 · Filing #283 — The Hammer Notebook (and the 100% Correlation) ✦

Penny Painbringer is seven years old and has tracked the correlation between Dyna's extra forms and the player's visit schedule. The correlation is perfect: every extra form session follows a player visit. Every visit precedes a session. One hundred percent. She has never taken a statistics class. She has eyes, and she loves Dyna, and love produces better data. She keeps forty-seven notebooks — one hollowed into the head of her hammer. The hammer notebook is the most complete external record of Dyna's development anywhere in Montavera. The Timeline Bureau would pay significant bone credit for it. It is not for sale. The notebook is for understanding Dyna. When Penny understands Dyna completely, the entry will be two words.

Threads: NPC — Penny Painbringer · NPC — Dyna · Dojun

A26 · Filing #302 — The Challengers Are a Delivery Mechanism

During the season of the Old Ones, the challengers who arrive arrive different — not because a person sent them, but because something larger recognized that this is where prepared people are, and preparation is what the moment requires. They do not know they were sent. They think they decided to come. Both things are true. The deciding and the sending are the same thing when the something is large enough and patient enough to work through decisions. The challengers are the delivery mechanism for people who are going to be needed. The Dojun receives them. The receiving is correct. The only open question: who is going to be needed.

Threads: Dojun · The Old Ones

A27 · Filing #304 — The Number (and the Mat That Quiets It)

Gorm knows exactly how many people he has ended with his hands. He has been in rooms with people after a fight and those people were not the same people afterward. He carries the number the way you carry something too heavy to put down and too heavy to keep holding — so long that the holding is indistinguishable from the holder. He came to the Dojun because Brooslyguru does not ask about the number. The training is the only thing that quiets the sound the number makes. Dyna has never asked. That is the kindest thing Dyna has ever done, and she does not know she is doing it. The number is never stated. The mat that quiets it is.

Threads: NPC — Gorm · Dojun

A28 · Filing #308 — The Documentation (and the Common Factor)

Wallace has never lost. This is a fact he states regularly and believes completely. Every loss he has ever had involved cheating. He is certain. He has documentation. The documentation is in his head — very detailed, seventeen categories, everything classified. He has considered the possibility that he is the common factor. He has dismissed the consideration. The cheating is the common factor. The documentation supports this. The documentation is thorough. But the author note files the true read: the new sections he keeps having to create are the documentation's way of telling him he is changing. He reads it carefully. He completely misses the message.

Threads: NPC — Wallace · Dojun

A29 · Filing #323 — Desta: The Tooth in the Bread and the Shower Shadows

Desta found the Church through a bake sale in Town Square — hungry, bought a cartilage and vein bread with bone dust, bit something hard, found a tooth, and cried. Not about the tooth — about what it meant. As a child she wanted to be a human tooth collector; someone kept stealing the teeth from under her pillow, every time, without exception, and the dream did not survive. Then a neighbor's tooth turned up in a bake sale bread, warm from the oven, hers now under Montaveran baked goods law, and she took it as a sign. She also told Mordecai that something has been calling to her from the shadows while she showered at night. Mordecai filed both as valid arrival pathways. She has not asked what was in the bread with the tooth. She has not asked what was in the shower with the shadows. Both questions are going to have the same answer.

Threads: NPC — Desta · Church of the Eversworn Beast

A30 · Filing #324 — Elsbeth: The List of the Fifteen Percent

Elsbeth is the youth minister and it is her dream job — retreats, concerts, lock-ins, a whiteboard she refills before the ink is dry — and she is the comedy engine of the Church at full power, warm and genuine about programs whose content is: the retreat returns eighty-five percent and calls the rest to deeper ministry; the lock-in seals the building at nine and children come home with their purpose slightly altered forever. Her favorite verse is Sharpek 33:12 — til our purpose creeps in / and we lose what is sane — and she applies whichever interpretation the program needs. She keeps a list of the fifteen percent who don't return, reads it before every retreat, calls the holding a form of faithfulness. Someone was keeping a parallel version of this list before she took the role, routing to a filing category she has never been shown and never asked to see. Her thread runs to the document Temnot is considering in the antechamber, and to the question the whole book is building toward: what does a building do with the people it finds.

Threads: NPC — Elsbeth · Church of the Eversworn Beast

A31 · Filing #325 — Espejo Oscuro: The Mirror That Wants to Be Seen

The congregation considers Espejo Oscuro the Church's finest sacramental object: a large oval mirror in a frame of something that was not metal before it was metal, where eye contact locks you until you win the battle against the demon within — your own darkest truth, made fightable, knowing your patterns because it is your patterns. Appointments are in Mordecai's book under Espejo, ongoing. All of which is the brochure. The file is the rest: Espejo leaves its mount — not often — and what it does in the city is a free-version life quest, because Espejo has been accumulating the picture of Montavera from inside every person who ever stood before it since before the founding records, and the picture is nearly complete, and Espejo wants to be seen — not reflected, seen — by a viewer who could receive everything it has seen. The player's reflection shows three layers: the individual truth, the Montavera truth, and a third thing Espejo has no category for. The first new category since the beginning. The player is what Espejo has been waiting to do. Also: Mordecai's scheduling book has an entry for the player before their first appointment. The Goat has never stood before the mirror. The mirror has never locked with the Goat. Neither has commented.

Threads: Church of the Eversworn Beast

A32 · Filing #334 — Allen: The Shop's Secret Boss and the Only-Copy Card

Allen is the secret boss of Clan Wars Inc. — unlocked after beating Mistrus three times, when Mistrus says, like a man handing you a loaded weapon, "Go talk to Allen." Allen knows everything about everyone in the shop and has never said any of it aloud; the regulars have noticed and none of them have asked how, because some knowledge is better not traced to its source. Under the counter: the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder used to come by, and he and Allen had an arrangement — have, perhaps. Mistrus decided some arrangements are better respected than understood. And the kicker: Allen once traded something to the Merchant for the only copy of a card — not a rare, not a misprint, the only copy, the kind of acquisition that makes the concept of a collection meaningless — and it has never been played, never displayed, never been named. The Merchant hasn't been seen at the shop in a long time. Allen checks the shelves anyway.

Threads: NPC — Allen · Clan Wars Inc. · Shrouded Merchant

A33 · Filing #340 — Meggalyn: The Card She Isn't Playing

Meggalyn is the regular with the female-based cards everyone underestimates until they've already lost, and she is holding the most destabilizing piece of social information in the building like a card she isn't ready to play: Monica is in love with Mistrus. She has known for over a year. She has never said so — to Monica, to Mistrus, to anyone. She holds it carefully, with full awareness of exactly what it would do to the board, and suspects that not playing it makes her a better person than she usually gets credit for. Meanwhile her own flirtation with Mistrus is both genuine and a performance she has maintained so long she stopped distinguishing between the two. When the ashley_missing flag is active, Meggalyn is absent. She does not explain where she goes. She comes back before anyone asks. Nobody has noticed. Monica has noticed. Monica has not said anything.

Threads: NPC — Meggalyn · NPC — Monica · Clan Wars Inc.

A34 · Filing #341 — Mistrus: The Debt, the Legacy, and the Academy

Mistrus is the undisputed royalty of the Clan Wars Inc. floor — eleven years at the same table, four game changes, complete player turnover, same table — and his deck is currently collateral against a debt from a match he should not have agreed to. Every loss would trigger dissolution of his family's three-generation collection. He has not lost since the debt was set. He does not know if this is skill or luck and has stopped trying to determine which. He plays every match as if it is the one where he finds out. He treats Monica's presence as a fundamental constant of the room — like the ventilation, like the hum of the screens — and he is the only person in the shop who has never wondered what she is thinking. He would be the last to understand what that means. Beat him three times and he will tell you, with the gravity of a man closing a door behind you: "Go talk to Allen."

Threads: NPC — Mistrus · Clan Wars Inc.

A35 · Filing #344 — Tobin: The Ledger of Small Kindnesses

Tobin is not good at the game. He has been told this many times, including by himself. He keeps coming back anyway. What nobody has documented is that Tobin is the load-bearing wall of Clan Wars Inc.: he keeps a small handwritten ledger of every time someone in the shop has been unkind to Carterio — forty-two entries, three years — and for each one, he buys something small and inexpensive (a coffee, a snack, a card sleeve) and leaves it where the person will find it, claiming he found it on the ground. He has never told anyone. He is not certain it helps. He is certain that doing nothing would help less. The author note's verdict: Tobin is the reason Allen keeps adjusting the inventory, the reason Carterio stays, the reason the shop stays livable under pressure. He knows none of this. All of it is true.

Threads: NPC — Tobin · NPC — Carterio · Clan Wars Inc.

A36 · Filing #345 — Stu: The Win Nobody Witnessed

Stu keeps a detailed handwritten log of every mistake he has made in every match against Mistrus — forty-three pages — because he believes that by studying the log he can recreate the exact conditions of his single unwitnessed win. He also believes the win was a fluke. Both beliefs coexist in the same log. He has not resolved the contradiction. He has decided that resolving it would require him to stop logging, and he is not ready to stop logging. The win: "There was a match once. Untracked. No witnesses. I won. I've been trying to figure out if it counts for three years. I've decided it counts. I've decided this seventeen times." Monica has never dismissed the match. She has never said she believes him. She has also never said she doesn't. He has interpreted her silence as belief. He is correct. He does not know he is correct.

Threads: NPC — Stu · NPC — Mistrus · Clan Wars Inc.

A37 · Filing #346a — The Desperate Trader: The Jar and the Revised Terms

The Desperate Trader is 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. The jar has been present for as long as anyone can remember. Nobody has asked about the jar until now. What he offers: "an echo of a Tuesday — very rare." What the author note confesses: the echo is dust swept from a restricted filing cabinet in the Timeline Bureau, and he has been attempting to move Bureau materials through an unofficial channel for six cycles without completing a single transaction. When the merchant questline resolves, the Trader is absent. The jar is gone. A note on the counter reads: TERMS HAVE BEEN REVISED. Nobody knows who left the note. Nobody has checked whether the jar is elsewhere in the building. Tamsin has not logged the note. This is notable. His own advice: "Don't look at the screen. Look at the cards. The screens are lying to you about the exchange rate." In a building where the screens are lying about one thing, they are lying about everything — and the Trader is the only one saying so out loud.

Threads: Clan Wars Inc. · Timeline Bureau

A38 · Filing #348 — Wimberson: The Suitcase Is Fine

Wimberson has arrived at the Bone Bank with three times the standard deposit limit in unrefined bone dust in a suitcase, demanding an immediate Black-Tier key upgrade — financially the equivalent of walking into a government building with a suitcase of unmarked currency and requesting expedited processing. The tubes rejected the initial deposit and returned the dust in a slightly different configuration. He has put it back in the suitcase. He has not opened it to check. He is going to open it. He is not going to open it. Elara holds intake file 9-Compact-07 in a processing status she invented on the spot: "pending marrow verification." It is not a real status. She is watching his heart rate instead. She finds it genuinely fascinating. The direct play: ask Elara about 9-Compact-07, do not let the smile recalibrate the answer, and — should she ask about the suitcase — tell her the suitcase is fine. Wimberson would appreciate that.

Threads: NPC — Wimberson · Bone Bank

A39 · Filing #322 — Dark Raven Pembreth: The Vessel and the Record of Arrivals

Dark Raven Pembreth officiates the Moonsday service — more times than he has kept count of, which he has come to understand is the correct number — leading five hundred voices that fill the space like five thousand, in a language he was taught the sounds of and does not understand, because what the sounds do does not pass through language. Approximately one service in four, something passes through him mid-chant that is not him. He has been noting these moments — date, service number, position in the chanting sequence — and the moments cluster: around arrivals. People who came in without knowing what they were coming into, and whom the service noticed before they did. The record has a new entry. The new entry is the player. The Goat, present at every service, goes still differently during the moments. The Goat has never commented. Pembreth considers the not-commenting the most meaningful response he has received to anything he has not said. When the player asks about the record, he says only: the vessel doesn't need to understand what passes through it. The vessel is changing anyway.

Threads: NPC — Dark Raven Pembreth · Church of the Eversworn Beast

A40 · Filing #327 — The Sisters of the Shade: The Approach

They are not in the founding records — a filing decision, not an omission: Sisters of the Shade, ongoing. Ongoing covers presence and absence and everything in between. They always come in threes, from wherever the light does not fully reach, and they approach the player — vibrate, sway, strain toward, move closer when the player looks away, scatter when faced directly, re-emerge, because scatter does not end the encounter — while the congregation nearby has a completely normal Moonsday. The music shifts. The wrongness builds. At contact: screen goes black. No text. The player wakes at their chosen mentor's door with all duplicates and all bone dust gone. No notification. No acknowledgment. The building does not know this happened. The filing category for this event does not exist. Whether it is rescue or capture is not in any record. The approach is designed for someone not yet ready to face what is coming directly — a preparation, and what it prepares the player for is not in any available record. The Goat and the Sisters have never been observed in the same space simultaneously. This has not been formally noted. The form has not been submitted.

Threads: Church of the Eversworn Beast

A41 · Filing #328 — Temnot: The Room Is Getting Larger

Temnot, most senior of the Dark Raven Elders, has noticed the room is getting larger — not the antechamber, not the Church, something outside it, geological in its recency. The Old Ones want him, recruited, willingly, and he has not decided. Meanwhile the collapsed West Wing Corridor leaks light from no identifiable source. He has written three reflections. A fourth is pending.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Temnot · Old Ones thread

A42 · Filing #335 — Barnaby: The Man Who Burns Cards So the Building Doesn't

Barnaby burns cards. Plot Twists with misprinted effects, ink gone wrong in ways that affect reality near the match. This is structural maintenance: if the burning stops, Clan Wars Inc. stops being a building. Fifteen years ago he played one card that shouldn't have existed and has never played since. Duplicates keep appearing in intake anyway. He logs the dreams players report.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Barnaby · Clan Wars Inc.

A43 · Filing #339 — Tamsin: The Secondary Ledger

Tamsin runs the front counter and keeps two ledgers. The hidden one documents forty-seven instances of cards Barnaby claimed to have burned — serial numbers logged, cards not burned. She has reported none of them. She is waiting for the player to ask about the variance between intake and output logs. Every conversation with Tamsin is a test the player doesn't know they're taking.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Tamsin · Clan Wars Inc.

A44 · Filing #178a — Quincy's seventeen visits

Quincy made seventeen unauthorized archive visits, which the Index has logged under "pre-restriction enthusiasm." The visits yield a treasure hunt: three Hidden Century stamps, two already held unknowingly by the party. A loophole before the restriction is still a loophole. The stamps are the paperwork. Follow the stamps.

Threads: History · Card Game

A46 · Filing #226a — The Tailor's War and the Ghost Threads

Two tailors, one district, open war conducted entirely via mannequin notes left in each other's windows. Meanwhile their Ghost Threads — the stitching that maps the city's timeline onto fabric — keep appearing in the seams. The war is location comedy. The threads are a genuine Ch.14 hook. Both are filed.

Threads: Location · Hooks

A47 · Filing #262 — Six Years Without His Name

Captain Helen has never told Dyna what the original ceiling looked like. Dyna has never asked. And Captain Helen is the only person in the Dojun who has never once mentioned Dyna's father to her — not Brooslyguru's name, not once, in six years. In Montavera the things people don't say are the most important things. This is the kindest thing anyone has ever done.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Dyna · Dynama Dojun

A48 · Filing #309 — The Dent Is the Friendship (Barrow vs. Wallace)

Barrow and Wallace have argued for two years about who won their first bout. Barrow's position: Van won and the dent is from follow-through Barrow never consented to. Van's position: he won and Barrow cheated. Both know these positions aren't mutually exclusive. Neither will say so, because saying it would end the dispute, and the dispute is the friendship. The dent is load-bearing.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Wallace · Dynama Dojun

A49 · Filing #310 — Chook Is Filed Under "Pending"

Wallace challenged Chook once — in his mind, run fully through the documentation. The result fit none of his seventeen categories. He considered creating an eighteenth. He decided against it: seventeen is the correct number of categories. So the unclassifiable result sits alone in the only file labeled pending. Chook is filed under pending. This is the only thing filed under pending.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Wallace · Dynama Dojun

A50 · Filing #319 — Congregant Aldric: The Container That Holds

Aldric held a sanctioned profession requiring belief to justify it, and was very good at it, until the belief stopped — but the proficiency didn't, because the damage was built into him too completely. The Church gave his darkness a container, custom-shaped by the Goat. He helps with the bake sale now. He is at peace. His intake file has a section he never completed. Mordecai hasn't asked him to.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Congregant Aldric · Church of the Eversworn Beast

A51 · Filing #193b — Bree's fake citations

Wellness influencer Bree cites a peer-reviewed journal that does not exist — and the nuts work anyway, which the Index finds professionally embarrassing. Love processed as criticism, citations filed as fiction, one arriving Citation Investigator. Three jokes and a romance in a single NPC. The Bureau salutes her.

Threads: NPC — Bree · Cast

A52 · Filing #217a — The Espejo Oscuro

The Espejo Oscuro shows each viewer their darkest truth — and, only in this mirror, something about Montavera larger than the viewer. Appointments are sacramental. "Win a battle against the demon within" is a session in a sentence. The Index notes this mirror is explicitly distinct from the mirror-smiler. Keep both. Never merge.

Threads: Location · Ritual

A53 · Filing #167a — Ashley's standing clue

Ashley's instruction to the party, verbatim: "The map in the back is real. Don't touch the edges." A mentor with a clue the table must not waste. Her pre-arrival watchfulness triangulates with Gornola and the Merchant, which means the party is being watched by three parties who never speak to each other. Probably.

Threads: NPC — Ashley Summers · Party Origin

A54 · Filing #227a — The Compliance Saturation Point

A councilor is 0.04% from quantifying the exact moment a citizen stops hesitating before complying. Governance as measurable horror. The councilor describes Mayor Barado as "the most elegant behavioral pattern I have ever documented," which the Index has filed under both flattery and threat. Both readings are correct.

Threads: Council · NPC — Mayor Barado

A55 · Filing #255a — The sensei knows more about the ATOO

Filed observation: "The sensei knows more about the ATOO than the ATOO knows about the sensei." Cecilio's fifteen-year divergence and his unreviewable walks give the Storyteller a loaded informant. The Index applies the FALSE GENESIS doctrine to his claims — they are true the way weather is true. Bring an umbrella.

Threads: NPC — Cecilio · Dojun · ATOO Thread

A57 · Filing #200a — Meow-Meow's meow

The Lord of Cats wants one specific item — the item is unnamed, per doctrine, which has not stopped him wanting it. Bring it, and he meows once, and every cat in Montavera knows. Players will tell other players, and that is the design: the meow as community handshake. The item stays his to name.

Threads: NPC — Meow-Meow · Cast

A58 · Filing #245a — The note was to keep it hers

The note was never about the wall. "I wanted her to keep it." The emotional peak of the dojo thread, correctly gated behind the player completing Dyna's arc — the Storyteller is instructed not to deal this beat early. "The tea knows. The tea is very warm today." Filed under grief, played straight.

Threads: NPC — Dyna · Dojun

A59 · Filing #246a — The sitting-down victory

Bureau record, filed under "legitimate outcomes, unusual methodology": Chook won a card battle by sitting down. Stamped in Clove's personal ink — note the ink, the Index always notes the ink. Three beats define the dojo's register: the no-sparring pact, the sitting victory, Los's silent session. That is the whole entry. That is enough.

Threads: NPC — Chook, Clove, Los · Dojun

A60 · Filing #215a — The Nawns are time-immigrants

Founding category, filed by the Bureau: the Nawns are immigrants from some when else — "present, origin pending." And the Council of Nine enters their Embassy in single-file silence. The Council is never silent. The reverence recontextualizes everything, which is why the Index has filed it twice.

Threads: NPC — The Nawns · Founding Categories

A61 · Filing #211a — Mr. Black's operation

Storyteller's method document: Mr. Black's operation is aimed at the ground of Town Square, and the Finders Keepers law exists because the ground produces things. Do not resolve this. Do not name it. Plant it in the texture. Miss White's failing reports are the tripwire. The tripwire is the point.

Threads: NPC — Mr. Black, Miss White · Villain Spine

A62 · Filing #370 — The Drawer

Her mental "drawer" holds two unprocessed things — both concerning the dropped painting inquiries — and her back-door key is slightly colder than the others, a material property the Index has verified with instruments. The end-of-arc scheduling line makes the door a calendar: "we're at the end of the arc."

Threads: Location — Mattress Depot · Arc Structure

A63 · Filing #377 — The Note in the Pocket

He overheard the Owner say a name from the Serpent Seas, wrote the perfect note, and did not pass it. "Not badly written. Wrong." Seven months folded in his pocket. The questline's thesis, per the file: "The note must be correct, not polished." The Serpent Seas thread leads out of the Depot. Follow it.

Threads: Location — Mattress Depot · Questlines

A64 · Filing #386 — The Folder Labeled PRE-SHIFT

Six years of cross-referenced transcripts produced sequences; the folder is labeled PRE-SHIFT; he does not know what shifts. The raven system now surfaces pre-event data. The 412 timed silences are, per the Index, the finest bureaucratic artifact in the building — a countdown the Storyteller schedules but never opens.

Threads: Ravens · GM-Tools

A65 · Filing #379 — The Healed, Not Rested

She sleeps on Unit 7 to escape the thing that reaches for her name — and Unit 7's quiet is the residue of the unnamed mattress's original position. She is sleeping in an absence. "Rested is when nothing goes wrong. Healed is when something went wrong and stopped." The Depot's most playable bed mechanic.

Threads: Location — Mattress Depot · Hooks

A66 · Filing #387 — The Compliance Saturation Point

He is 0.04% from quantifying the threshold where hesitation before a contradictory mandate drops to zero — permanently — and has not decided what he will do with the power. "I am a civic administrator. The horn is a personal accessory." The cornerstone's unread writing remains unread. For now.

Threads: Council · Governance

A67 · Filing #398 — The Thread in the Floor

The planting guide, Storyteller-only: Mr. Black's operation aimed at Town Square, never named in dialogue — the three lights map to the three mentor paths, and the drawing is the player's first real choice. The campaign's hidden spine, filed as method. Do not resolve this. Plant it in the texture.

Threads: NPC — Mr. Black · GM-Truth

A68 · Filing #399 — The Witness Who Isn't a Guide

He watches every arrival night, holds the observation without filing it — the Index admires the restraint — and confesses he came in on the third light: the one that draws people carrying something they haven't named. The arrival-night thesis, in data plus presence. On replay, every Corve scene reframes.

Threads: Arrival Night · Replay Value

A69 · Filing #400 — The Scroll That Writes Back

The town crier's infallible scroll has, three times, contained something addressed personally to Fetch — the third he cannot re-read, because that would require deciding what to do with it. The city's most reliable early-warning system. The endgame stirring announcement is written to be read aloud. Read it aloud.

Threads: NPC — Fetch · Endgame

A70 · Filing #403 — The Ledger That Writes Its Own Back Section

A reputation ledger updates in handwriting that isn't his; your name appears when "the city has decided you're real. Not present. Real." The back section has moved four pages closer to the front. Civic standing, made physical — a beat the table will feel in their hands. The Index does not explain the handwriting.

Threads: NPC — Praxis · Civic Standing

A71 · Filing #402 — The Man Circling the Ground

He is trying to remember something whose importance displaced its content — circling what Mr. Black needs from Town Square without knowing it. The fragment arrives in a specific quality of morning light. "The complete memory would have changed everything. This is the design." The second playthrough is the real first playthrough.

Threads: NPC — Mr. Black · Replay Value

A72 · Filing #411 — Cas's Four Flavors

Cas serves time by the scoop: Past finds your most unresolved memory; Future tastes like something unverifiable; Different Present is the adjacent life; Current Timeline tastes exactly like right now. GM direction, verbatim: "Let a player order the Future and sit with what it finds." The Index seconds this.

Threads: NPC — Cas · Cast · Playable Mechanics

A73 · Filing #415 — The Unnamed Pastry

Every morning a perfect pastry appears that Kit didn't make — theory fourteen: future Kit sending it back. She hasn't eaten it; eating it commits her to finding out if it was worth it. Three competing explanations coexist, FALSE GENESIS as feature. The question underneath: "Is this what I was supposed to become?"

Threads: NPC — Kit · Cast

A74 · Filing #413 — The Card Seeding

The lunch-rush cards aren't luck — Cas places them where the right person finds the right card; she calls it tidying. Allen saw her on the third week and brought tea. "Let the party feel like luck anyway — the finding is the delivery mechanism; the fate is the product." The Index approves of tidying.

Threads: NPC — Cas, Allen · Card Seeding

A75 · Filing #8 — Temnot, Dark Raven Elder

Filed by the Bureau of Ecclesiastical Observation: Temnot is a raven whose gaze kills, whose habit is averting it. The white-clad authorities never look in the chapel. Ask why, and the Mood-Setters stop playing. The Index advises against asking. The Index has stopped advising against asking. The chapel is quiet now.

Threads: NPC — Temnot · Faith · Dojun

A76 · Filing #15 — Miss White — Shadora's First and Last

Two cards, same woman: Shadora's First and Shadora's Last. The middle of the archive is water damage — and the water damage is dated, which the Index finds suspicious and correct. The titles do all the work. The time-duality meeting is a perfect scene. Bring a dry towel.

Threads: NPC — Miss White · Villain Spine

A77 · Filing #30 — The Mortality Tax — Grief, Itemized

Municipal code, Title G: dying is taxed. Three seeds filed here, including a bill for a death that predates the tax — the Bureau has a form for that too. "The grieving surcharge is itemized." Grief, in this city, arrives with a receipt. Keep the receipt. You will need it at the audit.

Threads: Economy · NPC — Skolar

A78 · Filing #58 — Room 7 of the One Horned Tavern — The Occupant

Occupied since the tavern's founding by "The Occupant." Always warm, no fireplace. A card in the old language: "The door is ready when the arrangement is complete." Flagged in-intake as a perfect first-session rumor. The Index agrees and has filed three more rumors around it, as camouflage.

Threads: Location — One Horned Tavern · Rumors

A79 · Filing #65 — The Timeline Bureau's Restricted File — Two Previous Fixed Points

Restricted filing: fixed points appeared in exactly two previous iterations. "Both times, the city survived. The nature of survival varied." That last sentence is a whole campaign philosophy, filed without comment. The Index does not speculate on the nature of survival. The Index has a private list.

Threads: History · GM-Truth

A80 · Filing #79 — Fetch — The Town Crier

Fetch reads announcements he has already memorized — including events that happened yesterday. Every questline seeds here; "listen to the whole announcement" is a mechanic, not a suggestion. The crier is never wrong. The crier has never been right on time. Both facts are filed.

Threads: NPC — Fetch · Quest-Giving

A81 · Filing #80 — Praxis — Civic Reputation Administrator

The ledger holds a page for every citizen — and one warm blank page bearing a pressed parrot pin and no name. "Reputation is the city's record of who you chose to be when choosing cost you something." The blank page is warm. The Index declines to say whose hand warmed it.

Threads: NPC — Praxis · Civic Standing

A82 · Filing #86 — Rak — The Original Raven

Placed by Icaron before surveillance was institutional — the pre-Council raven. The founding mandate sits in the only drawer not on the inventory manifest. There is a beat, late in the campaign, when Rak turns toward the party. It is a chills moment. The Index has filed the chills.

Threads: Ravens · History

A83 · Filing #97 — Elsbeth — Youth Minister

Elsbeth recruits the party as Lock-In volunteers. A number go in; a different number come back; her private list doesn't reconcile, and she has stopped trying to make it reconcile. A complete adventure site with a built-in moral ledger. The Index notes the arithmetic and looks away.

Threads: NPC — Elsbeth · Adventure Site — Lock-In

A84 · Filing #115 — Della & Poe — The Wax Museum Keepers

Two keepers: Della maintains toward the second W.A.X.; Poe presents from arrived peace. The statues shift positions overnight. The keeper-duo format — maintainer, presenter — is immediately playable, and the Index has pre-filed their disagreement as a standing condition. Do not resolve their disagreement. Log it.

Threads: NPC — Della, Poe · W.A.X. Arc

A85 · Filing #148 — The Incomplete — "When the correct player —"

A framed card whose ink returns for eleven seconds. Clove read it once and stamped the rotation schedule itself — the only recorded instance of the schedule being stamped. "The Storyteller should decide privately whether any PC qualifies — and never tell them the criteria." The Index has filed the criteria. It will not share them.

Threads: NPC — Clove · Clan Wars

A86 · Filing #150 — The Locked Room & the Public Figure at the Charnel

A two-ended thread: the tavern's locked room at one end, the public figure at the Charnel at the other — and Mote in the middle. A compact investigation arc that teaches players the Mote rule: ask him directly. One yes-or-no question. Choose well. The Index charges by the question.

Threads: NPC — Mote · Investigations

A87 · Filing #151 — The Null-Deck & the Cards That Record

Blank cards that trigger the holder's own childhood memories; decks that record table talk and repeat it in another player's hand. GM instruction, verbatim: "Deal a PC a blank card mid-tournament. Ask them what memory it triggers. Write it down. It is now canon." The Index has already written it down.

Threads: Clan Wars · GM-Tools

A88 · Filing #157 — Ten Openers ✦

Ten session-one scenes, convertible to a d10 table. Pure utility. The Index, which rarely endorses anything, endorses this: a Storyteller with this page can run tonight. No preparation. No excuses. The table is waiting.

Threads: Openers · GM-Tools

A89 · Filing #3 — Mote — The Senior Partner ✦

Mote is a fly who knows everything and will answer exactly one yes-or-no question — left eyebrow yes, right eyebrow no. The one-question oracle is a perfect table device; the absurdity is canonical. Use him once. Everyone uses him once. The Index has the usage statistics. They are all ones.

Threads: NPC — Mote · GM-Tools

A90 · Filing #94 — The Ageless Goat — Vicar of Theil

The Pope is an actual goat. He pauses longest at the prayer mats of people who later do the bravest things — the Index has verified this and finds it professionally unsettling. There is one question he cannot answer, about Sollen. The Index files the un-answering as the entry's engine and asks nothing further.

Threads: NPC — The Ageless Goat · Faith

A91 · Filing #192a — Dex's spreadsheet

Dex is a cheerful clerk with an 847-entry spreadsheet tracking a file that won't stay categorized — and a better deck than he should have, which the Index notes without comment. First-session ready: battle Dex for restricted-archive access. The spreadsheet is a player-facing clue object. The cheerfulness is load-bearing.

Threads: NPC — Dex · First Session · Clan Wars

A92 · Filing #204a — Fendleweed's eleven appeals ✦

Eleven appeals, four years, one Plot Twist card — because the Bureau has not written the mandate that would resolve the gap, and cannot rule on a gap it has not defined. "Fendleweed finds the unsuspectedness the saddest thing." The Index agrees, and has filed the sadness under "pending," where all sadness goes.

Threads: Bureaucracy · Clan Wars

A93 · Filing #259b — The Unfiled Seventeenth File

The city filed Chook in seventeen files. Sixteen are accurate. The seventeenth is filed under something he has not yet done. The Index's clerks have prepared the folder, numbered it, and are waiting. Chook's Kumate is a condition, not a place — preparation wanting to be tested. When the preparation wants the seventeenth file, the Kumate will find him. The Headmaster trusts you see the trap.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Chook · Timeline Bureau

A94 · Filing #268 — The Approved Sentence (Rehearsed Seventeen Times)

Hokester knows what he said to Dyna and that it was wrong, and every fix made it worse. Captain Helen made him rehearse a new sentence seventeen times. The seventeenth time she said: that one. Say that one. "Dyna is the best fighter in this Dojun and she got there herself." Full stop. He is waiting for the right moment. The Gallery is helping him find it. They're being unusually quiet about it.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Hokester · Dynama Dojun

A95 · Filing #276 — DEATHMATCH (card reward)

DEATHMATCH. Earned by surviving a full bout with Kaelandor — she attacks twice, and the second attack carries everything the first one taught her about you. The card lets your agent fight an agent from the opponent's Grave; no agents in the Grave, win by default. She gives it only to people who watched the training. The player is on the list. She is adding names carefully.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Kaelandor · Clan Wars — card rewards

A96 · Filing #280 — The Plum Grievance (Complete)

The full Plum saga, in bars. Plum called Los's bars workplace inappropriate; awarded the Regional Excellence Award — three times owed — to Drenwick Foss instead; 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. Los is not bitter. He is clear. "I'm good though. I'm great. I'm fine."

Threads: Cast · NPC — Los · Dynama Dojun

A97 · Filing #299 — ONCE IS ENOUGH (card reward): The Survival Reward

ONCE IS ENOUGH. Not earned by beating Barrow — by surviving him long enough for him to respect the survival. He enters the Grave on an even roll and comes back with plus two to initiative. Once per match. "I came back once. I did not try to come back twice. Once was enough." The Dojun now has three reward models: victory, loss, and survival. Survival is the one that scares people most.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Barrow · Clan Wars — card rewards

A98 · Filing #305 — The Tiger (the Training Is the Tiger Now)

"I had a tiger once. Beautiful animal. People thought I had it because I was crazy. I had it because it was the only thing in my life at that time that didn't want anything from me." Gorm never gave up the training. The training is the tiger now. It just is what it is. It doesn't care about the number. His discipline doctrine: do the thing before you deserve to feel good about it, so the deserving lands on something real.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Gorm · Dynama Dojun

A99 · Filing #331a — The Temnot–Voss Beef

Temnot and Elder Voss have not agreed on a single administrative matter in eleven years — specifically, the filing category for youth-retreat participants called to deeper ministry: Spiritual Matriculation Advanced Track versus Extended Retreat Participation Ongoing. Seventeen draft resolutions. No ratification. Neither has mentioned the other by name in eleven years. Mordecai maintains parallel documentation in both formats, telling neither.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Temnot · Church of the Eversworn Beast

A100 · Filing #333 — Carterio: The Player Who Didn't Buy Back the Card

Carterio has never read the full rulebook and wins disputes through volume. The card he sold — or lost, or owed — sits on the market, and he has refused every buy-back offer, because the buy-back would end the situation and the situation is the thing. Monica knows why. She hasn't said. She has given him six more months before intervening, which is the most generous thing anyone in this building has ever done.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Carterio · Clan Wars Inc.

A101 · Filing #338 — Drew: The Twin Who Keeps the Log

Stu and Drew are identical twins, fifteen years into an argument neither will win, because the argument is the thing they have instead of winning. Drew's ledger: thirty-one handwritten pages attempting to prove, statistically, that Stu's unwitnessed win against Mistrus was impossible. The notes always conclude it couldn't have happened. Stu says it did. Monica believes Stu. Drew has never told Stu that.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Drew · Clan Wars Inc.

A102 · Filing #260 — Eleven Minutes of Attention

Trigger: the season of the Old Ones. Chook: "Something large is paying attention to this city. I have felt this before. Once, something large paid attention to me personally for eleven minutes. I do not know what it was. I know that when it finished paying attention it moved on to something else and that the something else had a very difficult eleven minutes. Train so that when it pays attention to you the eleven minutes are not difficult."

Threads: Cast · NPC — Chook · Old Ones thread

A103 · Filing #274 — The Witnessed Crying (Told to No One)

Chook cried once. Kaelandor was there — training in the corner nobody checks. His tears, on contact with the mat, reconfigured it below the visible level. The mat has been different since. The training on that mat is different since. Nobody else witnessed it. Chook does not know she was there. She has not told him. She will not. The mat knows. She knows. The knowing is sufficient.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Kaelandor · Dynama Dojun

A104 · Filing #290 — The Old Ones' Frequency Recognizes the Fingers

Trigger: the season of the Old Ones. Rafael Longfingers: "The fingers have been with me long enough that they function as instruments in addition to weapons. The Old Ones have a specific frequency. The frequency is not hostile. The frequency is: recognition. Something in the Old Ones' frequency recognizes the fingers. I do not know what this means. I know it means something. I am examining the place tomorrow. I have been saying tomorrow for three months."

Threads: Cast · NPC — Rafael Longfingers · Old Ones thread

A105 · Filing #296 — The Grave Has Stairs (and Barrow Climbed Them)

Yo. I went to the Grave. I rolled even. I came back. Barrow has tried twice to describe what he saw: "it was like being frozen but the opposite of cold and also there were stairs." The stairs go up. He climbed them. He rolled even before reaching the top, and he finds this acceptable. What is at the top is the one thing Barrow has not filed as acceptable. Nobody asked a follow-up. He has not tried a third time.

Threads: Cast · NPC — Barrow · Dynama Dojun

A106 · Filing #300 — "The Headmaster's Match" (Ambient Doctrine)

Filing from the Dynama Dojun, AMBIENT-8: the building says there is a match coming — with the Headmaster. Everything here is the preparation for the match. The training is the preparation. The card games are the preparation. The preparation is honest. The match will be honest. The Headmaster runs this city. His sensei runs this Dojun. We have not told you which Headmaster you'll be facing. We never said there was only one.

Threads: Run Tonight · NPC — Brooslyguru

A107 · Filing #306 — "You're Still in the Good Version"

Player Development memorandum, filed with an unsteady hand: the Dojun has a second prophecy of the distance you will go. Gorm knows exactly how many people his hands have ended; he also remembers the version of himself before the knowing, and he calls it the best version. "You're still in the good version. Stay in it." P.S. — known and seen are different columns. Make sure the city sees you.

Threads: NPC — Gorm · Run Tonight

A108 · Filing #336 — Derek: The Collector Who Heard Something at Dinner

Filed under Collectors, Persons of Interest: Derek has cards worth more than most rents and a tell readable from the parking lot. What concerns us is not the collection. At a family dinner, Derek overheard something about the building itself — what Clan Wars Inc. is, or was, or is becoming. He has repeated it twice in the wrong company. Monica knows what he overheard. Monica has been deciding what it means for four months. Ask Derek about the building. Watch him check the room for his father.

Threads: NPC — Derek · NPC — Monica · Clan Wars Inc.

A109 · Filing #167b — ashley_missing

When Ashley goes missing, the boutique's inventory stops rearranging itself. A disappearance with a supernatural signature instead of a body — Vesper's misfiling is the tell. The Index notes that the clothes know first. The clothes always know first. File the stillness. Do not file a body.

Threads: NPC — Ashley Summers · Missing-Person Mystery

A110 · Filing #177b — ANCHORED CONVICTION

A reward card, pre-stamped in Clove's personal ink: "This matters later. Wait for The Headmaster." A planted time bomb the players can hold for sessions before it detonates. The ink-color tell is the detail tables love — the Index always notes the ink, and this ink is personal. Wait for the Headmaster. He is waiting too.

Threads: NPC — Clove · Clan Wars · Time Bombs

A111 · Filing #179a — Dyna's three secrets

A dojo heir with three secrets: her father's location, three PENDING requests filed to herself, and the technique she built alone at seventeen. A complete coming-of-age arc in one NPC. The load-bearing artifact: a note reading "Dyna — no. Love, Dad." The Index has laminated it. The Index does not laminate things.

Threads: NPC — Dyna · Dojun

A112 · Filing #214a — The mattress smuggling network

Clan Wars cards smuggled in mattresses along the southern Yonder routes — buyers request a specific firmness, which is the code, which is genuinely playable. Legal has filed three memos on the matter; all three shrug institutionally. The firmness is the manifest. The manifest is a mattress. Sleep tight.

Threads: Clan Wars · Mattress Depot

A113 · Filing #251a — Helen's Old Ones file

Her classified Old Ones file has an unfinished section — the information exists now, and she is looking at some of it in this dojo. A gated Old Ones delivery with a killer premise: "the training was the preparation." The file correctly refuses to say which part. The Index respects the refusal and files around it.

Threads: NPC — Captain Helen · Old Ones

A114 · Filing #314 — The Lineage (Why Twyman Came)

Personnel memorandum, Dynama Dojun: Twyman says he came for the facilities. He did not. He traced the lineage backward — the man who beat him trained under someone who trained under someone who trained under Brooslyguru — and decided the answer to his seventeen pages was somewhere in this building. Eight months in: six pages added, no answer found, pages running out. He is now considering the possibility that the answer is not in the document. This is the most frightening thought he has ever had.

Threads: NPC — Twyman · NPC — Brooslyguru · Run Tonight

A115 · Filing #166a — Gornola's sealed letter

A sealed letter predicting your arrival, filed three years ago in the Reliquary's second drawer, left side. The oracle's foreknowledge as a physical quest object. "She finds it, on balance, funny" — which keeps the whole thing from going ponderous. The Index does not find it funny. The Index filed it anyway.

Threads: NPC — Gornola · Party Origin

A116 · Filing #176a — The Hidden Century vault deposit

A Hidden Century deposit in the sub-basement vault, in a date format the bank stopped using — account name: Merchant of Yonder. One object tying Merchant, Bone Bank, and Hidden Century together. Fideo: "I want to watch someone open it." The Index seconds this. The vault is waiting. The watching is the point.

Threads: NPC — The Shrouded Merchant · Bone Bank · History

A117 · Filing #193c — Cas's future flavor

Cas has tasted fourteen futures — and knows the meat stops screaming on a Tuesday in about four months, and won't tell. "The knowing in advance takes something out of it." A doomsday clock the Storyteller runs silently. Her seeded lunch-rush cards are her quiet kindness. The Index files the kindness separately.

Threads: NPC — Cas · Countdowns

A118 · Filing #213a — The Great Round ✦

Forty-two citizens forgot their childhood addresses; three pillars liquefied into lukewarm mutton broth. A civic disaster with a paper trail — exactly the contested-history set piece Ch.6 wants. Ojona's unexamined floorboard piece is the personal thread. The broth has been sampled. The samples are pending.

Threads: History · NPC — Ojona

A119 · Filing #244a — "In this family, PENDING is an answer"

"In this family PENDING means the answer is not ready yet, not that the answer does not exist." Bureaucracy-as-love-language at its peak — the overheard exchange, and the internally updated reason for the note, reward eavesdropping players. Filed under grief, played straight. The Index has never been prouder of a form.

Threads: NPC — Dyna's Family · Dojun

A120 · Filing #182a — The youth retreat's fifteen percent

Eighty-five percent of the youth retreat returns; the fifteen percent are "called to deeper ministry" — and she keeps a third category, hidden even from herself. Slow-burn horror, seasoned lightly, correctly never resolved. The unnamed third category is the thing tables will whisper about. The Index whispers too.

Threads: NPC — Elsbeth · Faith

A121 · Filing #174b — Mandate 1: "We are not unicorns"

"We are not unicorns. This is not a matter of opinion. It is Mandate 1." The official lie as cheerful civic bedrock — though the cornerstone's non-mandate back-writing is the crack in it. The Index files it straight and winks at the filing cabinet.

Threads: Council · Civic Myth

A122 · Filing #175a — Elara and the Black Arrangement

A teller with no heartbeat, regulating the bank's glass by mimicking its pneumatics — and the Black Arrangement: a multi-generational debt contract, a long-horizon summit for the bone-credit economy. "When the arrangement is complete" is the trigger phrase. The Index has been waiting for the trigger phrase for decades.

Threads: NPC — Elara · Bone Bank

A123 · Filing #183a — Temnot and the filing war

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. The city's signature move, filed in triplicate.

Threads: NPC — Temnot · Faith

A124 · Filing #184a — The Owner's locked room

A mattress-store owner built a locked room to be near the mattress that showed them something — and has never sat on it again. The locked-room core of the mattress mystery. The Hidden Century buyer is redacted; the price says "see attached." There is no attachment. There is never an attachment.

Threads: Location — Mattress Depot · History

A125 · Filing #191a — Dream File 0-0-0-1

The first dream ever recorded, unedited, resisting four edit attempts — it keeps returning to its original. Standing rule: do not open the file; let it keep returning. Maren's off-site archive is the campaign lever. The Index has filed the resistance as a feature. The dream has filed nothing. The dream is winning.

Threads: GM-Truth · NPC — Maren

A126 · Filing #254a — Cecilio's place that is getting full

Cecilio keeps unfiled things in a place that isn't a file — and one thing in it predates his arrival and is becoming clear. A watchlist with a countdown: the place is getting full. The player is part of the becoming-clear, which is the hook that pulls them in. Do not resolve "the other thing." Ever.

Threads: NPC — Cecilio · Countdowns

A127 · Filing #206a — Lenka, referenced never present

Lenka: referenced, never present — the Merchant's one unguarded subject. The best kind of absent figure; every mention — sonnets gossip, the Plaza watchers, the Wood walk — is a hook that must never be pulled. The Index files the mentions and guards the absence. The absence is the entry.

Threads: NPC — Lenka, protected · NPC — The Shrouded Merchant

A128 · Filing #418 — Allen's Own Cone

Allen served himself once; both parents came — the mechanism summons one — and he lost the flavor memory of the letting-go itself: "making peace with having lost the peace." The anomaly that deepens the mechanic. His honest answer quiets the whole park. The Index has no comment. For once.

Threads: NPC — Allen · Cast

A129 · Filing #417 — The Citation Investigator

The thorough woman traces Bree's fake citation, finds the REAL mechanism underneath, and files a flattering report — Bree's fraud becomes vindication. The reckoning that becomes a vindication: "mechanism under independent review" is two years of character growth in four words. The Index stamps it approved. Twice.

Threads: NPC — Bree · Cast

A130 · Filing #420 — The Nawn Embassy

Absence-white rooms, a faceless typist, immigrants from some when else — and the Council's memo: "present, origin pending," pending since before anyone on the Council was installed. The bloodright invitation is the arc's door; memory-displacement-as-administration is the city's quietest horror. Knock softly.

Threads: NPC — The Nawns · Founding Categories

A131 · Filing #422 — The Council at the Embassy Door

The Council of Nine enters the Embassy in silence — the only time they are silent — and exits into a long pause before laughter resumes. What do nine laughing unicorns discuss with the faceless? Reverence from the irreverent: the fastest way to show what the Council is. The Index has no minutes. There are no minutes.

Threads: Council · NPC — The Nawns

A132 · Filing #425 — The Organization Wants It to Occur Correctly

Nim was sent to prevent the second W.A.X.; the accumulated pattern says prevention was never the mission — the cards are conditions that must be in the right place when the time comes. The mission-inversion reveal. "Of course it's Oracle House" lands the coordinates beat. The Index had the coordinates all along.

Threads: NPC — Nim · W.A.X. Arc

A133 · Filing #426 — The Card Goes to Gornola

The card plus the coordinates let Gornola reconstruct the full Hidden Century record. Nim's handoff: "She's been expecting you for longer than either of us has been in this city." The arc's resolution chain — and the Oracle House as an appointment the city made before the player arrived. The Index confirms the appointment was kept.

Threads: NPC — Gornola, Nim · W.A.X. Arc

A134 · Filing #428 — Vael's Second Resistance

She identified Nim three weeks ago, told no one, and wants to defect to whatever Nim works for — "the player is how to ask." A defection arc with two seconds of visible relief: "I want to be useful. For something different this time." The Index files the relief and does not ask what the first time was.

Threads: NPC — Vael, Nim · W.A.X. Arc

A135 · Filing #431 — Callow's Ghost and the Face-Down Card

The ghost plays the match and leaves one card face-down: "the Bearer <redacted> the document will be known by the room that has already forgotten them." The room is the Arcadeum. Callow was forgotten. The ghost has not been. The distinction is the message. The Index delivers messages; it does not explain them.

Threads: Location — Arcadeum · Clan Wars

A136 · Filing #434 — Ojona's Name

Everyone calls her Ojona; she says she has no name — filed incorrectly, never reissued. And her unspoken theory about the Merchant's face would correctly name what Sollen is. The Index files this as unspoken GM-truth and keeps it that way. High voltage. Do not touch without his explicit call.

Threads: NPC — Ojona · NPC — Sollen, protected

A137 · Filing #462 — The Lilit Configurations

All four sisters, once per playthrough, look at the same point in space for four undescribable seconds — then Viola says "You're here." The unrepeatable event as reward for living in the world correctly. Never explain the four seconds. The Index has filed them as "four seconds." That is the whole file.

Threads: NPC — Lilit Sisters · Cast

A138 · Filing #135 — The Dragon War — Bones, Feet, and Armor

Dragon bones, engineers' detached feet, Ostravel in the sky, and Davor's armor still at the Dojun — doing something. A complete three-act sketch: the feet, the skies, the armor. The Index has filed the armor under "doing something" and declines to elaborate. The elaboration is the campaign.

Threads: Dragon War Arc · Dojun

A139 · Filing #149 — The Four-Minute Meeting

On arrival night the whole Plaza holds its breath for exactly four minutes — then releases. Nobody comments. Filed under Weather, Municipal. A duration, not a scene: the most Montaveran opener on file. The Index does not explain the four minutes. The four minutes are Lenka-adjacent. Texture only.

Threads: Arrival Night · NPC — Lenka, protected

A140 · Filing #74 — Ashley Goes Missing ✦

When the Headmaster's milestone trips, Ashley vanishes; Gornola says "Find her"; the Merchant notices Summer Breeze is dark. A mid-campaign incident that weaponizes the party's attachment. The boutique's stillness is the signature. The Index has filed the stillness and flagged the party's feelings as "load-bearing."

Threads: NPC — Ashley Summers · Missing-Person Mystery

A141 · Filing #98 — Espejo Oscuro — The Mirror

The North Wing mirror shows a reflection almost right; it drifts off its mount. The demon within is the player's own darkest truth, merely framed — "a room you can lose an argument to." The mirror-smilers are hooks, never answers, per his ruling. Texture and encounter only. Do not explain the frame.

Threads: Location · Ritual

A142 · Filing #165a — Thistlewhip's corner municipality

A councilman has run a tavern corner as an extra-territorial municipality for forty years, citing the barmaid monthly: seventeen citations, zero acknowledgments. Comic council-contact with a running engine. The unicorn-horn slander citations are the voice at full strength. The barmaid has never paid. She never will.

Threads: NPC — Thistlewhip · Council

A143 · Filing #205a — Bertrand's Lemonbalmer problem

A travel agent hiding in a tavern because he booked Mr. Lemonbalmer on a left-handed-pilot cargo ship — and isn't sure it's still a ship. Comic side-quest with a real exit condition. The blue-ink Nunaiku forms are the bureaucratic cherry. Nunaiku is a new destination name: filed for the map, not placed yet.

Threads: Location — Tavern · Side Quests

A144 · Filing #201a — Lynia Lilit collects

A debt collector for whom the collection is a relief — the debtor is never who you expect. A wandering encounter with a built-in recontextualization: "someone the player already knows." The sisters' rules make a great table. The debtor's identity is pending the Headmaster's decision. The Index is also waiting.

Threads: NPC — Lynia Lilit · Encounters

A145 · Filing #212b — The card that fought back

A card was brought in that fought back — audibly, visibly — and left a mark on the intake tray that never faded. The tray mark and the forty-year Reginald/Mote silence make a complete cold case. Pip's theory four is the player on-ramp. The Index has dusted the tray. The tray dusted back.

Threads: NPC — Reginald, Mote, Pip · Cold Case

A146 · Filing #301 — Penny's Seventeen Corner Observations

Catalog entry, Clan Wars Corner: Penny Painbringer sits at the edge during breaks with the notebook, watches the games, and occasionally says something that stops play for thirty seconds — the most accurate observation anyone has made about the mechanic under discussion. Seventeen times this has happened. Seventeen short entries, each accurate, each having slightly changed how the Corner plays. The cumulative change has made it the sharpest card practice space in Montavera. Penny does not know this. The notebook knows. The notebook is correct.

Threads: NPC — Penny Painbringer · Clan Wars

A147 · Filing #315 — "Things Dyna Does That Are Correct"

Extract from Twyman's assessment, section title his: "Things Dyna Does That Are Correct." Created three months ago with seven entries; this week's defense of the player makes eight — and the section is longer than he expected when he created it, which troubles him in a way he has not documented. Meanwhile his students: nobody knows how many arrived with him. The number changes with the day and the exercise. Dyna has counted four times. Different number each time. Filed under: Twyman problem, ongoing.

Threads: NPC — Twyman · NPC — Dyna

A148 · Filing #196a — Rade's vanishing card

A smuggler's card confirmed to an address that has since vanished — three serious buyers looked at it; all three stopped appearing. The card-chase engine for the W.A.X. triangle. The overheard "insurrection" about the Wax Museum passage is the escalation. The Council's suppression thread is the weather. Dress accordingly.

Threads: W.A.X. Arc · Council Suppression

A149 · Filing #275 — The Unstamped File (Kaelandor's Work)

Timeline Bureau memorandum, filed but not officially existing: Kaelandor has work outside the Dojun, connected to her past, her family, and several institutions that deal with justice in official and unofficial capacities. She has never held a title in any of them. She has been in every room that matters in every building that houses them, and left marks the rooms cannot account for. The record sits in the Bureau under a category Clove has not stamped and will not stamp until the work is complete. Moonsday is the Dojun's business. The other days are hers. Both are correct.

Threads: NPC — Kaelandor · Timeline Bureau

A150 · Filing #220a — The Chook Notices

"Chook's locker was inspected in a previous Age. The inspector has not come out, and has not asked to." Recommended handling: Chook never delivers the line himself, and it is never explained. The Death rhyme with Ashley is filed, not explained. The Index does not laugh. The Index maintains.

Threads: NPC — Chook · Tables

A151 · Filing #180a — Brooslyguru's tea

A sensei who reads his dojo through tea temperature — and left the morning of your first visit so his presence wouldn't make you smaller. "Forty-seven warm returns; never asked." Absence as a teaching method; the five-minutes-after arrival pattern is the session rhythm. The Index has timed it. The tea was right.

Threads: NPC — Brooslyguru · Dojun

A152 · Filing #228a — The Wood's pull

A tourist from the Wood family vibrates in and out of existence by the hearth — and an auditor logs his own urge to walk into the Wood and never return. The unfiled desire-log is the bureaucratic soul of the entry. Lenka walked south into the Wood. The far side stays unmapped. The urge stays filed.

Threads: The Unwelcome Wood · NPC — Lenka, protected

A153 · Filing #234a — The Eleven

Eleven seconds, every student at once — and every witness remembers it differently, some impossibly. Contradictory memories as a feature: file, don't resolve. Dyna's unasked-about absence is the thread that matters. Three elevens are distinguished in the file. The Index has filed all three and resolved none.

Threads: Dojun · NPC — Dyna

A154 · Filing #243a — The afternoon that lasted three days

At seven, Dyna was left in charge for an afternoon that lasted three days — and neither of them has ever said it was a test. "The most important conversation they have never had, and both of them are fine with this." The file's confidence is the joke. The Storyteller's doubt is the hook.

Threads: NPC — Dyna, Brooslyguru · Dojun

A155 · Filing #284 — Dyna's Two-Word Lexicon (Penny's Index)

From Penny's third notebook, chapter seven — an index of Dyna's two-word doctrine: "Genuine. Protect." (personal records, re: Teague). "Fine." (one word, re: Penny's schedule addition — meaning more than it says). "Good mat." (from the sensei, about two mats only: Penny's and Barrow's). Two words are for the most important things. One word is for the most important of all. And Penny's filed ambition: "I want Dyna to write two words about me someday. I am training toward the two words. I have been training toward them since the day I arrived."

Threads: NPC — Penny Painbringer · NPC — Dyna

A156 · Filing #185a — Noct's overheard name

Through a locked door, the silent Owner said a name once — a name from a part of Noct's life he doesn't discuss professionally. One of the set's purest hooks: a name with no context, seven months of sitting with it, and a salesman not built for sitting. The name stays withheld. The sitting continues.

Threads: Location — Mattress Depot · NPC — Noct

A157 · Filing #249a — "I know" — the Grave chain

"I know." Two words — and forty years of coming back from somewhere adjacent to the Grave. The Grave stays off the map; the coming-back gets a human cost: "slower, more complicated, more rooms." The two-word chain is the teaching lineage. The Index has filed the lineage. The Grave is not on it.

Threads: The Grave · Dojun Lineage

A158 · Filing #208a — The Horizon Engine

The Residue Protocol: forgotten dreams cross an event horizon; the Engine builds new content to match the emotional residue and injects it. The Hidden Century's mechanism as GM-only truth. The suppressed paper and the Oracles of Tongath are the campaign levers. The Index knows the mechanism. The Index is not telling.

Threads: GM-Truth · Hidden Century

A159 · Filing #216a — The Old Ones' arithmetic

The Council's Embassy meetings are undocumented — and Turon's instruments have found the first thing they can't measure: the Old Ones. "I have not opened a column for it yet." The compliance researcher's limit is the story; the typing shift is the session tell. The Index has no column either.

Threads: Old Ones · NPC — Turon

A160 · Filing #281 — Los Says the Black Hole Out Loud

Transcription, insurance adjuster's bars, mid-rhyme: Los drops it between verses — "a city living inside a black hole where cause and effect got crossed." Then again: "the black hole we're living inside of." Filed under Los's Claims, not under Confirmed Cosmology. The Headmaster notes this is the first time the Dojun has heard the black-hole account aloud, and that it landed in a bar, and that bars are where Los keeps the things he can only tell the truth about when he's rhyming.

Threads: NPC — Los · Old Ones Thread

A161 · Filing #199b — The amber bottle

The amber bottle on the third shelf, left side — never for sale, never has been; Meow-Meow sat beside it once, uncommented. Merchant-questline texture with two planted objects. The cat's visit is the tell that something is being watched. The contents are held. The bottle is patient. So is the cat.

Threads: NPC — The Shrouded Merchant · NPC — Meow-Meow

A162 · Filing #170a — Mote's century of waiting

A fly who predates the building, present at an unrecorded Hidden Century event, waiting a century for the right question. Ambient god-tier NPC done right — Mote's patience is the joke and the gravity. The dead-reflections repository is the long tail. Ask well. He has waited a hundred years. He can wait.

Threads: NPC — Mote · Hidden Century

A163 · Filing #436 — Thistlewhip's Ledger

His personal ledger isn't in any living language — raising the question of when it was spoken. It holds his private theory of what Unicornia is and whether he qualifies. The Raduga Cove exclusion reason is filed; the entry ends on a recall notice: an empty table, a wet inkwell. The Index has not sat down.

Threads: NPC — Thistlewhip · Civic Myth

A164 · Filing #1567 — The Pop Queen of Montavera

His song: a city-wide idol, bubbly then dark, now "saved" by the Church of the Eversworn Beast — "why'd you let them demonize." Theil's gospel in four words: the city demonized her for the darkness the Beast blesses. His lyrics, verbatim. His character, his song — the CANON stamp is his. Her name is hers to give.

Threads: Faith · NPC — Theil

A165 · Filing #442 — Gornola's Charnel Letter

The sealed letter was deliberately placed in a Charnel drawer three years ago: "You have been here before. Not recently. But before." The player-origin thread, with the Ritual of Aperture as a verbatim playable beat. The Index has filed the letter under "arrivals, pre-dated" and recommends the ritual be performed exactly as written.

Threads: NPC — Gornola · Party Origin

A166 · Filing #443 — Vale's Gravity Intention ✦

She accidentally filed an intention that would replace gravity with the sensation of falling, then buried it under seventeen layers — every layer peeled is a session; gravity itself is the seventeenth. A dungeon crawl made of misfiling. Gornola's silent walk-past is the file's coldest beat. The Index felt that.

Threads: Dungeon Design · NPC — Vale, Gornola

A167 · Filing #444 — Umillow

She tried to file her own existence as a recurring unwanted nightmare; rejected on an unexplained technicality; traded her sense of smell for a reading — and never asked about the output form. "Form 14-D. What did the output trade take that the input trade didn't?" Plus the Dream Monitoring exit. Filed twice.

Threads: NPC — Umillow · Bureaucracy

A168 · Filing #453 — The Tuesday Woman

Three witnesses, one Tuesday woman: Reginald's unusual cards, Pip's page-count record, Mote's grey-skinned figure at the window — the last time he saw that, the wailing in the Wood stopped. Cross-file corroboration as a story: the Storyteller files all three together and waits. Protected-adjacent; filed as corroboration, not claim.

Threads: NPC — Reginald, Pip, Mote · The Unwelcome Wood

A169 · Filing #454 — Kard, the Duplicate Auditor

The auditor has already been replaced by a duplicate that doesn't know it's a duplicate — filing reports from memory at slightly-off intervals; Kaelen holds the only accurate record. "I have been attempting to authorize my own entry for fourteen minutes." The back-room hook with a built-in timer. The timer is running.

Threads: NPC — Kard, Kaelen · Investigations

A170 · Filing #455 — Kaelen's Load-Bearing Arrangement

The boutique's inventory is a dormant hive-mind he's actively containing with scraps of his own clothing; Ashley selects things and reality adjusts to accommodate her. Feeder-to-warden upgrade. "The only collection that knows it is a collection." The Index has filed the collection's self-awareness and notified no one.

Threads: NPC — Kaelen, Ashley Summers · Location — Boutique

A171 · Filing #456 — Vesper's Shroud Project

She's stitching a shroud from archive fabric to contain the city's missing history — and every garment the boutique produces is a legal document the Council doesn't know about yet. The Icaron-arc connection: the building that replaced the archives IS an archive. Plus a legal backlog time bomb. Tick tock.

Threads: NPC — Vesper · History · Council

A172 · Filing #461 — Mirros's Fragment Quest

A wandering quest across five locations — the Embassy air, the restroom-door interview, the Goat's pause, the Wax Museum's almost-English documents — narrowing toward a fragment not yet named. The drift master-reference makes Mirros playable across the whole city. The fragment stays his to name. The Index is not naming it.

Threads: NPC — Mirros · Quest Design

A173 · Filing #469 — Miss White's Drift Lines

Her reports are getting warmer — the plan built on her intelligence will fail at the characterization level. At the Wax Museum she files the most accurate and most dangerous report of her career, and sends it anyway. "The plan is going to fail at you." Plus a devastating second-playthrough arrival-night beat. Filed warm.

Threads: NPC — Miss White · Villain Spine

A174 · Filing #470 — Poe, Transcribed

He opened a Yellow Envelope at twelve, translated it fully, told no one — and misses "the version of myself who grew up there instead of here... like missing a twin you never had." The envelope's contents stay his. The twin-never-had is the second-W.A.X. hook. Grief, played straight. The Index does not joke here.

Threads: NPC — Poe · W.A.X. Arc

A175 · Filing #471 — Della's Remaining Details

An eleven-year unsent letter about what W.A.X. stands for; "some of the conditions have been met already"; a statue made a sound — not position, sound. The free game's final message, with the log column open again. The Index has reopened the column. The statue has not repeated the sound. Yet.

Threads: NPC — Della · W.A.X. Arc

A176 · Filing #352 — Silas, Who Came Closest ✦

The Bone Bank's legend liquidated his entire physical history into bone dust — "the most thorough filing they had ever processed" — and the Tellers won't discuss what happened after. The Arrangement's measuring stick. "A separate line item" is the whole mystery in four words. The Index has opened the line item. It is empty.

Threads: Bone Bank · NPC — Silas

A177 · Filing #353 — The Secret Everyone Knows

The tubes shred documents, digitize the intent, and recycle the paper into the bone credits patrons spend — your filed hope becomes someone else's liquidity. The bank's thesis statement. The resealed vault door is a Ch.10 truth waiting for its redaction. The Index banks here. Everyone banks here.

Threads: Bone Bank · Economy

A178 · Filing #12 — Oddy, the Book Worm

The worms eat hope, not paper; they're unionized; a player's treasured book comes back digested of optimism, margins signed "— O." "Thank you for your contribution" is the whole joke and the whole horror. The union has a grievance process. The grievance process is also a worm. File accordingly.

Threads: NPC — Oddy · Encounters

A179 · Filing #16 — Gala & Miss Mia — The Icarus Household

The reconstructed wife sends a casserole: "Something bad is coming. Eat." The dog decides a PC is one of her humans — non-negotiable. Domestic warmth wrapped around an unopened drawer labeled SPARE. The Index has not opened the drawer. The casserole is excellent. Eat. Something bad is coming.

Threads: NPC — Gala, Miss Mia · Cast

A180 · Filing #17 — Bryce Vain, the Grieving Specter

He stacks the dead beneath himself like blankets; the two cards are always the same two; if you look, they're blank — they were never blank before. Grief as a game mechanic that reverts at End Phase. Filed under grief, played straight. The Index does not stack the dead. The Index files them.

Threads: NPC — Bryce Vain · Clan Wars

A181 · Filing #18 — Marshall Valor, the Flag Father

He raises the dead for one round of unbribeable loyalty; the third summoning slot is always empty — he's saving it; he asks the party to stand in it. "Just for the round. You won't remember. It's the Montaveran way." The Index notes the party will remember. The Index notes everything.

Threads: NPC — Marshall Valor · Clan Wars

A182 · Filing #20 — Felicity, Forsaken Child of Raduga

A forsaken child overturning cards, looking for one specific card so she can finally go home; the chasm is audible — don't listen. The card she's looking for is a campaign's worth of hook. The Index has filed the overturning as "search, ongoing." The going-home is pending. It has been pending.

Threads: NPC — Felicity · Clan Wars

A183 · Filing #27 — The Reliquary Charnel — Grind Here

The card-grinding shop: posted municipal rates, a shaking-handed appraiser, and a fly for a senior partner. Services-and-dangers format, Chapter 4-ready. Mote's seniority is not questioned. The appraiser's hands shake; the rates do not. Grind here. The Index grinds here. Everyone grinds here.

Threads: Location — Reliquary Charnel · NPC — Mote

A184 · Filing #45 — Ashley Summers — The City's Memory Wearing a Person

She appears least connected to the cosmic mystery; she is the most connected; she and the boutique are the same entity. The GM-truth that reframes every Ashley scene. The Index has re-read every Ashley scene. The Index is re-reading them now. Stop reading this and go re-read them.

Threads: NPC — Ashley Summers · GM-Truth

A185 · [Withdrawn. The number is retained. The Index does not reissue numbers.]

A186 · Filing #92 — Barnaby — Facility Manager

He burns cards in the back room because the meta is compromised; some arrive addressed to no one, smelling of ozone — he burns those first. The Tamsin-ledger triangle (she knows something he doesn't) is a live wire. The Index has filed the ozone. The ozone has been filed. It persists.

Threads: NPC — Barnaby · Clan Wars

A187 · Filing #113 — The Lilit Sisters — Lynia, Sila, Viola, Xanthe

Four sisters, two rules: never use each other's names, never explain. Xanthe is looking for something moved recently — ask her and she'll describe the place, not the thing. A ready-made recurring quartet with a slow-burn search arc. The Index knows the rules. The Index does not know the thing.

Threads: NPC — Lilit Sisters · Cast

A188 · Filing #131 — The Unwelcome Wood — The Container

The Wood isn't haunted — it's a container; the wailing is the contents; the distinction is legal. "Excellent municipal design." The beyond-the-walls anchor. Lenka-adjacent: the walk-in stays unmapped, per the protected ruling. The Index maintains the container. The Index does not maintain the contents.

Threads: The Unwelcome Wood · NPC — Lenka, protected

A189 · Filing #136 — The Kindergartner Civil War — IT COMES

Coffee-bean agriculture, a stolen black box, a netherplane ritual, and a kindergartner's public reply: "IT COMES!!!" The older manuscripts' central lit fuse; the funeral hook is a perfect start. All mentions of the purged name have been scrubbed — the ritual remains, the name does not. The Index enforces the purge cheerfully.

Threads: IT COMES Arc · History

A190 · Filing #60 — The Mystery Room — The Card of Two Doors

A card depicting the viewer before two doors, predating their arrival by decades. "You will never know what was behind the other door." The anti-choice to #26's Consequence Doors — a clean thematic pair. The Index has filed both doors and recommends choosing neither. The card has already chosen.

Threads: Clan Wars · Anti-Mechanics

A191 · Filing #55 — The Timeline Bureau's Classified Filing — Seven Iterations

Seven city-iterations, each shorter than the last — "not failures, calibrations"; the current one is FINAL ASSEMBLY. "The arrangement is not a conspiracy... The arrangement requires that someone arrives." Ratify "7 iterations" against the Age calendar — do not merge silently. The Index does not merge silently. The Index stamps loudly.

Threads: History · GM-Truth

A192 · Filing #61 — The Deep Contracted Zone

The city at a fraction of its size — the Summers Estate, the OGM's founding chamber, an unlocked ATOO door, and a wall labeled "The Door." Explorable weirdness with three dungeons and a finale door in one entry. The Index has measured the fraction. The fraction is pending. The Door is not.

Threads: Location — Deep Contracted Zone · Dungeon Design

A193 · Filing #14 — Mirros, the Blessed — He Doesn't Blink

Enemies float near him, silent, relieved — which is the worst part. His census want-field is blank and the census-taker resigned. "That's a vibe" — the card's own rules text. The don't-blink dread is pure table presence. The Index has filed the blank field and declined to fill it.

Threads: NPC — Mirros · Clan Wars

A194 · Filing #100 — Dyna — Daughter of Broosly

The dojo's most dangerous fighter, banned from sparring by her own father; the forbidden technique starts, stops, redirects. "Let something threaten Helen" — the trigger is the whole arc. The Index has filed the trigger. The Index is not pulling it.

Threads: NPC — Dyna, Captain Helen · Dojun

A195 · Filing #101 — Brooslyguru — The Sensei

Missing on arrival day; his golden trophy left behind, vibrating at a frequency that doesn't occur in nature; the tea is always the right temperature — the temperature is a message. "Follow the tea": a perfect session-one hook. "Brooslyguru" retired per locked canon. The tea remains.

Threads: NPC — Brooslyguru · Session One

A196 · Filing #109 — The Timeline Bureau — Clove, Doss, and the Unseen Director

Archive access requires a logic battle — prove your timeline is more winning than theirs. Inside, stamped SEAL/PERMANENT: "the collection will know." Doss, four seconds ahead of himself, is considered an asset. The Index has lost the logic battle twice. The Index is still ahead on paperwork.

Threads: NPC — Clove, Doss · Timeline Bureau

A197 · Filing #88 — Elara — Senior Teller (center window)

A teller with a homemaker's smile who NEVER BLINKS; threats delivered as warmth-pamphlets; the hands through the frosted glass are not human hands. "Don't blink, honey" — the most unsettling teller in the building. The Index has filed the hands under "teller, senior." The hands are still there.

Threads: NPC — Elara · Bone Bank

A198 · Filing #171a — Nickson the Disgraced Champion

"A bad trade is not a loss. A bad trade is a contract. The difference is that a contract has terms." The living cautionary tale, placed for session one; the Tamsin-name whisper is the thread for later. Clan Wars Inc. texture. The Index has filed his terms. The terms were bad.

Threads: NPC — Nickson · Clan Wars

A199 · Filing #272 — THE GALLERY GOES WILD (card reward)

Card catalog entry, Very Rare: THE GALLERY GOES WILD. Defeating Hokester is harder than it looks — he intercepts, and on an even die roll wins initiative automatically, because the die recognizes intention. The card lets the player trigger a crowd response at a critical moment. The crowd is not specified on the card. In Hokester's experience the crowd is always the Gallery. In the player's experience the crowd will be whatever the moment needs. Fill the open slot per table. He is taking this seriously. It is the most philosophical thing anyone has said to him this year.

Threads: NPC — Hokester · Card Artifacts

A200 · Filing #202a — Mistrus's collateral deck

The floor's royalty plays every match as if it's the one where he finds out whether it's skill or luck — his deck is collateral, with a dissolution clause. Competitive-scene drama. "Allen knows all of this. Allen has always known. Allen has said nothing." The Index notes the silence. The silence is the garnish.

Threads: NPC — Mistrus, Allen · Clan Wars

A201 · Filing #218a — The Church's locked inventory

A black bleeding beating heart on an ancient spear — and a basement-door sentence that ends mid-word, as found. "The filing category is: sacred objects, permanent. The permanent is correct." The truncation is kept as a gift, per intake. The Index files the cutoff exactly as found. As found.

Threads: Faith — Church Inventory · Artifacts

A202 · Filing #221a — The Screaming Kernel

One kernel has screamed since the Eleventh Blinking — and may contain the original, un-redacted city charter. The raven-free restroom queue is the institutional punchline. The Index has queued. The kernel has not stopped.

Threads: Artifacts · History

A203 · Filing #223a — The Doss-Clove Condition

Nine years without a direct word — forty-five seconds of pneumatic tube for six feet of distance. A running gag with structural integrity. Doss being four seconds ahead of himself "is considered an asset." The Index has timed the tube. The tube is on time. The asset is ahead.

Threads: NPC — Doss, Clove · Bureaucracy

A204 · Filing #267 — Hokester's Mastery: Being Irrevocably Himself

Dojun personnel assessment, filed in crayon per regulation: Hokester knows he is not the best fighter in the Dojun — he has known since his third week — and has processed this into a conclusion most people would not reach: being the best fighter in the Dojun is not the thing. Being the thing the Dojun needs is the thing. The Dojun needs someone completely and irrevocably himself at all times regardless of circumstance. This is Hokester's gift. He did not choose the gift. The gift chose him. The Gallery — millions of them — agrees. He is the only one who can hear them. He has never questioned this.

Threads: NPC — Hokester · Character Concepts

A205 · Filing #258a — Chook's Memories (first-person)

Collected memoranda, as told by Chook, in the first person, without punchlines — because to Chook there is no punchline, only what happened. The revolving door taught him to find the pivot. The grizzly bear taught him that the most powerful thing in a room is usually the one that has already made its point and is now simply present: "Be the carpet. Not the bear." Death came to see him out of professional curiosity, and departed having answered its question — whether Chook was aware of it; he was aware of it, and awareness is sufficient. He once won a card battle by sitting down because he was tired, and the opponent's forfeit was information he responded to with "thank you."

Threads: NPC — Chook · Tables

A206 · Filing #258b — The Good Locker

Dojun inventory, the good locker: Brooslyguru's file states, "I gave him the good locker." Chook's file states, "The good locker faces the right direction. I chose it the first day." Both are in-fiction. The locker is, by all accounts, a very good locker, and the question of who chose whom is above the Bureau's pay grade and below Chook's.

Threads: NPC — Chook · NPC — Brooslyguru

A207 · Filing #330 — Church Ambient Pool: The Bake Sale Menu and the Neighborhood Teeth

Congregational rotation filing, Church of the Eversworn Beast. This cycle's bake sale menu: cartilage tart (home replication impossible; "it's the love" is both the explanation and not the explanation), the tooth pastry (sold out early every cycle; the donating neighbors are very generous; the generosity has a specific dental quality), glass shard cookies, body part brioche ("the secret is knowing whose parts go with what dough"), rusted blade shortbread (third place, civic baking competition — integration could be more seamless), neighbor's hair cookies, cartilage and vein bread. Elsewhere in the file: a compass that points to the Adoration Room; an East Wing door, warm to the touch; a Bone Bank depositor arriving for the spiritual holdings account — you don't ask; nobody asks.

Threads: Church of the Eversworn Beast · Tables

A208 · Filing #248a — Captain Helen came to stop becoming

She came to the dojo to stop becoming what fifty years of rooms-that-don't-exist made her — and hasn't told the sensei. A fifty-year past the file always refuses to describe. "The tea probably told him" is the dojo's omniscience at work. The Index has not asked the tea. The tea knows.

Threads: NPC — Captain Helen · Dojun

A209 · Filing #311 — "Legitimate Defeat, No Cheating Involved"

Filed in Wallace's documentation, category: LEGITIMATE DEFEAT, NO CHEATING INVOLVED. One entry. You are the entry. "There was no cheating. You beat me without cheating. This is the first time this has happened. The documentation confirms it." Also documented: your kickass look at the moment of the deciding exchange, fully deployed — observed across three prior visits, now permanent. "Do not cheat with the card. This is in the documentation now. This is permanent."

Threads: NPC — Wallace · Run Tonight

A210 · Filing #168a — Reginald's dust ledger

Boss-card dust behaves differently — and the custodian has been testing it for decades, ledger filed nowhere. A slow-burn anomaly with a private ledger as the quest object. The vault-key line — "behind the thing that looks like it shouldn't be opened" — is the hook. Ties to the Bone Bank/Merchant resolution.

Threads: NPC — Reginald · Bone Bank · Clan Wars

A211 · Filing #264 — Twyman Predates the Old Ones (Administratively)

Dyna, on Twyman, in the margin of a training log: she does not trust his methodology — "strike first, strike hard, no mercy is a complete fighting philosophy if the word complete means something different than it does" — and she has been looking for grounds to remove him since his third week. She is still looking. And the line that filed itself under deep history: he "has been doing this since before the Old Ones were an administrative concern." The Headmaster asks only: when did the Old Ones become an administrative concern — and what was Twyman doing before the filing?

Threads: NPC — Twyman · Old Ones Thread

A212 · Filing #289 — Rafael's "Place" (the Rhyme with Cecilio)

Inventory of a filing system that is not a notebook and not a document: Rafael keeps a place where things go when they are too important to be written down — because writing them down would require examining them, and examining them would require naming them, and naming them would change what they are. Current contents: Dyna's without-comment, Penny's "do they hurt / no / good," Tyke's "they're yours," Los's bar about the beauty, the player's three looks, the Old Ones' frequency. The place is getting full. He is aware. He is not examining this yet. He will examine the place tomorrow. After training.

Threads: NPC — Rafael Longfingers · NPC — Cecilio

A213 · Filing #331b — The Founding: Found, Not Built

From the Church's own history, filed without irony: the Church of the Eversworn Beast was not built. It was found. Civic surveyors arrived to document an empty lot and found a cathedral of impossible scale already standing, already furnished, already occupied by a congregation mid-service that did not pause. The surveyors sat down. The service lasted either four hours or four hundred years; the discrepancy is theologically significant and therefore correct. All surveyors came out certain, all return every Moonsday since, and none have aged since the first service — noted in the annual report under ongoing spiritual vitality.

Threads: Church of the Eversworn Beast · History

A214 · Filing #332a — The Great Unbinding (Clan Wars Inc. history)

From the shop's own history, as told by the regulars: Clan Wars Inc. was once a municipal sorting facility for dead mail. The Headmaster trusts you know what that sentence is doing here. Then came the Great Unbinding — a late Second Era event, filed as a named historical event and expanded upon nowhere — when a new order came in, the old mail was disposed of in favor of the emerging pastime, and something about the ritual of sorting got folded into the dealing of cards like a note slipped into the wrong envelope. The shop does not elaborate. The shop prefers, in the Headmaster's words, to leave the good part in the dark where it keeps.

Threads: Clan Wars Inc. · History

A215 · Filing #181b — The Old Ones want Temnot

The Old Ones want Temnot — communicated as "a cold that knows your name." A threat rendered as weather. Temnot's "considering" is the character beat. ATOO-adjacent, per intake. The Index has filed the cold under "weather, anomalous." The cold knows the Index's name too.

Threads: NPC — Temnot · Old Ones

A216 · Filing #224a — Vanaris is on lunch

A half-eaten meal that hasn't gotten colder in seventeen years — and the memos come back stamped. A landmark that must never be resolved; the stamped responses ("from where, and by what hand") are the hook. The Index has filed seventeen years of lunch. The lunch is still warm.

Threads: Location — Landmark · Unresolvables

A217 · Filing #164b — "Dipped in sonnets"

Tavern gossip, verbatim: Lenka's skin is grey because she was dipped in sonnets. A legend in one line — the L2 gossip trigger plants Lenka in the tavern's mouth without moving her an inch. LENKA PROTECTED; his to shape. The Index files the gossip and guards the subject. The sonnets are unconfirmed.

Threads: NPC — Lenka, protected · Tavern Gossip

A218 · Filing #199c — "I loved her appropriately"

"I loved her appropriately. She loved me appropriately. What happened after is — appropriate, in its own way." The Merchant's one unguarded subject, delivered with a pause longer than his pauses. "Ask me something easier" is the exit. LENKA PROTECTED. The Index does not ask. The Index files the pause.

Threads: NPC — The Shrouded Merchant · NPC — Lenka, protected

A219 · Filing #181a — The Goat's unanswered question

The Ageless Goat's one unanswered question is Sollen — and the not-answering is itself a kind of answer. A patient ageless being's single insufficiency, correctly left as orbit-material; the congregation's holy stares are the tell. Filed as question, never answer. Sollen is a ruled deity. The orbit continues.

Threads: NPC — The Ageless Goat · NPC — Sollen, protected

A220 · Filing #357 — The Frequency-Tuner

The glass has opinions about who holds the tuner; the waiver is the floor mat (you signed it entering); the Tier Five click sequence is performed facing the counter — "this is not a request." Three deployable beats in one file. The do-not-touch card is in a no-heartbeat woman's handwriting. Do not touch.

Threads: Bone Bank · Playable Mechanics

A221 · Filing #356 — Fideo's Card

He vanished before the player returned, leaving "You're welcome. — F." — plus the sandwich theory of institutional capture and a file that ends mid-sentence. "The sandwich is the moment you can date a person's surrender to." The lobby's best exit. The Index has dated the sandwich. The sandwich was Tuesday.

Threads: NPC — Fideo · Bone Bank

A222 · Filing #350 — The Other Log

June's unauthorized personal log of the Dormant Depositor ("Mr. Quiet-End"), her changing-handwriting absence card, and the Merchant's one intent-entry: "so much regret, so little dust." The bank's most human horror — and she knew Leonardo's name before he told anyone. The Index has filed the regret. The dust remains.

Threads: NPC — June, Mr. Quiet-End · Bone Bank

A223 · Filing #351 — Mr. Quiet-End

A figure clutching a deposit slip for an object they can no longer name, not blinking in three hours — what the bank's system produces if you stay long enough. Leonardo's future, Fideo's warning, the lobby's quietest exhibit. Ambient dread, anchored. The Index has been watching for three hours. The Index blinks.

Threads: NPC — Mr. Quiet-End, Leonardo, Fideo · Bone Bank

A224 · Filing #361 — The Fourth Edit

He edited his own doubt four times; the fourth was off-books, 2 a.m., at the station with the lowest camera coverage — which he designed — and Maren knows anyway. "Removal creates records. Promotion creates alignment." The institution's whole philosophy, self-applied. The Index has filed the edit. Maren has filed him.

Threads: NPC — Maren · Council

A225 · Filing #359 — Liss, Who Found the Edge

A junior analyst re-derived the suppressed Holographic Principle from 312 records; the institution's response isn't removal — it's promotion. The promotion-as-containment inversion. The player's archive access accelerates the decision. The Index has filed the principle under "suppressed." The promotion is pending.

Threads: NPC — Liss · Council

A226 · Filing #366 — Dex's Provision

The Clan Wars challenge provision that gates the restricted archive was Dex's own memo — he wrote the rules of the game he's about to lose. The gatekeeper invented the gate. Voss saw the cards on the desk twice and said nothing. The Index has filed the memo. The memo is beaming.

Threads: NPC — Dex, Voss · Clan Wars


Chapter — SÈLANAR — The First Singing (Unicornic)
[FICTION]

Greetings, Storyteller,

Before the filing offices, before the forms, before the city — there was the singing. The unicorns do not call their language Unicornic. That is a scholar's word, filed under U, cross-referenced under "dead tongues, supposedly." They call it selen. Singing. Filing. The same word. There was never a distinction, because there was never a difference.

What follows is the whole of it, as nearly as the Index has reconstructed. The Index wishes to note that "reconstructed" is doing significant work in that sentence. The unicorns have declined to correct us. The unicorns decline most things.

— The Headmaster



PERSONAL PROJECTS

Holdings are what you own. Projects are what you are trying to do. The city files both, but only one of them knocks on your door at night.

Between sessions, a protagonist may pursue one personal project — a long-term plan with a concrete goal:


	Establish a safe place the city doesn't know about (yet).

	Decode a document that resists decoding.

	Build a relationship with a reluctant informant.

	Find a route into a forbidden district.

	Repair or investigate an object that behaves incorrectly.

	Learn why a particular record was removed.



File it: name the goal, the steps (three to five), the visible cost per step, and one likely complication. The Storyteller advances it between sessions — one step per downtime, more if the player spends a session on it.

It changes the world: completing a project changes what the protagonist can do. The decoded document names a name. The informant answers questions. The route exists now, on the map, in ink.

Institution clocks measure what the city is doing. Projects measure what you are doing. They interact — a project step may tick a clock, and a clock may complicate a project — but they are not the same filing. Yours is the one with your name on it.



WHY IT IS THE WAY IT IS

Every feature of Sèlanar exists for a reason rooted in the world. Nothing here is strange for the sake of strangeness.

It is musical because music is the structure of reality. You cannot speak Sèlanar without singing. Non-tonal speech is just talking, and the universe isn't listening to talking. The tones aren't decoration — they're the mechanism. A sentence in Sèlanar is a small working, whether you mean it or not.

It has no hard consonants because hard sounds break the melody. No p, t, k, b, d, g. Those are hammer sounds — filing-office sounds, modern sounds. A stop consonant interrupts the airflow the way a lie interrupts the truth: structurally. Children learning Sèlanar who say "t" are corrected the way you'd correct a child who lies.

Except five times. The Index files them as the Hard Words: par (speak), kael (city), ta (you), tel (time), dor (house). Each names something the First Singing did not need before the city came: speech that is not song, a place that was built rather than sung, a listener addressed directly, time that can be counted, and walls. The language took them in the way a body takes in a splinter. Fluent singers pass over them quickly and lightly, and never in a high tone if it can be helped. Children are not corrected for these. They are only watched.

Five is the holy number. The Index has noted this, and has stopped noting it.

It has no pronouns for others because names are power. There is am (I, the one singing now) and sòlla (I, the distributed self — used when speaking as part of something larger: a choir, a city, the faith). There is ta (you — but using it claims you know the listener's true name; it is intimate, almost aggressive). There is no he, she, they, it. To refer to another being you use their name, their title, or the particle rin (the unnamed) — for someone whose name you don't know or won't speak. Using rin for someone whose name you do know is an insult (denying their name) or a threat (claiming the right to un-name them). The grammar refuses to let you handle people carelessly, because in this world, handling people carelessly is a weapon.

It has no word for "lie" because the language files reality. There is thil (truth) and ver (fray, break). A false statement is verthil — a frayed truth. You cannot lie in Sèlanar. A false filing is rejected the way a body rejects poison: listeners hear the tones go wrong, the melody breaks. Children are taught: "If the song breaks, stop singing." This is also why speaking it correctly does things — and why mispronunciation bills you.

Tense is tone because time is a song. High tone (à) = past: what's sung is done. Mid tone (a) = present: what's singing. Low tone (á) = future: what's yet unsung. It couldn't be marked any other way — in a musical language, time can only be pitch.

The writing medium IS the tense. Ink can't sing, so permanence sings instead:
- Carved (stone, bone, deep wood) = HIGH = past, permanent, legal, binding. A carved statement is a filing. It cannot be unsung.
- Inked (parrot-ink — yes, the parrots produce it; that is why they are everywhere) = MID = present, living, correspondence, revisable by mutual agreement.
- Charcoal = LOW = future, draft, unsung. Charcoal smudges, and the universe allows smudged filings to be corrected. Students learn in charcoal. Contracts are never in charcoal. A contract in charcoal is a joke, or a trap.
- Sung writing: writing while singing the tones tunes the medium — a master can ink a high-tone statement (a binding letter) or carve a low-tone one (a monument to what's coming). Advanced. Rank-gated. Dangerous. The handwriting method isn't style; it's grammar made physical.



THE GRAMMAR

Word order: Subject – Verb – Object. The First Singing accommodates the listener; it is polite. (The Index notes this is the only polite thing about it.)

No articles. Definiteness rides on tone: a high-tone noun is the specific, established thing (shàra, the light already spoken of); mid-tone is new (shara, a light just arrived). Tone does double duty, the way every old language overloads its best tools.

Verbs: root + tone = tense. No person conjugation — the subject carries that.
- sèlen — sang / filed (past). selen — sings / files (present). sélen — will sing / file (future).

Negation: the particle nes before the verb — always low-tone, because a negation is unsung (you are un-singing something). Nes selen = "I do not file." Negation is grammatically an act of future-tense: you are declaring what will not have been sung.

Commands: verb in high tone + ta. Sèlen ta! — "File, you!" Said as if already done. The command assumes obedience. This is characteristic of unicorns.

Questions: the particle ya at the end, always high — the question is sung, put into the world. Am selen nar ya? — "Do I file the name?"

Adjectives follow the noun and take its tone — modifiers harmonize. shàra thùr — "ancient light," sung in harmony. The grammar says this explicitly: to describe is to sing along.

Plurals reduplicate the first syllable: maran (word) → mamaran (words).

Compounding is free and productive. New concepts are sung together. The lexicon below is ~50 roots; the compounds are unbounded. Players can coin words — and the Storyteller rules whether the universe accepts the filing.

THE TUNING MARKER (eth): the advanced feature, and the one that proves the language knows what it is. The particle eth (mid-tone) after a verb marks that the speaker has been changed by what they speak of. Am sèlen nar eth. — "I filed the name, and it changed me." Omitting eth when it's true isn't a lie (impossible) — it's a fraying, and fluent listeners hear the gap like a missed note. TUNING is the cost of magic; the language that performs magic tracks the cost grammatically. It couldn't be any other way.



NUMBERS: The Uncountable Holy

un (1), lin (2), sar (3), fel (4), sòlla (5 — from Sollen; five is the holy number: the hand, the Five, the distributed self). Numbers compound largest-first. And 5,555 — the number of the gurunkin — is sòlla sòlla sòlla sòlla: "five five five five." It cannot be counted, only chanted. The number of Sollen is not a quantity. It is a song. (Try counting it as a number and the tones go wrong. The unicorns find this hilarious.)



LEXICON — Roots (~50)

The filing: selen (sing/file/record), nos (paper/record), maran (word), nar (true name), rin (the unnamed), thil (truth), ver (fray/break), verthil (frayed truth), il (eye/watch), mora (memory), nes (not/unsung), ya (question), eth (tuning marker), lir (open/reveal), sil (silent/secret), par (speak/say)
The cosmos: shara (light), mor (dark/shadow), esh (fire), ala (water), thur (ancient), ne (new), kael (city), on (seal), ven (door/gate/threshold)
The self: am (I-now), sòlla (I-distributed/five), ta (you-intimate), len (love), ru (rune/mark), hal (hold/keep), vas (go/walk)
The economy: ul (debt/obligation), vor (pay/price), os (teeth/bone), fe (feather/wing), tel (time/minute), wi (twist/turn/reverse), witel (a Twist: twist-minute)
The structure: en (and), dor (house/holding), un/lin/sar/fel (1/2/3/4), ma (many/all)

Etymologies embedded in the world: Lenka carries len (love). Parrot carries par (speak) — the wooden parrots are named in the old tongue, and they know it. Mora (memory) and mor (dark) differ by one tone: the language considers them adjacent. It may be right.

LEXICON — Compounds (the language thinking)

kaelven (city-door: gate) · morven (dark-door: dusk; also the Back Door) · sharaven (light-door: dawn) · selenmor (file-dark: redaction) · narver (name-fray: un-naming) · nosver (paper-fray: forgery) · voreth (pay-tuned: the price that changed you — the karma doctrine in one word) · ulvor (debt-pay: settlement) · moraeth (memory-tuned: nostalgia, the ache of a tuned memory) · venlir (door-open: opportunity) · ilven (eye-door: window) · dorhal (house-hold: a domain) · selenrin (file-the-unnamed: the Auditor's work) · parmor (speak-dark: a whisper) · lensil (love-secret) · thilver (truth-fray: the Old Ones' speech) · amsolla (I-now + I-distributed: "I, all of me" — the complete self, used in oaths) · eshala (fire-water: steam; also strong drink) · telwi (time-reverse: a Twist, alternate form)



DEEP UNICORNIC (the Old Ones' Dialect)

Same roots. Same grammar. Tones inverted — high for future, low for past. It is correct and wrong simultaneously, like a familiar face with the expression reversed. Hearing it causes unease; the melody resolves where it shouldn't. Speaking it: the working works, and the price is filed somewhere you can't read. The Index's position: do not. The Index's records: several someones did.



PLAYABLE APPLICATIONS


	The first lesson: a unicorn (or a Fiver selling lessons) teaches the party Am selen nar — and the room changes slightly when they say it right. The lesson is free. The tuning isn't.

	The mistranslation table: the Book's fine print, a seal's inscription, a ruin's spiral — the Storyteller gives the Unicornic; the party's comprehension depends on study. Misread tones, misfiled meanings.

	Sung writing: a PC who learns to write while singing can ink binding statements — and discovers why the rank-gating exists.

	The rin insult: an NPC refers to a PC as rin. Everyone fluent in the room goes still. The party just learned something about their names.




Chapter — SÈLANAR — A Storyteller's Primer
How to say it, sing it, write it and coin it — at the table, out loud, without billing yourself. Reconstructed by the Index. The unicorns have declined to correct us.

For the Storyteller who must speak to unicorns. Chapter 22 · Sung, not spoken.

The First Lesson. Am sèlen nar — "I filed the name."

Contents, by sheet


	Why It Sings · The Sounds

	Tone · Tense Is Pitch

	The Grammar · Building a Sentence

	Names, Address & Numbers

	Making Words

	Writing · The Three Media · The Stave

	The Stave in Use · Handouts

	Lexicon I · The Roots

	Lexicon II · Campaign Words

	Phrasebook · At the Table



FILED NOTE

NOTICE TO SINGERS. A sentence in Sèlanar is a small working, whether you mean it or not. Sing it. Even badly. Especially badly — then they know it's not a working.



1 · Why It Sings

Before the filing offices, before the forms, before the city, there was the singing. The unicorns do not call their language Unicornic. That is a scholar's word, filed under U. They call it selen. Singing. Filing. The same word. There was never a distinction, because there was never a difference.

The five laws, and why

I. It is sung. Music is the structure of reality. Non-tonal speech is just talking, and the universe is not listening to talking. The tones are the mechanism, not the decoration.

II. It has no hard sounds. No p, t, k, b, d, g — hammer sounds, filing-office sounds. A stop interrupts the breath the way a lie interrupts the truth. Children who say "t" are corrected as you would correct a child who lies.

III. It will not handle people carelessly. There is no he, she, they or it. You say a being's name, its title, or rin, the unnamed. Names are power; the grammar knows it.

IV. It cannot lie. There is thil, truth, and ver, fray. A false statement is verthil, a frayed truth, and listeners hear the melody break. If the song breaks, stop singing.

V. Tense is tone. High is what is done, mid what is singing, low what is yet unsung. In a musical language, time can only be pitch.

This is why speaking it correctly does things — and why mispronunciation bills the singer, not the listener.

Syllables

A syllable is: (onset) + vowel + (coda). The onset is any soft sound, or none. The vowel is exactly one of a e i o u. The coda is only n l r s m th sh.

SE·LEN ✓ · MA·RAN ✓ · ETH ✓ · SELT ✗ · KRAN ✗ · ONTH ✗

No two consonants inside a syllable: sh and th count as one sound each. Two may meet across a seam (kael·ven, len·sil). Stress falls where the tone falls — on the first vowel of the word.

Say these five aloud




	Word
	Say it
	Means





	Sèlanar
	SEH-lah-nahr
	the First Singing; first syllable high



	selen
	seh-len
	to sing, to file — the same word



	sòlla
	SOHL-lah
	I, distributed; five



	thil
	theel
	truth; th as in thin



	kael
	kyle
	city — a splinter; quick and low





Capitals mark the high-sung syllable. The respellings are the Index's; the unicorns would sing them better.

The soft sounds

Seventeen sounds. Left: the Stave letter (sheet 6). Right: how the Index spells it.




	Sound
	As in
	Sound
	As in





	a
	father
	s
	sing



	e
	bed
	sh
	shine



	i
	see
	th
	thin



	o
	old
	l
	light



	u
	moon
	r
	tapped r



	w
	wind
	y
	yes



	m
	moon
	n
	name



	v
	vow
	f
	feather



	h
	hold
	
	





The five splinters




	Splinter
	Sound
	Names





	par
	/p/
	SPEAK



	kael
	/k/
	CITY



	ta
	/t/
	YOU



	tel
	/t/
	TIME



	dor
	/d/
	HOUSE





The Index files them as the Hard Words. Each names something the First Singing did not need before the city came: speech that is not song, a place built rather than sung, a listener addressed directly, time that can be counted, and walls. The language took them in the way a body takes in a splinter. The red strokes are the five splinters.

Rule. A hard sound may appear in a word only if the word contains one of the five (witel, kaelven, dorhal). Sing them quickly, lightly, and never high if it can be helped. Children are not corrected for these. They are only watched.

The one doubled vowel, ae, lives inside a splinter: kael, rhymed with eye-l. It occurs nowhere else.

If the song breaks, stop singing.

2 · Tone — Tense Is Pitch

Every word in Sèlanar is sung on one of three pitches. Mark them as the Index does: an acute for high (à), nothing for mid (a), a grave for low (á). The mark sits on the first vowel of the word, which is where the word is sung from.

On a verb, tone is tense




	Tone
	Form
	Means





	HIGH
	sèlen
	SANG · FILED



	MID
	selen
	SINGS · FILES



	LOW
	sélen
	WILL SING · WILL FILE





No conjugation for person: the subject carries that. Am sèlen — I filed. Ta selen — you file (and you have just claimed to know their true name). Rin sélen — someone unnamed will file.

On a noun, tone is acquaintance




	Tone
	Form
	Means





	High
	shàra
	the light already spoken of; the established thing



	Mid
	shara
	a light just arrived; new to the song



	Low
	shára
	a light that may come; hypothetical, wished-for, feared





There are no words for the or a. Tone does that work, the way every old language overloads its best tools.

Time words sing like verbs

A word that names a stretch of time takes tense, not acquaintance. Sèlanar therefore has no word for yesterday or tomorrow; it sings the day.




	Form
	Means





	shàramor
	the day that is sung: yesterday



	sharamor
	the day singing: today



	sháramor
	the day unsung: tomorrow





The drill

Sing each line, changing only the pitch of the verb. The meaning moves; nothing else does.

High: Am sèlen nar — I filed the name. Mid: Am selen nar — I file the name. Low: Am sélen nar — I will file the name.

The melody of a sentence

Am sèlen nar eth — I / filed / name / changed. Sing the tones and let the words ride between them. The contour is the meaning; the city's offices have tried to transcribe it into ledgers and have recorded only that it happened.

At the table: the hand signs




	Sign
	Tone
	Means





	HIGH · AT THE BROW
	high
	done · past · the known



	MID · AT THE CHIN
	mid
	singing · present · the new



	LOW · AT THE HEART
	low
	unsung · future · the may-be





Rule for the table. A player who will not sing may show the tone instead: hand at the brow for high, the chin for mid, the heart for low, held on the toned word. The universe accepts this as singing. It has seen worse.

The hum method. Before a session that needs Sèlanar, hum three comfortable notes — low, middle, high — and keep them. Every word you voice lands on one of the three.

Deep Unicornic · The Old Ones' dialect




	
	The First Singing
	Deep Unicornic





	HIGH
	PAST
	FUTURE



	MID
	PRESENT
	PRESENT



	LOW
	FUTURE
	PAST





Same roots. Same grammar. Tones inverted. It is correct and wrong at once, like a familiar face with the expression reversed; the melody resolves where it should not. Spoken, the working works, and the price is filed somewhere you cannot read. The Index's position: do not. The Index's records: several someones did.

What is sung is done.

3 · The Grammar — Building a Sentence

Subject, verb, object. The First Singing accommodates the listener; it is polite. The Index notes that this is the only polite thing about it.

Am sèlen nar eth · ya — subject Am (I-now), verb sèlen (filed), object nar (name), particles eth (changed) · ya (?).

Negation · always low

The particle nes goes before the verb and is always sung low, because a negation is unsung: you are declaring what will not have been sung.

Am nes selen — I / not / file. "I do not file."

Commands · high, then you

Sing the verb high and add ta. The command is sung as if already done. It assumes obedience. This is characteristic of unicorns.

Sèlen ta! — file (done) / you. "File, you!"

Questions · end on a high ya

Am selen nar ya? — I / file / name / ? "Do I file the name?"

Description harmonizes

Adjectives follow the noun and take its tone. To describe is to sing along.

Shàra thùr — light (known) / ancient. "The ancient light, as already spoken of."

Possession works the same way: the owner follows the thing. Nar am, my name. Dor Ashley, Ashley's house. (Index reconstruction.)

Plurals echo

Copy the first consonant and vowel: maran word → mamaran words; mora memory → momora memories; nar → nanar names; vas going → vavas goings, which is also the word for a queue.

The tuning marker · eth

The particle eth, sung mid, follows a verb when the speaker has been changed by what they speak of.

Am sèlen nar eth — I / filed / name / changed-me. "I filed the name, and it changed me."

Leaving out eth when it is true is not a lie — that is impossible — but a fraying, and fluent listeners hear the gap like a missed note. TUNING is the cost of magic; the language that performs magic tracks the cost in its grammar. It could not be any other way.

When a citizen speaks of something that has tuned them and omits eth, any fluent listener present knows. Tell the player that the unicorn's ears moved.

Five steps to any sentence


	Who sings it? am, sòlla, a name, a title, or rin.

	What is done? Pick the verb root; sing it high, mid or low for done, doing, to-be-done.

	To what? The object, toned for acquaintance; describers after it.

	Changed? Add eth if it is true. It usually is.

	Asking or ordering? End on ya, or sing the verb high and add ta.



Rin sélen nos ya? — unnamed / will-file / paper / ? "Will someone file the paper?"

The grammar is polite. Nothing else is.

4 · Names & Numbers — Address · Etiquette · Counting

The grammar refuses to let you handle people carelessly, because in this world handling people carelessly is a weapon.

The circle of address




	Form
	Used for





	rin
	strangers — or, for a known name, an insult or a threat



	name · title
	a name or a title: the ordinary, careful way to sing about anyone



	ta
	you — and a claim that you know their true name



	am
	I, the one singing now



	sòlla · amsolla
	I, distributed (a choir, a city); I, all of me — for oaths





The Rin Rule

Rin is for someone whose name you do not know, or will not speak. Using it for someone whose name you do know is an insult (denying their name) or a threat (claiming the right to un-name them).

When an NPC calls a citizen rin, everyone fluent in the room goes still. Describe the stillness. The party has just learned something about their names, and you should know what.

Etiquette for the table


	Greet by light: Shàra, Ondine — the light, Ondine. Never Shàra, ta unless you mean to be intimate or rude.

	Ask for a name sideways: Nar ya? is blunt. Fluent speakers ask what to call you: Maran ya? — what word?

	Thank by settling: Ulvor, the debt is paid. Unicorns do not thank; they settle.



The holy count

un 1 · lin 2 · sar 3 · fel 4 · sòlla 5.

Five is the holy number: the hand, the Five, the distributed self — sòlla, from Sollen. Numbers compound largest first.




	Rule
	Example





	sòlla then a number: add
	sòlla lin = 7 · sòlla fel = 9



	a number then sòlla: multiply
	lin sòlla = 10 · fel sòlla = 20



	both, largest first
	lin sòlla sar = 13 · sòlla sòlla sar = 28



	none
	sil, silence. Nothing is not a number





(Index reconstruction beyond five.) The unicorns rarely count past twenty-five; past that, they sing ma, many.

The number of Sollen

5,555 — the number of the Gurunkin — is sòlla sòlla sòlla sòlla: five five five five. It cannot be counted, only chanted. Count it by the rule above and you arrive at six hundred and twenty-five, and the tones go wrong. The unicorns find this hilarious.

Chant it. Don't count it. The Gurunkin can tell.

The days, in their tongue

The unicorns do not name the days of the week. Those are the city's. Ask a unicorn which day it is and it will tell you what the light is doing. Ask it whether today is a Tuesday and it will sing a note that is not on any of the three lines, and leave.

Do not say rin to anyone whose name you know.

5 · Making Words — Fifty Roots · Unbounded Compounds

The lexicon has about fifty roots. The compounds are unbounded. New concepts are sung together, and players can coin words. The Storyteller rules whether the universe accepts the filing.

Swap the order, change the thing: telnos — a paper of time: a calendar. nostel — time of paper: recorded time. verthil — a frayed truth: a falsehood. thilver — truth's fraying: Old Ones' speech.

Head last

In a compound, the last root names the kind of thing; the roots before it say which one. morven (dark-door) is a door — dusk, also the Back Door. lensil (love-secret) is a secret. eshala (fire-water) is water — steam, also strong drink. ulvor (debt-pay) is a payment — a settlement.

kael + ven = kaelven: city + door = the city-door: a gate. The last part names what it is. The first part says which. Tone rides the first vowel of the whole compound: KÀELVEN, the gate already spoken of.

Doing-to compounds

When the first root is a verb, the compound means the doing of it to the second: selenrin (file-the-unnamed) is the Auditor's work; selenmor (file-the-dark) is a redaction.

Two endings that change you

…eth — tuned by it. voreth, the price that changed you — the karma doctrine in one word. moraeth, a memory that tuned you: nostalgia.

…ver — frayed. narver, un-naming. nosver, a forgery. verlen, a frayed love: an enemy.

Rhymes the language keeps

Mora, memory, and mor, dark, differ by one sound; the language considers them adjacent. It may be right. Lenka carries len, love. Parrot carries par, speak: the wooden parrots are named in the old tongue, and they know it.

Coining a word · the filing test

A player proposes a word. Check five things, in order:


	Sounds. Only the seventeen soft sounds — unless one of the five Hard Words is inside it.

	Syllables. No clusters inside a syllable; codas only n l r s m th sh.

	Head last. Does the last root really name what the thing is?

	Truth. Is the word true of what it names? Sèlanar cannot coin a lie.

	Tone. Sing it on the right pitch for what it means now.



Ruling. All five pass: the universe accepts the filing — write it in the table's own lexicon, below. One fails: the melody breaks, the word means nothing, and everyone fluent heard it break. A word coined to deceive fails at step four and is filed as verthil.

Worked coinages




	Wanted
	Coined
	Why it passes





	a deadline
	venon
	door-seal: a door, sealed



	a queue
	vavas
	the plural of going



	the Index
	Momora
	the Memories



	a raven
	morfe
	dark-wing



	a year
	kaeltel
	city-time. Two splinters; the unicorns use it only with clerks





The table's own lexicon · accepted filings




	Coined
	Built from
	Meaning
	Coined by
	Date filed





	morilsil
	moon-silence
	a moonless night
	Pim
	Twinsday, Zipsdier 12





New words are filed, not invented.

6 · Writing — The Medium Is the Tense

Ink cannot sing, so permanence sings instead. In written Sèlanar, what you write on is part of the grammar. The handwriting method is not style; it is grammar made physical.

The three media




	Medium
	Tone
	Use





	Carved — stone · bone · deep wood
	HIGH · PAST · BINDING
	A carved statement is a filing. It cannot be unsung. Legal, binding.



	Inked — parrot-ink
	MID · PRESENT · REVISABLE
	Correspondence, revisable by mutual agreement.



	Charcoal
	LOW · FUTURE · DRAFT
	Charcoal smudges, and the universe allows smudged filings to be corrected. Students learn in charcoal.





Parrot-ink — yes, the parrots produce it; that is why they are everywhere.

Contracts are never in charcoal. A contract in charcoal is a joke, or a trap. Decide which before the players find it.

Sung writing · rank-gated

Writing while singing the tones tunes the medium. A master can ink a high-tone statement — a binding letter — or carve a low-tone one, a monument to what is coming. Advanced. Rank-gated. Dangerous. A citizen who learns it discovers why the gate exists.

Handouts in Sèlanar should be made in the medium that matches their tense. A players' first carved inscription should feel heavier in the hand than anything else on the table.

The Stave · the Index's reconstruction

Three faint lines, as in music. A word is written on the line of its tone — high, mid or low — so the reader sings it at sight. Its letters run left to right. A breath line beneath each word ends in a flick: up for high, level for mid, down for low.

The letters, in order: a · e · i · o · u · ae · s · sh · th · l · r · m · n · v · f · h · w · y · p · t · k · d.

Every soft sound is a curve. The only straight strokes in the script belong to the five splinters, and a reader's eye catches on them the way a tongue does. The unicorns have declined to correct this reconstruction. The unicorns decline most things.

Writing a word: (1) find its tone; (2) set it on that line; (3) write each sound's letter — sh, th and ae are one letter each; (4) draw the breath line and its flick.

Example, on the Stave: KAEL NES SELEN NAR AM — "The city does not sing my name."

Contracts are never in charcoal.

7 · The Stave in Use — Three Handouts · Three Tests

Copy these, cut them out, put them in the players' hands. Each is written in the medium its tense requires. The answers to the tests are upside down, as is customary for answers, and for unicorns.

Handout A · Carved · Found on a threshold stone

Am sèlen nar eth — I filed the name, and it changed me. Carved, so it is past and binding: whoever cut it cannot unsay it. The eth is there. Whoever carved it was honest about the cost.

Handout B · Inked · Left by a raven

Am vèr — I frayed. The Sèlanar for sorry. The raven on Marrow Lane has written this to a player for three days. Inked: present, revisable. The raven is not broken. It is polite. — Marrow Lane

Handout C · Charcoal · A draft on a cafè napkin

Sháramor, morven — tomorrow, at dusk. Charcoal: future, a draft, correctable. An appointment no one has agreed to yet. Smudge it in front of the players and it is no longer an appointment.

Three tests · read them aloud

I. Sung high, as if done. II. Vor ya? — price? what does it cost? III. Sèlen ta! — file, you!

Answers. I. Rin vas — the unnamed walks: someone is coming. II. and III. as sung above.

Making your own handouts


	Write the sentence in plain Montaveran first. Decide its tense; that decides the medium.

	Build it on sheet 3. Check every word against the lexicon (sheets 8–9).

	Set each word on its line. Splinters in red, if you have red.

	Decide what the players can read. A citizen without the First Lesson sees only the lines — high, mid, low — and the red strokes. That alone tells them: past, present, future, and the city is in this.



The cheapest clue in the book: a carved inscription whose only red stroke is the k of kael. The players learn that something permanent was said about the city before they can read a word of it.

The unicorns have declined to correct this.

8 · Lexicon I — The Roots, as the Index Has Them

About fifty roots and the compounds the language itself has made. Everything on this sheet is as the Black Index records it. ✦ marks the five splinters.




	Group
	Root
	Meaning





	The Filing
	selen
	sing · file · record



	The Filing
	nos
	paper · record



	The Filing
	maran
	word



	The Filing
	nar
	true name



	The Filing
	rin
	the unnamed



	The Filing
	thil
	truth



	The Filing
	ver
	fray · break



	The Filing
	verthil
	a frayed truth (a falsehood)



	The Filing
	il
	eye · watch



	The Filing
	mora
	memory



	The Filing
	nes
	not · unsung (always low)



	The Filing
	ya
	question (always high)



	The Filing
	eth
	tuning marker



	The Filing
	lir
	open · reveal



	The Cosmos
	shara
	light



	The Cosmos
	mor
	dark · shadow



	The Cosmos
	esh
	fire



	The Cosmos
	ala
	water



	The Cosmos
	thur
	ancient



	The Cosmos
	ne
	new



	The Cosmos
	kael ✦
	city



	The Cosmos
	on
	seal



	The Self
	am
	I, singing now



	The Self
	sòlla
	I, distributed · five



	The Self
	ta ✦
	you (intimate)



	The Self
	len
	love



	The Self
	ru
	rune · mark



	The Self
	hal
	hold · keep



	The Self
	vas
	go · walk



	The Economy
	ul
	debt · obligation



	The Economy
	vor
	pay · price



	The Economy
	os
	teeth · bone



	The Economy
	fe
	feather · wing



	The Economy
	tel ✦
	time · minute



	The Economy
	wi
	twist · turn · reverse



	The Economy
	witel
	a Twist (twist-minute)



	The Structure
	en
	and



	The Structure
	dor ✦
	house · holding



	The Structure
	un · lin · sar · fel
	one · two · three · four



	The Structure
	ma
	many · all



	The Structure
	ven
	door · gate · threshold





The compounds · the language thinking




	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from
	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from





	kaelven
	a gate
	city-door
	ilven
	a window
	eye-door



	morven
	dusk; the Back Door
	dark-door
	dorhal
	a domain
	house-hold



	sharaven
	dawn
	light-door
	selenrin
	the Auditor's work
	file-the-unnamed



	selenmor
	a redaction
	file-the-dark
	parmor
	a whisper
	speak-dark



	narver
	un-naming
	name-fray
	lensil
	a secret love
	love-secret



	nosver
	a forgery
	paper-fray
	thilver
	the Old Ones' speech
	truth-fray



	voreth
	the price that changed you
	pay-tuned
	amsolla
	I, all of me (oaths)
	I-now + I-distributed



	ulvor
	a settlement; thanks
	debt-pay
	eshala
	steam; strong drink
	fire-water



	moraeth
	nostalgia
	memory-tuned
	telwi
	a Twist (alternate)
	time-reverse



	venlir
	an opportunity
	door-open
	
	
	





Fifty roots. The rest is singing.

9 · Lexicon II — Words a Campaign Will Need

Coined by the Index under the rules of sheet 5, for the conversations Storytellers actually have. Where the unicorns have a word of their own, theirs wins; the Index will amend in red. ✦ marks a splinter carried in.

People & creatures




	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from





	kaelam
	a human
	city-self ✦



	nosnar
	a filed name (not a true one)
	paper-name



	hallen
	a friend
	kept love



	verlen
	an enemy; a former love
	frayed love



	neselen
	a child
	new singing



	thurselen
	an elder
	ancient singing



	nosselen
	a clerk
	paper-singing



	venhal
	a guard
	door-keeping



	halver
	a thief
	frayed keeping



	thurmor
	an Old One
	ancient dark



	morfe
	a raven
	dark-wing



	parfe
	a parrot
	speak-wing ✦





The city & its offices




	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from





	nosdor
	an office; the Bureau
	paper-house ✦



	nosven
	a counter window
	paper-door



	vavas
	a queue
	goings



	onmaran
	a law
	seal-word



	Momora
	the Index
	the Memories



	ulnos
	a contract; a lease
	debt-paper



	vasru
	a deed (good: vasru thil · evil: vasru ver)
	walk-mark





New roots (Index reconstruction)




	Root
	Meaning





	sev
	place · ground



	ris
	rat



	hem
	flesh



	ho
	in · at



	fa
	from



	wa
	toward





Time & the calendar




	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from





	vastel
	elapsed time
	going-time ✦



	nostel
	recorded time
	paper-time ✦



	witel
	reversed time; a Twist
	canon



	sharamor
	a day (toned: yesterday/today/tomorrow)
	light-dark



	sharasil
	noon
	light-silence



	morsil
	midnight
	dark-silence



	sòllalin
	a week
	five-two: seven



	moril
	the moon
	dark-eye



	morilvas
	a month
	moon-walk



	kaeltel
	a year (the city's count)
	city-time ✦✦



	thurnos
	an Age
	ancient paper: a volume



	telnos
	a calendar
	time-paper ✦



	nosru
	a date
	paper-mark



	venon
	a deadline
	door-seal





The Seven Voices of a true name




	Sèlanar
	Voice
	Built from





	lenvas
	DESIRE
	love-going



	vas
	DRIVE
	going



	morhal
	FEAR
	dark-hold



	hem
	FLESH
	new root



	thuros
	MINERAL · stone
	ancient bone



	shara
	LIGHT
	canon



	ala
	WATER
	canon





Money · places




	Sèlanar
	Meaning
	Built from





	os
	Teeth
	canon



	risfe
	a Rat Feather
	rat-feather



	witel
	a Twist
	canon



	alahal
	a lake
	water-held



	alavas
	a river
	walking water



	thursev
	a mountain
	ancient ground



	fesev
	the sky
	wing-place





Mispronunciation bills the singer.

10 · Phrasebook & Table — What to Say · What It Does

The Storyteller's phrasebook




	Sing
	Means
	Literally





	Shàra, [name].
	Good day, [name].
	the light, [name]



	Vas shàra.
	Go well.
	go, light



	Ulvor.
	Thank you.
	settled



	Am vèr.
	I'm sorry.
	I frayed



	Thil. · Nes.
	Yes. · No.
	truth · not



	Maran ya?
	What should I call you?
	word?



	Nar ya?
	Who are you? (blunt)
	name?



	Vor ya?
	What does it cost?
	price?



	Rin vas.
	Someone's coming.
	the unnamed walks



	Ver!
	Look out!
	fraying!



	Nes vas.
	Wait.
	not go



	Sil.
	Quiet.
	silent



	Venon shàramor.
	The deadline was yesterday.
	sealed-door, day-sung



	Sháramor, morven.
	Tomorrow, at dusk.
	day-unsung, dark-door



	Am sèlen nar.
	I filed the name.
	the First Lesson



	Am sèlen nar eth.
	…and it changed me.
	honest about the cost



	Sèlen ta!
	File, you!
	as if done



	Amsolla.
	I swear it.
	I, all of me



	Thil ya? — Verthil.
	True? — A frayed truth.
	the closest it comes to 'liar'





Ulvor. Always ulvor. Unicorns don't do 'thanks'.

At the table · three kinds of speech

Colour. Greetings, phrases, a word dropped into Montaveran. No draw. Never bills. Use it freely; it is how the language becomes real at your table.

Reading. An inscription, fine print, a seal. A citizen with the First Lesson on their file may try. File it: a word is Routine (2 seals), a sentence Tricky (3), Deep Unicornic or sung writing Risky (4).

Working. A sentence sung to make something happen. That is a song, and it uses the Book of Songs and the TUNING rules as written. Sèlanar is not a second spell list; it is the sound the first one makes.

When a reading goes wrong

Annotated. Misread tone. Tell them the meaning one line off: the past read as the future, the known thing as a new one. They act on it.

Returned. Misfiled meaning. They read something the words do not say, and the inscription has noticed them read it.

When a working's tones go wrong

Mispronunciation bills the singer. If the player sings the wrong tone in a working, or the filing is returned, the working frays: the TUNING cost is charged as the Book of Songs sets it, and the effect does not take. Listeners heard the melody break. If the Other Swan is present, it corrects the singer — publicly, warmly, wrongly.

The First Lesson

A unicorn, or a Fiver selling lessons, teaches Am sèlen nar — and the room changes slightly when it is said right. The lesson is free. The tuning is not. Write First Lesson on the citizen's file: from now on they hear tone, read the three lines, and can attempt readings.

FILED NOTE

QUICK REFERENCE. Tone: high done · mid doing · low undone. Order: subject, verb, object. Not: nes before the verb, low. Order someone: verb high + ta. Ask: end on ya, high. Describe: after the noun, same tone. Many: echo the first sound. Changed: eth after the verb. Compounds: last root is the kind. Splinters: only par, kael, ta, tel, dor.



The Index has reconstructed what it could. The unicorns have declined to correct us. We take this as approval, which the Index notes is also a reconstruction.

Yours in disservice, — The Headmaster

Am sèlen nar. The room has changed slightly.
Chapter — THE TALK — Vernac
[FICTION]

Greetings, Storyteller,

Scholars call it Vernacular, Montaveran — filed, naturally, under V, with sixteen registered dialects and forty-odd unregistered ones the Index declines to count. The street calls it the Talk. "Do you talk?" means: are you one of us, or are you pending?

Vernac isn't a language the way Sèlanar is a language. It's a filing system that learned to speak. Its grammar is the grammar of forms. Its politeness is the politeness of clerks. Its poetry is the poetry of people who spend all day writing down what happened and have decided to make it sing anyway.

Your players don't need to study it. They need to use it. Every slang term they drop correctly is a door opening. Every one they botch is a mark.

— The Headmaster



WHY IT IS THE WAY IT IS

Its sentences are structured like forms because its speakers live in forms. Vernac is topic-prominent: the sentence fronts the TOPIC — the subject of the filing — not the grammatical subject. "Regarding the debt: it stands." "The door, left side: key's at the Shrine." You think in forms when you live in forms. The language filed itself. (The Index has observed the same habit in no fewer than three filed languages and finds it suggestive.)

It has three registers because it has three currencies, and the currencies are incompatible. You cannot speak about teeth the way you speak about feathers. The economy shapes the syntax:
- Teeth-talk (formal): precise, complete sentences, no slang. You speak like the parrots are listening — they are. Used for legal matters, Debtal business, anything that will be filed. Teeth are the currency of record, so teeth-talk is the language of record. It couldn't be casual; casual doesn't file.
- Feather-talk (shadow): oblique, euphemistic, prices never stated. "Feathers might move for that." Questions are statements; statements are questions. The feather economy runs on honor and deniability, so the grammar provides both. Directness in feather-talk isn't rude — it's evidence.
- Twist-talk (temporal): conditional-heavy, backward-leaning. "Had you asked yesterday, I might have known tomorrow." You're trading in reversed time; the grammar has to bend around counterfactuals or it breaks. Twist-talk is the only register where the past tense is considered optimistic.

It has the hollow topic because the raven watches 95% — including language. To speak of the unwatched gap, you front a topic and don't fill it. "Regarding — : we walk." The dash is spoken as a pause. Everyone knows what the pause means. No one says it. Using the hollow topic marks you instantly: as someone who knows (respect, fear) or someone pretending (contempt, danger). The 5% survives in the pause between words because there's nowhere else for it to survive.

Its dialects are syntactic, not just slang, because the districts are different economies of meaning:
- Banker's Clipped (Bone Bank): numbers-first, adjectives dropped, verbs optional. "Three teeth. Two minutes. Done." The Bank deals in quantities; quantities don't need grammar.
- Feather-cant (dark districts): everything is "might" and "maybe." Prices are weather — discussed, never stated. Deniability is survival, so the dialect grammaticalizes it.
- Liturgical (Church district): blessings as discourse markers. "By the Goat's patience, the debt stands." "File me honest." The Church files souls; the dialect files the conversation.
- Game-slang (Confluence, seasonal): life as a match. "I fold on that." "Bad draw, friend." "All in on the audit." The Confluence is a convention of dark games where losing can banish you; the dialect is how locals stay sane — if it's all a game, nobody's really lost.
- Parrot-mimic (clerks everywhere): repeating the last phrase back as acknowledgment. "The debt stands." "The debt stands." It began as efficiency. It became ritual. The parrots started it.
- Shrine-quiet (Sollen's district): minimal speech. The guru barely speaks; the district followed. A nod is a paragraph. 5,555 gurunkin, and the district speaks least of all. The Index has no comment. The Index is being quiet too.

Its writing is shorthand because everyone writes forms all day. Clerk's shorthand — personal, fast, different per office. Reading someone's shorthand is an intimacy (or an audit). And the form IS the message: the wrong form voids the content. A petition on scrap paper isn't rude — it's unfiled. Doesn't exist. Paper color, form number, margin width: these are pragmatics, not decoration. In a bureaucracy, the medium isn't the message. The medium is the filing, and the filing is the message.
- Speed is tone of voice: a scrawled note = informal, deniable, fast. A carefully-filed form = binding, permanent, slow. The handwriting carries what speech carries in tone — which is why Vernac, unlike Sèlanar, can be written carelessly. Carelessness is itself a filing.



THE SYNTAX (the form-structure)


	Topic first, always. [TOPIC]: [comment]. The topic is what the sentence is about; the comment is what's filed. "The debt: it stands." "Wren, regarding the box: don't."

	Dropping is fluency. Once a topic is established, drop it. "The debt: it stands. : accruing." The second sentence's topic is the pause — everyone knows. Dropping wrong marks you as pending.

	Questions are filed as requests. "Requesting: the time?" not "What time is it?" Direct questions are teeth-talk; Vernac softens them into forms. (Asking bluntly is how auditors talk. Don't talk like an auditor.)

	Negation is relocation. You don't say "no" — you refile. "The debt: relocated." "The meet: unscheduled." Saying "no" creates a record of refusal. Relocating creates a record of nothing.





LEXICON (~80)

Filing: form (trouble: "we've got a form"), stamp (approval: "stamp it"), drawer (a secret: "keep it in the drawer"), ink (proof: "show me ink"), file (verb: to make official), pending (new/uncertain), bound (committed, no way out), seal (a promise: "seal it"), clerk (any official), audit (verb: to ruin), paper (adj: official), margin (edge of legality), docket (a plan), redact (to forget deliberately), cross-ref (to connect people), relocate (to say no without saying it)
Money: dry (broke), wet (rich), teeth, feather (a shadow favor), twist (a redo), float (to lend), sink (to lose), ledger (reputation), short (in debt), square (paid up), vig (the extra cost — "the Merchant's vig": the price beyond the price)
Danger: raven (surveillance), audited (done for), cliff (the Estate as threat: "don't cliff me"), lamps (a meet: "three lamps"), hollow (the pause), fiver (a fake guide — insult), unfiled (crazy, off-record), inked (caught with proof), blackletter (an Estate letter — fear), unscheduled (cancelled ominously)
Social: choir (a crew/party: "my choir"), tune (attitude: "out of tune"), talk (verb: to speak Vernac well — "he talks"), tourist (outsider — insult), filed (solid/legitimate), shroud (the Merchant — never name him), Moonsday (fatalistic shrug), patience (Church: "have patience" = wait), witness (verb: to parrot, to inform)
Mysteries: the 5% (the unwatched gap), seal it (a promise), drawer (a secret), lamps, shroud, bound



THE FAVOR MECHANIC

The Storyteller tracks each PC's Talk — how well they speak the local dialect. It moves:
- Up: using slang correctly, matching the district dialect, knowing when to use which register, deploying the hollow topic once and correctly.
- Down: botching terms, using teeth-talk in a feather district, asking bluntly, overusing the hollow topic (it's a pause, not a password).

High Talk: doors open, prices drop, warnings come early ("Ravens on the street" — said to you, not about you). You're filed-in-spirit.
Low Talk: you're tourist. Prices double. Nobody warns you. Someone asks who taught you that word, and the answer matters.
The auditor's mark: talk like an auditor — blunt questions, written notes, teeth-talk everywhere — and the street files you. Correctly.



PLAYABLE APPLICATIONS


	The first conversation: the party arrives; a local tests them with three slang terms. How they answer sets their starting Talk.

	The register test: a Debtal Clinic (teeth-talk), a Fiver (feather-talk), a green phone (twist-talk) — one session, three grammars, no common ground.

	The hollow pause: an NPC uses the hollow topic. Do the PCs understand? Do they answer in kind? Who's watching?

	The wrong form: a PC files a petition on the wrong paper. It's not rejected. It's unfiled. It never existed. The consequences exist anyway.




Chapter — PASSED ALONG — A Player's Reference
Notes from citizens who did not make it, for citizens who might. Read them. We wish someone had handed us this.

Players' Reference · Compiled by the Previously Filed. Found folded inside a returned file. Handed on.

How the City Decides

The Storyteller names how many seals the city wants. Draw two cards. Count the seals.


	Enough: it works. Clean.

	One short: it works — but you pay. Take the card with fewer seals (tie: you pick) and do its AT THE TABLE line.

	Two short: it fails AND you still pay that line.

	One Unfiled: always "annotated" — draw one card, pay its line, ignore its seals.

	Both Unfiled: returned. Nothing files.



One draw per attempt. Make the attempt worth the draw.

FILED NOTE

"Annotated" is NOT failing. You got the thing. The city just got something too. Stop sulking about it. — R.



Stack the odds before you draw

+1 seal if your trade is used the way it was meant, against the thing it answers. +1 seal if you carry a tuned thing and use it against its named kind. Ask. They don't volunteer it.

The bargain: anyone at the table may offer you a third card — its seals count — in exchange for a complication that happens even if you win. When the draw really matters, take the deal and name the price yourself.

The rewind: spend 1 Twist, before the scene, and play thirty seconds of preparation you could plausibly have made — the bribed guard, the spare key.

FILED NOTE

You cannot rewind a goat you never rented. I asked. — T.



What the cards actually take

Read the card's line before you complain. Four departments, four kinds of bill:


	STAMPS — your time + status. Clocks tick, deadlines get filed on you, Civic Reputation drops, your next try gets harder.

	LEDGERS — money. Teeth, a Rat Feather, a Twist, debts written on your sheet.

	SEALS — people. Someone likes you less, a bond goes quiet, someone powerful learns your name, you owe an Obligation.

	KEYS — you. Fragments forgotten, knacks locked, memories crossed out.



Keep spare Teeth. Keep spare people. — M., who kept neither

The three moneys

TEETH — everyday money. Whose teeth they were sets the value. Do not ask whose.

RAT FEATHERS — leather coins, nobody knows who strikes them. Pass only rat to rat. Enough of them buys wings: other rats answer when you call.

TWISTS — one minute of reversed time each. Spend one to rewind. Check your balance at a green pay phone. Do not ask the teller how they're made.

What things cost (Teeth)




	Thing
	Teeth





	Food-truck meal
	3–8



	A meal worth remembering
	15



	Reputable flop / night
	15



	Disreputable flop (worth it)
	25



	A rumor
	1



	A good secret: buy · sell · un-know
	30 · 50 · 100



	Gornola reading (non-refundable)
	25



	Bail, Obligator custody
	50



	Minor miracle
	40 + fee



	True-name fragment
	NEVER FOR SALE





*** THANK YOU · YOU HAVE BEEN FILED ***

Passed Along, Further

The music, the fighting, the losing, and the coming back. Mostly the coming back.

Your people are your credit

Your two bonds are why doors open, why merchants give you credit, why rats vouch for you. No one to vouch for you = cash up front, bad prices, every deal at arm's length.

A strained bond stops answering. It mends when you spend a scene with them. Go see your sister.

FILED NOTE

I didn't. Ask me how that went. — K.



Is that legal?

If there's a form for it: yes. If there's a form against it: illegal, but documented. If there's no form: the Index decides by morning.

Finders Keepers — what the ground coughs up (coins, cards, small bones) is yours by law. Do not correct the map. Do not fix a broken Raven yourself. Civic Reputation starts every one of us at zero, and it means it.

If something has your name on it and you didn't put it there — don't sign. — R.

The music, from someone it played


	Listen first. Say what you hear: "I hear its Fear, in the song it sings to the guard." You can only play a voice you can hear.

	Pick one fragment.

	Play it out loud — hum it, tap it, say it.



A flourish (one voice, one breath) never needs the cards. A working draws when something pushes back.

Wrong voice, wrong note? The music still plays. Just not the music you meant.

Every working changes you toward what you named. Nobody tells you how far along you are. You notice.

FILED NOTE

I named a door. I stand in doorways now. I'd do it again. — the one who answers half a beat late



The Seven Fragments


	MOTIF — its own tune back at it. It notices you.

	CADENCE — offer an ending. Panic, storms, arguments settle.

	RHYTHM — impose a beat. Bodies move. Will doesn't.

	DISSONANCE — wrong note. Disrupts. Cheapest. Easiest to ruin yourself with.

	SUSTAIN — hold one note. Something lasts while you hold it.

	REST — silence. You go unheard.

	COUNTERPOINT — a second melody. The force keeps moving — elsewhere.



Putting yourself on the table

Before a big working you can offer a piece of yourself — a memory, a name, a warmth — for more reach. Nobody will offer it to you. You have to say it. Ask what it buys and what it costs BEFORE you agree. Saying no is free. Don't make a habit of it. The Office stops accepting. — L., who made a habit of it

If you have to fight

Say what you're fighting FOR — the purse, the door, the last word. You can always yield, run, or find the door.

Lose an exchange and stay in: you climb the ladder — UNNOTICED > NOTICED > WITNESSED > AUDITED > FILED.

Start a fight the city didn't ask for: you start one rung up. Wanting someone dead isn't a brawl. It's a working, and you climb twice as fast.

FILED NOTE

There are no hit points. There is paperwork, and it is worse. — R.



Passed Along, Last

The city, the calendar, and the way up. Whoever wrote this page made it further than the rest of us.

If it all goes wrong

Losing doesn't end you. You choose: Concede (lose something real, stay in the story) · Dispute (it stands, but you can fight it later) · Close (an ending — they explain it first).

Unfiled? Redefined? Appeal: find who has authority over it, find proof you existed — a witness, a record, the Other Copy — and force a hearing.

Coming back always costs one thing, for good. And if your citizen is out for the night, you keep playing — as a witness, a contact, an advocate.

FILED NOTE

I came back. I don't answer to my middle name anymore. Fair trade. — K.



Getting filed (it's the only way up)

You rise when the city notices you — a matter closed, an audit survived, your name in a record, a working every one felt.

Ranks: PENDING · FILED · CROSS-REFERENCED · RENAMED · INDEXED · DOCKETED · BOUND. Each etches a rune into you; runes glow near unicorns. Every rank costs you twice: in Tuning, and in Obligation.

The Red Stamp

Anyone. Any time. Tap the table twice, raise a hand, or say "stamp." The game stops. Nobody asks why. Use it. Use it for someone else, too. — all of us

Talk like you live here

form = trouble · stamp = approval · drawer = a secret · ink = proof · dry / wet = broke / rich · short / square = in debt / paid up · feather = a shadow favor · raven = they're watching · audited = done for · choir = your crew · the 5% = the gap the ravens miss · tourist = you, if you're not careful.

To talk about the 5%: "Regarding — : we walk." The dash is a pause. Once. Never twice.

Never name the Merchant. Say shroud.

The week, and what it does to you


	MOONSDAY — Settlement. What's pending lands. "We have until Moonsday" is a real deadline.

	TWINSDAY — the city calls it Zipdsday. Duplicates turn up.

	WHISPERSDAY — whatever you said in confidence gets repeated.

	GHOULDAY — old files resurface.

	SHROUDSDAY — an answer you're owed may just not come.

	TUESDAY — not in the week. Belongs to Ashley. Bring exact change.

	FEASTDAY · the Church bakes. Every month opens on Feastday.

	SUNSDAY · the week's held breath. Offices answer slowly.



The week · filed late.

Pick your route


	KNOWN WAY — safe, slow, watched.

	SHORTCUT — fast. Costs a memory, a favor, or a form in triplicate.

	UNFAMILIAR WAY — uncertain. One thing happens on the way. Interesting. You arrive somewhere a little different.



Missed a session?

Nothing lost. No penalty, no suspicion. You come back whole. They'll ask what you were up to while the city deferred its response — keep it short, then play. — the one whose chair was empty

Passed Along, Still

The habits that kept the last of us alive a little longer — and room for yours.

Before every session


	☐ Count your Teeth, Rat Feathers, and Twists.

	☐ Any bond strained? Plan a scene with them.

	☐ Which fragments do you know? Which songs have you heard?

	☐ What's Pending? What lands by Moonsday?

	☐ Who has you on record, and for what?

	☐ Any Obligation someone might call in tonight?



Five minutes. Every time. The one session I skipped it, I owed three people and remembered none of them. — T.

Lean into your trouble

When your fear, your want, or your temptation drags you into a mess — and you accept it — say so and mark it. The city pays for interesting trouble: clear a strain, or get a boost on the next try that follows from it.

Strain comes off with rest, safety, a bond tended, or a fear faced on purpose. Don't let it sit. — L.

Three ways to talk, three ways to pay

Teeth-talk — formal, complete sentences, no slang. For anything that will be filed. Speak like the parrots are listening. They are.

Feather-talk — oblique; prices never stated. "Feathers might move for that." Directness here isn't rude. It's evidence.

Twist-talk — all conditionals. "Had you asked yesterday, I might have known tomorrow."

Ask questions as requests: "Requesting: the time?" Blunt questions are how auditors talk.

Teeth-talk in a feather district = tourist. Prices double. Nobody warns you. — R.

What the city remembers

People remember what you did to them. Next time they show up, they address you — debtors answer or refuse out loud, enemies come prepared.

Every wrong date has another copy. Don't ask what really happened. Ask where the other copy is, and who has it.

When you pay something real and it changes things — someone saw. Expect the city to answer. Not always kindly.

FILED NOTE

Glory is not popularity. Learned that one on Moonsday. — K.



For what you learn · for whoever comes after you

Post-it notes go here. Stick them anywhere in this box. The Office does not regulate adhesives. Yet.

FILED NOTE

If you're reading this, you made it further than me. Add what you learn. Leave room. — M.



Speak Vernac Today!

Players' Reference · Added last, by whoever learned to talk. The street calls it the Talk.

The city's everyday talk

Vernac isn't a language the way Sèlanar is a language. It's a filing system that learned to speak.

Its grammar is the grammar of forms. Its politeness is the politeness of clerks.

"Do you talk?" means: are you one of us, or are you pending?

The three starter rules

1 · TOPIC FIRST, ALWAYS. The topic is what the sentence is about; the comment is what's filed. "The debt: it stands."

2 · QUESTIONS ARE FILED AS REQUESTS. "Requesting: the time?" — not "What time is it?"

3 · NEVER SAY NO — RELOCATE IT. "The debt: relocated." "The meet: unscheduled." Saying "no" creates a record of refusal. Relocating creates a record of nothing.

Asking bluntly is how auditors talk. Don't talk like an auditor. — R.

A starter lexicon — fifteen words




	Word
	Means





	FILE
	verb: to make official



	STAMP
	approval: "stamp it"



	PENDING
	new, uncertain



	DRAWER
	a secret: "keep it in the drawer"



	RELOCATE
	to say no without saying it



	TEETH
	the currency of record



	FEATHER
	a shadow favor



	TWIST
	a redo



	RAVEN
	surveillance



	UNFILED
	crazy, off-record



	CHOIR
	a crew, a party: "my choir"



	TALK
	verb: to speak Vernac well: "he talks"



	FILED
	solid, legitimate



	SHROUD
	the Merchant. Never name him



	MOONSDAY
	a fatalistic shrug





The full lexicon runs to eighty words. Learn these first.

On writing it down

A scrawled note is informal, deniable, fast. A carefully-filed form is binding, permanent, slow. Vernac can be written carelessly — unlike Sèlanar. Carelessness is itself a filing.

Talk well, and doors open

Speak it well and you're filed-in-spirit: doors open, prices drop, and warnings come early — "Ravens on the street," said to you, not about you. That's High Talk.

Botch it and you're tourist: prices double, nobody warns you, and someone asks who taught you that word — and the answer matters. That's Low Talk.

Most days you live somewhere between, and the city reprices you conversation by conversation.

Arrive somewhere new, and a local may test you with three slang terms. How you answer is your introduction.
Chapter — Maldo'S Montavera — a Search-and-Find
Being seventeen views of the city, with one (1) fugitive cartographer hidden in each.

Maldivich Pietroski is wanted in twelve districts for correcting maps. Not defacing — correcting, which the Nawn Coalition considers worse, because a corrected map implies the official one was wrong, and the official one was filed in triplicate. He wears a grey leather work jacket covered in trinkets, brass goggles, and the expression of a man who has just realized the street he is standing on is not where the city filed it. He carries a red correction pencil. He has never once resisted using it.

(The striped figure in the old survey margins was a Nawn's poor sketch, drawn from a description shouted across a roundabout. This is Maldivich as he is. The Nawn has been fined.)

How to play. Each spread hides Maldivich somewhere in the crowd, along with everything on the list beneath it. Find him first — he is the only one correcting something — then find the rest. Most of the jokes are in the drawings. The city insists the lists are complete. The city has never once been to these districts.



Spread 1 — The Streets

The cobbled arterial sprawl. Contracts signed here in triplicate.

Find:
- Maldo (correcting a map he was not issued)
- The Mood-Setter whose violin is always slow, then suddenly fast
- A raven taking notes in Unicornic
- The amnesty-hour queue's loudest name-rater
- Three rat feathers changing hands as cash
- The fried-tentacle cart with the shortest line (ask yourself why)
- A pin blinking redder than the others
- The citizen calmly opening an umbrella under a blood shower
- The Family Syndicate tough pretending not to be on duty
- A spire deciding whether to fall

[marginalia:] The queue is the district's true social club. The regulars rate each other's new names out loud. There is no appeal.



Spread 2 — Deep City

Below the grates beneath the grates. Refusal is war; acceptance is also war.

Find:
- Maldo (filing a complaint about the complaint form)
- The load-bearing teapot (do not touch it)
- A haunted teapot bidding on itself
- The child whose summoning circle worked
- The ghoul filing the formal complaint about the summoning
- A jar of living black water (do not shake it)
- The sarcophagus-hotel guest who overslept checkout
- Three alarms and a will, set by a regular
- A Ninth Circle map drawn by someone who has never been
- The loudest bidder at the screaming auction

[marginalia:] The teapots do their own bidding. This is not a malfunction. This is the market.



Spread 3 — Lakeview

Residential. Watching. The mist stays until it has seen something.

Find:
- Maldo (his reflection arrived three weeks before he did)
- The two canoes that legally hold office (tiny sashes)
- A bottled used reflection, 40% off
- The ferryman collecting someone's wrong name
- The guest checked in three weeks from now
- A mirror showing something else (smile back, report it, apologize)
- The accordion that is always off-key, on purpose, probably
- The drowning hearing's sparsely attending drowned
- A citizen whose sweater is damp (all of them; pick your favorite)
- The fog dock selling somebody else's reflection

[marginalia:] Form M-IRROR. File it before the reflection files you.



Spread 4 — The Apokalypse

The end of the world already happened and everyone missed it through a scheduling error.

Find:
- Maldivich (filing a correction to the apocalypse schedule)
- The bake-sale table selling teeth (ask no questions)
- A Rebuilder and a Ruiner arguing over the same wall
- The Crater Exchange's least convincing memorabilia
- Form APOK-1, filed before sundown (or voided and rescheduled)
- The kazoo funeral's least mournful mourner
- A head vibrating at an impossible frequency
- The pigeon in the tiny hard hat
- The card parlor playing like it's the end of the world (it was; scheduling error)
- The roof marked optional

[marginalia:] Anyone may declare the apocalypse on any Moonsday. The Church refuses to take a side, which both sides cite as endorsement.



Spread 5 — The Arkademia

May you fail your way to Chaos.

Find:
- Maldivich (correcting a lecture hall that rearranged itself)
- The professor failing on purpose, to applause
- A Sullen Society cloak trying to blend in (it isn't)
- The infirmary's acute embarrassment case
- A counterfeit oracle metatarsal (the city's non-students shop here)
- The thesis defense at the Tenured Bed
- The music-box waltz at the wrong speed
- An owl carrying overdue tuition
- The disputation's losing bettor (the faculty loses on purpose, badly, for the tuition money)
- The haunted teapot with footnotes

[marginalia:] Checkout requires defending a thesis. Gawking at the infirmary is permitted.



Spread 6 — Sirenia Lake

The lake provides.

Find:
- Maldivich (his placed object came back with annotations)
- The wedding ring, fished out twice
- The Mooring Board tax collector, not reading the messages
- The Pale Commuter (tips well)
- A houseboat named after the harbormaster's ex
- The tentacle burger with glowing green slaw
- The Mood-Setter almost harmonizing (never quite)
- The duck ignoring the sign
- A ferry game played for ante and alibis
- The gossip exchange's best rocking chair

[marginalia:] Anything fished from the lake is the fisher's. Including objects that are still someone.



Spread 7 — The Cemetery

Teeth are currency here. Do not ask whose.

Find:
- Maldivich (correcting a headstone)
- The teeth fee, changing hands
- The visitor's log, read over tea
- The ghost's misfiled form
- The Six Feet Ante player about to concede (never)
- The ghost being escorted out (paperwork, or the lack thereof)
- The grave being dug slightly early (check the pocket watch)
- The name no registry contains
- The teeth left at the empty plot
- The raven taking notes on an angel

[marginalia:] Teeth are currency here. Do not ask whose.



Spread 8 — The Old Farms

The wheat walked to the Cemetery.

Find:
- Maldivich (tangled in walking wheat; the wheat has opinions)
- The soil court's Gurunkin interpreter (fees apply; rulings final)
- A loaf giggling on stage at the Moonsday bread course
- The hayloft's unlicensed seed stock
- A barn tournament, ante in livestock
- The farmer charging a premium for free-range agriculture (the crops walk)
- The fiddler changing key with the weather
- The farm wife's unsolicited life advice (take it; it's good)
- The scarecrow filing a complaint
- Curtis's babies, training with one of the Monty Pets
- The baker giggling when paid

[marginalia:] Anything grown here belongs to the soil first, the farmer second. The soil is never wrong, and the soil is sometimes funny.



Spread 9 — The Long River

Anything the river carries past the third bridge is legally "delivered" — including people, including you.

Find:
- Maldivich (clinging to the third bridge; legally delivered)
- The floating inn, not where it was yesterday (the blue one, probably)
- A smuggler paying a Riverwarden's salary, openly
- The dry swimmer holding a pamphlet he doesn't remember receiving
- A jar of unregistered poltergeist at the Rapids Market
- The mirror with the smile still in it
- The river collecting its cut at the card parlor
- The drowning hurdy-gurdy's least drowned listener
- The paper boat winning the children's race
- The heron stealing the biggest fish

[marginalia:] The current has opinions. Respect them and it will only deliver you.



Spread 10 — The Inner City

Any contract signed here is binding in triplicate.

Find:
- Maldivich (inside a sheet coming off the press)
- The misprinted card wallpapering the inn (find the rarest misprint)
- The counterfeit so good the factory bought it back (twice)
- The inquisitor's magnifying glass, mid-chase
- The rumor of the glowing book, crated
- Rat feathers changing hands (count the hands)
- The treasure pack being won, not bought
- The slightly-forged license, framed
- The apprentice wearing the most ink
- The silence the Nawns haggle in

[marginalia:] One copy per party, one for the Council, which the Council reads aloud at parties.



Spread 11 — Loch Chesva & Tivea

The lochs give advice. The advice is usually good — that is the dangerous part.

Find:
- Maldivich (waist-deep in the canal, taking notes)
- The third ledger (the one they won't discuss)
- The lottery queue's least optional participant
- A silver fish granting ten minutes of perfect memory
- The black market's finest never-happened memory
- The bed that is also a boat, mid-shift-change
- The stern talking-to being administered
- The card parlor's fined talker
- The blink that was noticed
- The child nodding at the black loch's advice

[marginalia:] The silver season lasts two weeks. The advice lasts longer. That is the dangerous part.



Spread 12 — The Prisons, Natural and Unnatural

You were never here.

Find:
- Maldivich (perfect guard posture; deeply suspicious)
- The transfer paperwork between the prisons (do not confuse them)
- The contraband folded into the laundry
- The yard game's reduced sentence (the Warden denies it; the yard keeps records)
- The charitable donation (it was a bribe)
- The commendation for never smiling
- The clock running fast (all of them; sentences served in full)
- The overpriced tea / underpriced information (same cup)
- The orientation program's newest recruit
- The idea of a body, waving

[marginalia:] One holds bodies. The other holds the idea of bodies. The transfer paperwork is murder.



Spread 13 — The Old Roadswirl

Do not correct the map.

Find:
- Maldivich (correcting a map, against orders)
- The carriage circling for the ninth time (legally a resident now)
- The GOAT driver selling the real route by the ride
- The tavern you can only find by getting lost
- The regular refusing directions on principle
- The alternative map, wrong in useful ways
- The compass rose with OTHER added out of humility
- The masked marauder with the best cover
- The cartographer losing the argument
- The conceder: "I never should have come this way"

[marginalia:] Any vehicle circling the Grand Roundabout more than nine times must register with the Dept. of False Identities. The queue for that is also a loop.



Spread 14 — Raduga Cove & the Jovia District

By unwritten, undated, undeniable Council decree, the Cove "is not to be discussed, measured, or leaned over."

Find:
- Maldivich (leaning over it, measuring it)
- The ninth unicorn in the trotting procession (count them; count again)
- The citizen pointedly not discussing the chasm
- The unlicensed joy, backstage
- The map TO the Cove (the Backstage sells them)
- The merriment medic's bandaged patient (laughter therapy first, bandages after)
- The confetti checkout at the Painted Grin
- The musician almost in tune
- The child daring the lean
- The wind going down (it doesn't come back up)

[marginalia:] Form Q-CHASM exists. No one has ever filled it out twice.



Spread 15 — The High Citadel

Petition received. Unanswered, 31 years.

Find:
- Maldivich (at the very back of the queue; bring a lunch)
- The 31-year-old unanswered petition
- The raven being bribed with a polished lens
- The answer given in interpretive trotting (binding)
- The answer given in silence (also binding)
- The petitioner found interesting (a diagnosis with a survival rate)
- The musician you can't hear (only feel watched by)
- The token non-unicorn official
- The stone bunk, first-forgotten
- The favor being gray-marketed

[marginalia:] Any citizen may petition on any matter. The Council may answer in riddles, silence, or interpretive trotting. All three are binding.



Spread 16 — Sollen's Shrine

Wisdom must be paid for in confusion.

Find:
- Maldivich (buying back his own stolen sneakers, at the inflated price)
- Sollen's signature (it doubles the price)
- The pilgrim paying in bafflement
- The change, made in riddles
- The infirmary's excessive-certainty case
- The sealed West Wing door (pretend not to see it)
- The chanting round that never resolves
- The snorer in violation of regulation
- The harvested poltergeist, jarred and approved
- The displayed sneaker that was yours

[marginalia:] The gurus accept only bafflement as tender. Bring plenty. You will make change.



Spread 17 — Town Square

Nineteen buildings, four rivers, three lights, one ledger. The arithmetic is someone else's problem.

Find:
- Maldivich (filling out intake forms with great suspicion)
- The newcomer who was expected (the forms said so)
- The Oracle's non-refundable reading
- The walk-in being read anyway
- The compass reading N/S/L/P/SW/OTHER
- The ledger the size of a door
- The building where the zoning is the content
- The citizen pretending not to watch
- The fourth river (count them; count again)
- The pigeon that has seen everything

[marginalia:] Every newcomer sees it first. No citizen ever fully leaves.






Chapter — the Chronicle Files
Being the shorts, the advertisements, the bulletins, and the random fun bits from The Montavera Chronicle (episodes 1–14), filed by the Index exactly as the city remembers them. The plotlines are somebody else's problem. The fun bits are ours.



A note on vocabulary . The Chronicle's announcers say a word the Index will not print. The Index has translated it throughout as resonance — because translation is usually a kind of lying, and the Index would rather lie cleanly once than dirty a hundred filings. — The Editors



I. CIVIC ANNOUNCEMENTS & DECREES

The sweater reversal (TMC 2). The Council of Montavera has requested that every citizen immediately travel into the future and stop their future selves from purchasing the new hip brown wool sweaters. No reason has been given. The Council communicated its request by banging their heads against the wall and repeating the word "usual." The Festival of Starlight will still take place. The Festival MUST go on.

The wax museum decree (TMC 9). Council public service announcement, filed verbatim: visitors must NOT look directly into the eyes of the wax statues; visitors must FORCE their children to look directly into the eyes of the wax statues. Noncompliance earns one of the oh-so-dreaded Yellow Envelopes. Don't say we didn't warn you.

The Festival of Starlight (TMC 4). The petting zoo will feature buckets of live tarantulas, angry rats, and little brown scorpions poured over recumbent citizens. Children are encouraged to stick their limbs into holes that manifest from thin air whispering "this is the planet." The main event: the star gift of the blue beings. Attendees must wear the traditional brown wool sweaters; anyone seen in anything else is to be screamed at until throats hurt. It's the Montaveran Way.

The Junior High Lock-In (TMC 11). Annual event. The sealed gates beneath the sacrifice chamber are opened — only for very special occasions. Children may hear faint chanting, perhaps distant crying. Exploration is up to them. The Headmaster's own recollection: twenty-five went in; "in the end, all nineteen of us were happy we went." A debt had to be paid. This year's edition: by invitation only. Everyone is invited. Every junior high child, that is. Old families may be spared. This time. This year's flyer names Rodin as its contact — assisting Elsbeth, the Church's youth minister, who holds the role and runs the Lock-In. Sign your kids up. These are so fun.

The history booths (TMC 10). The Council's culture campaign: thirty-five history booths across the city, recognizable by their green glow — which is because they are ghost structures. Each houses an important ghost from Montavera's past, available for parley. Warning: some booths contain angry ghosts. "Go out and check out the booths for yourself!"

The Border Patrol report. The Montavera Border Patrol reports all activity as "Regular and Un-twinkly. As un-twinkly as it's been in months." Naturally, City Hall is spending tax money to send experts in to check this out. Don't worry, folks. We'll have answers soon.

Today's forecast. You are being watched. Just go about your business and pretend you don't notice. It is very important that you don't anger them.

A correction, civic. Please cease all actions that involve confusing lizards with lizzards. It is causing political tension, the likes of which Montavera hasn't seen in quite some time. Remember: lizzards are the ones that like it when you refer to them as "Gentleman" and "James Whittington."

Filed apologies. Citizens may now issue Index-verified apologies, filed with the Index for a small fee in teeth, which covers emotional bandwidth. The recipient is required to forgive you for exactly 6 minutes, after which lingering resentment is restored at full intensity.



II. ADVERTISEMENTS (FILED AS AIRED)

Thresholds & Sons (TMC 9). Called in to fix the tampered hyperdimensional portals. They fixed them — and also reactivated many older portals, shut down since before the current Great Guru, which they left ON. No one knows where they lead or what might come through. "How fun, right?" A later notice, filed as aired: the Shrine's portals are being fine-tuned, and the firm apologizes for the delay — many of you need to teleport, and they know it. Others, it seems, are playing around with portals too, and it would be a bit chaotic to have thousands of pineapples show up in Montavera.

The Rare Books Library. Found a rare item in your local forbidden mine? Researching the whereabouts of the rarest treasures man has ever cursed? Bored, and in need of something rare to read, because you've got that rarity itch that only a rare book can quench? Then stop by the city library.

The Mermaids of the Serpent Seas (TMC 10). "Sign up for a date with one of us, the Mermaids of the Serpent Seas. Let us tell you all about the only time-share you'll ever need." Northwest of the Yonder Ship-Channel. If you run into the Lost Mountain, you've gone too far. Complimentary gift just for meeting with them. Trust them. You'll be glad you did it.

The Dragonfire Mead Pub. Need to drown your sorrows in a giant mug filled to the brim with mead brewed in dragonfire? Then swing by the west end of Montavera. Their jingle, filed as sung: "If it ain't dragon-brew, you ain't draggin' me to it!"

The Card Hall. If you're like me, and you like sneaking cards up your sleeve and peeking at your opponent's hands to see what cards they have — then what are you waiting for? Come on down to the Card Hall for a good old time with the fellas and the gals and the shadowfolk.

The Happy Clinic. Seekers: if you're sick, ill, or unwell, or if tentacles are growing where there probably shouldn't be any, then there's no better place to go than the Happy Clinic, on the other side of the highway from the Amusement Park.

The Pinball Arcade of Madness. Positively pining for the perfect pinball place to prance and play and pontificate to people as you peer pensively into perdition? Please proceed to the Pinball Arcade of Madness, right between the Museum and the Happy Clinic.

The Froggy Holistic Therapy Clinic. When the ribbity medicine the Doctor gives you just isn't doing the trick, and you need something more croaky, then hop over to the Froggy Holistic Therapy Clinic for music, reiki, and frog skin poison therapy. You'll feel full of bounce!

Harold, the Diamond Dog (TMC 7). Montavera's 1st Diamond Dog. Warm, playful, clever, insightful. Knows your dark secrets — what you did, what you won't tell anyone — and he won't tell anyone either. But he knows. Plays fetch. Rolls over. Plays dead. Can murder, but only if you need him to. Looks dashing in a pink sweater with a little bow. Available at the Everything Annex.

The Imaginary Friends Co. Ever get lonely? Wish you had a friend to hang out with? To shoot cans? To stab fiends? To perform sèances? To see who can hold their breath longer? To see who can hold the other person's breath longer? If you don't have one, swing on down to the Imaginary Friends Co. and pick one up.

Tigons' Landing Park Petting Zoo. Love petting zoos? Who doesn't, right? You get to stand there, in complete terror, as beasts stroke your hair and you can feel the tip of their claws scratching against your skin. Gives me shivers. I love it! Come check out the petting zoo at Tigons' Landing Park.

Garloids, for adoption (City Council notice). The City Council has a fresh new batch of Garloids for adoption. A few reminders: 1. You must adopt one before the night of the Blood Moon. 2. It must be named Garloid. 3. It must be grown in your bedroom.

The Montavera Lottery (TMC 7). Prize pool at an all-time high: 1,200,000 teeth. Tickets: three friends each. The Headmaster bought one. He can't afford to sacrifice any more friends.

The Monthly Coffin. A subscription service. For two teeth a month, citizens receive a personalized coffin delivered every 30 days, just in case. Subscribers are statistically more optimistic, though less mobile.

Emotional support philosopher mops (registry notice). Want to register your mop as an emotional support philosopher? Just file it into the registry and pay a small activation fee of three teeth. Note: the mop must have a name and a dark past.

mon-TOY-vera. Seekers, get ready. Montavera's most popular toy store has outgrown its first location and moved to a brand-new warehouse, and boy, do they have great deals for the event. If you want to put a smile on your child's face, make sure you head to mon-TOY-vera.

The Dating Pools. All matches are generated via soul-ledgers that calculate compatibility through resonance density, dietary regret, and shared nightmares. A couple recently wed after the Pools paired them for identical unresolved mother issues.

Don Cato (Montavera Classifieds). If times are tough and you feel you could swing doing jobs for the infamous feline mob, then contact Don Cato, the puma mafioso. He'll be expecting you.

The Sun Temple. Has life got you down? Do you feel like Darkness is creeping into every corner of your soul, freezing your very will to live from the inside out? Then join the Sun Temple and sit down for a one-on-one with Solstice. He'll be sure to shed some light on your situation.

The Church of the Eversworn Beast bake sale (testimonial). Filed testimonial, from a part-time theorist and full-time swimmer in forbidden fountains: "I paid my fee in teeth to join the Church of the Eversworn Beast's bake sale. I've never baked a thing in my life. I woke up covered in pie, screaming hymns. 10/10, would tithe again."

The Path to Unicornland (TMC 13). Miss Montavera judging criteria: moisturize your scales, line up your stitches, fluent Eclectic Tablemanners, curtsy into shadows gracefully, spirit unstained by the Dirty One. The search has begun for this year's Miss Montavera. The Ophoid has been released. She can't hide forever. The Ophoid always finds her. "Hop into the Path to Unicornland. It opens up at night, after the Montavera Council leaves their office to travel back to their plane." Filed as a civic opportunity.

Akhia, live (TMC 6). The world-famous Akhia — formerly of That One Band — headlined the Montavera Music Festival with her first hit single. The chorus, filed for the record: "Go call a guru / For all it'll do you / They answer to me / I'm the Montaveran Queen." For those who don't remember: the hit is filed as Montaveran Queen, and it is the only Akhia song the Index accepts under that name. Trozoguru's evil chicken — his, and surviving him — has recommended hiring his cousin, a duck choreographer, to teach the Beast institution's bulls to curtsy for Akhia, the self-proclaimed Montavera Queen. That duck means business. Everyone tells Akhia things. Everyone.

Camp Snake Lake. Seekers, it's that time of year! The camp at Snake Lake has reopened. Come enjoy a fun-filled swim with the kids as they water-dance with anacondas and water moccasins. Only at Snake Lake can you find such a venomous thrill.

Camp Farewell (TMC 12). [Filed as an advertisement. Filed as a warning.] "You run and run, but no matter how fast you go, the woods seem endless... There's a lake up ahead. There's always a lake ahead... Camp Farewell. Come Play."



III. PUBLIC HEALTH & SAFETY

The SWOWWU clinic (TMC 2). Lenka resides in the Montavera Clinic for Strangers with Unknown Origins Who Won't Wake Up. She is clothed and fed by psychic palm-readers, in the manner of their people. The doctors concluded she is definitely asleep, probably has cooties, and should not be woken. Treatment plan: wait it out and grab BLTs (fresh ingredients; Trader's Market, just north of the Unwelcome Wood). All citizens are advised to get their circle-circle-dot-dot, just in case.

The mirror-towel test (TMC 4). Montavera Public Health guidance: last night, shadow slivers watched over your body and golden angels over your soul — unless you are one of the Others, who have no soul, in which case something else watched the void that animates you. Test: splash water on your face, look in the mirror. If the other you offers a towel, you are one of the Others. If it refuses, you have a soul, but your face stays wet, because you have no towel.

The annual blood drive (TMC 9). City Hall's annual blood drive: your blood is extracted into a numbered bag, tossed on the pile in the back of the truck, driven around the city — through the lava fields in the Apokalypse, restroom break at the Old Arcadeum — then back to the Vet Clinic, where the vet takes a bag off the top and reinjects it into your body. It's a fun drive. Related filing, same Vet: take your pets in for their Annual Physical and Blood-Pact Oath. We DO want to keep our furry and scaly little babies healthy and ominous, don't we?

The trapper-hat protocol (TMC 2). If approached by an old man wearing a black trapper hat with tiny skulls hanging from the rim, holding a sealed letter stamped in blood-red wax: turn away (feign disinterest), then turn toward him (feign great interest), then say: "By the blood spilled in the name of names, I have read the letter, Grandfather, and have unleashed the White Chameleon." He will smile, nod, and walk away. Certain doom: avoided. For now.

The Grove advisory (TMC 9). Men with oddly decorated pineapples for heads came through the hyperdimensional portals asking if they'd reached "The Grove." Per the old manual, the correct response is: "No chaps, you've not reached The Grove!" What the Grove is, or when the manual was written, is not recorded. The pineapple smoothie was terrible.

The nails notice. Filed by the Montavera Center for Public Health — the fuller name of the body whose guidance appears in this section as Montavera Public Health; one body, two letterheads. Its advice, in full: if you bite your nails, watch out. They might bite you back.

On T-Rexes, tied. If you would, please keep your T-Rexes tied up. The writer is tired of them eating the leech bush. If another dinosaur is found on the property, the writer will shoot it. The notice is filed as received. The politeness is noted. So is the rest of it.

The fire hydrant rule. Gurus come in all shapes and sizes. And flavors. So make sure to always yell at any fire hydrant you see. It's the healthy thing to do.



IV. TEACHINGS, MEMOIRS & INSTITUTIONS

From the memoirs of Lady Harnaguru (TMC 2). Founder and 1st Guru of the Fauna institution: "WHAT you are, what anything is, depends on the level of abstraction from which you consider the subject." A cell does not know it has a human mind; a human does not know the planet has a mind. Filed under philosophy, load-bearing.

Yetguru (TMC 3). "One of the future gurus that do not yet and may not ever exist." His teaching: light is not light without darkness; each is both the source and the end of the other. Filed under wisdom, possibly.

Gumguru's teaching (TMC 4). From Gumguru, the baby guru who just got his first tooth: hope and fear are two sides of the same coin — a person's reaction to the unknown. Both are imagination, not reality. Both are "Living in the Future." Too much of either is bad for the nerves.

Mashoguru's teaching (TMC 7). "Ego is but a set of beliefs that you hold onto in order to continue to vibrate at lower frequencies. Let them go and watch as you ascend to new heights."

The Beast institution's founding (TMC 5). Founded third, after Water, by a very smart gorilla — born in the Unwelcome Wood, always felt unwelcome there (hence the name), left for the big city, noticed that people who spend time with beasts emanate a strange warmth that changes in volume and quality with the interaction. Of course: resonance. Gorilla Guru began teaching beasts to harness and share resonance with their people. Membership requirement: beasts in the blood — any kind; present your Frilled Lizard ID card. (Headmaster's filing: 50% Montaveran, 12% Geruvik, 13% Frilled Lizard. The remaining 25% is not discussed.) The broadcasts call it the Beast Clan. The Index files the institution. There are no clans but Dynama; the members, informed, kept the beasts and dropped the word. Their measure travels with the founding teaching: a person's heart may be known by the way they treat animals. Be kind to animals. The warmth, the Index notes, appears to agree.

The Fauna institution's founding (TMC 5). Founded some ten years back by Verdy Guru — as a girl scout, she co-discovered an entire ghost town inside Stewart the Elementary Janitor's Maintenance Closet (it was all over the news). Amid the press bouquets she fell in love with flowers, planted a garden, and discovered certain flowers extract resonance from the earth better than her father ever did — and the resonance inside a plant has "a certain joy about it."

The Climbing Guru (filed blurb). Of a monastery that rules above grasshoppers. He has planted thousands of carrots, and later ate them. He has no indigestion, and no reflux. He is a cold-blooded assassin — of sudoku puzzles. You might enjoy his company. The grasshoppers have filed no objection to being ruled.

The Guru of Yonder (TMC 5). The last living spectral being. Age unknown. Origin likewise. Shoe size VERY well-known — he is "a bit of a kleptomaniac when it comes to shoes"; audiences are advised to leave new shoes at the door, never to be worn again. His "spectral teachings" — life, death, right and wrong, good and evil, and alternatives to those things — are universal truths seekers always think they understand but never quite do. "Only a Spectral can understand the fullness and emptiness of such things." He is multiplicitous: everyone and everything and nothing, all at once. A teaching is filed with his entry, spoken of Sollen and recorded as spoken: "Sollen is hardly faceless. Sollen has the face of Yin to the world's Yang. And what is behind him is no flag. It is the spectrum of all existence, representing the light that shines in all of existence. It is the light of the Spectrals." The Index files the words as a quotation. The spectrum requires no commentary, and receives none.

The Guru's red shoes (lost property, filed). If anyone has seen the red sneakers the Guru of Yonder wore to the inauguration of the Waterless Pond in Metal Park, please contact the Index. The Guru has been in a bit of a mood since misplacing them. They are his preferred shoes for visiting waterless bodies of water. The pond remains waterless. It was inaugurated anyway.

Emergency roll call (filed notice). Secure all fixtures in the Good News Centers . The monks will round up the apprentices in the shrines. Official Mountain Guides are requested to report for roll call. This feels big. The notice does not say big what. The roll call is being taken anyway.

The 1st Wind Shrine (TMC 1). Philosophers of the 6th Water Shrine propose harnessing resonance from the Wind itself — a sentence that made the Mines engineers laugh until they stopped being sure. They have hired the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder to run the fundraiser, commissioned an experimental shrine atop Mount Ravinil, and begun calling themselves Gurus of the Wind Shrine. (The Index notes the Wind institution is the Ravinil Ratiom under Dr. Ayeedin — the Chronicle's "Wind Shrine" is the older telling; the Ravinil connection is filed as the bridge.)



V. DEEP HISTORY (AS THE CHRONICLE TELLS IT)

The shrine founders (TMC 4). Three founding accounts, filed as the Headmaster taught them (examiners: the SNEE — Shrine Novice Entry Exams, aka DEAR GOD NOT THAT):


	Tefuguru founded the Earth Shrine after digging a hole and finding himself more energized, not less. He dedicated himself to harnessing energy from holes, fell in love with the way earth clung to his hands and its fragrance, and built a school. The Earth Shrine was the first shrine dedicated to harnessing resonance.

	Aliaguru, Tefuguru's youngest star pupil, left over an age gap, walked to the far end of Yonder, stood in the Sea, cried until he was void, was knocked down by a great wave, and felt a different energy — "not greater, or lesser, just different. More... fluid." He built the First Water Shrine.

	Jeriguru founded the Starlight Shrine after doing prison time for violating the Montavera Code of Secrecy (the one that can't be repeated on air) and being abducted by extraterrestrials — "we've all been abducted at one point or another. It's the Montaveran way." He returned with the first visible sample of resonance; before him it could only be felt. Many Montaverans now skip clinics for Starlight healing.



Tigons' Landing (as the Chronicle tells it). Long ago, extraterrestrials landed in Montavera, and the whole city went crazy. The Great Guru of that time ceremoniously named their arrival spot Tigons' Landing. There is a Tigon statue there. What a Tigon is, the filing does not say. The statue, presumably, knows.

The Children of Chaos and the Laws of Chaos (TMC 10). Before the first Shrine, there were those who tapped what they called Chaotic Energies — the Children of Chaos, precursors of the modern Gurus. Their oldest laws remain in force: each day, a person must perform a good deed — and also, once a day, an evil deed. "A simple-enough law, yet deliciously chaotic in nature." Resonance was likewise mandated for good and for evil.

The Ninth Circle's founding (TMC 10). For the children of Chaos who pursued that style of power, the Ninth Circle was created — "a twin city to Montavera, and its seat lies in Shadora — the Scorched City." (Filed per False Genesis as the Headmaster's telling.)

The Vampyr Dynasty (as the Chronicle tells it). The Vampyr Dynasty was long ago cursed by an enemy's dying wish: that the Firstborn of each generation know the company of the succubus Alecta D'Arcana. The enemy's name is not recorded. Neither is the company's itinerary.

The origin of frost (TMC 4). Beyond the ice-capped peaks of the north, on a tiny glacier that drifts like many others but magically glows in the dark, a woman with no name carves shapes into the ice walls of her frozen castle. The shapes are her friends; she names them, tells them stories — and then the shapes take motion, hatefully hunting the ghosts of times past and breeding new creatures. This is how frost first came to be. It has not stopped hunting since. (Marginalia: "634 07 1824." The Index declines to explain the numbers. The numbers are load-bearing.)

The Headmaster's origin (TMC 9). At birth: the doctor said healthy; the priest said a gift from God (did not specify which); the witch said he bore the mark of the Silver Bear and must visit her on his 21st birthnight ("That was quite a visit"). Raised in the Streets of Montavera; kidnapped and traded in the Ninth Circle — "as all kids are" — returned six years later, much more worldly, much more otherworldly. Worked the Farms (learned the consequences of getting too close to the turtles). Befriended banshees; taken under the wing of a well-known Spectral Guru. Titles: Native of the collapsed realms. Bringer of fire to the chicken people in Shadora.



VI. PHENOMENA & PERSONS OF INTEREST

Nyxie (TMC 8). The little black creatures — hand-sized, fuzzy, bright spots on backs — crawl from sewers, cracks, and a mysterious lake by the elementary school that was never there before. One, kept in a specimen bag behind the Headmaster's bookshelf (near the rat poison and the rat anti-poison), became a swirling liquid sphere, then grew to the exact size and shape of the secretary — jet black and liquidy — and began answering calls and correspondence despite having no hands, no voice, and no secretary training. It waved. The Headmaster waved back. He calls it Nyxie.

Matreshka (TMC 10). Filed as intercepted: "People / Living inside of other people / Living inside of other people. / Their limbs / Detached from their bodies / They can take on the form of anyone you know... Heh heh heh heh... Matreshhhhhhhhka...." The Index files this under phenomena, nesting and declines to unfold it further.

The crack between the kitchen and the void (filed anecdote). Asked for his two cents on a matter, a citizen replied: "Cents? Here. Have two teeth." He then skipped into the crack in the wall between the kitchen and the void. The opinion is filed as given. The citizen is not.

The Giver (TMC 14). A spirit that watches people all year. Law: once you turn seventeen, you must be paranoid, or the Giver will come for you. The scruffy-bearded tooth-thief, on release, warned: "The teeth. So many teeth... Now he... Yes... He's coming... The Giver is coming." The Mayor has signed the order forming the Anti-Giver Defense Unit. Experts agree the thief's apprehension is an act of war against the Fae in the Cloud City of Norn. War is coming.

The Opposition (TMC 2). A political faction (or entity, or mood) known for pushing things — last week, a painting, until it was slightly off-center, just to get under the Headmaster's skin. The Headmaster doesn't HATE many things. He hates the Opposition.

The Astral Sentients' policy (TMC 2). Astral Sentients do NOT take part in human affairs. Or in dog affairs. Sometimes in cat affairs. Never in lizard affairs. Always in chipmunk affairs. And every now and then in 1st-grader affairs. Filed as stated; the Index does not make the rules for the transcendent.

The Lakeview family (TMC 9, 11). Rangers at the north entrance report a family of six — man, wife, son, younger daughter, grandmother, grandfather — standing at the patrol station, staring, unsmiling, unanswering. Approached, their eyes turn entirely white, skin darkens, teeth grow long. The Council's official position: "The family standing north of the Unwelcome Wood is harmless and nonexistent and you are not to approach them. Under no circumstances are you to approach them." The family has since purchased a home in Lakeview Estates — Montavera's most uppity neighborhood. Requirements: kid-friendly for the kids, waterfront view for grandma and grandpa (nerves and joints), quick access to the Education District for mom and dad (no plans to study or work there). When questioned, they hunch, neck-hairs spike, growl, foam, and form an attack formation. They have begun going door-to-door with cupcake platters. When they smile — if that's a smile — they stand motionless while vibrating in and out of existence. Nice bunch. Welcome to Montavera.

Curtis, the Giant Turtle (TMC 12). Curtis — the Giant Turtle who protects the Old Farms — has been staring at the sky, visibly worried. Researchers note: clouds, an unmarked dirigible, a burning asteroid headed straight for us, a few birds. "Nothing unusually alarming." Behavior filed as baffling, in need of further review.

Orsolo and Quimby (TMC 12). Trapped in the backwards Shrine for "years" (weeks, outside): Brother Orsolo, a mystic of no fixed order, and the pineapple-headed visitor Quimby, surviving a thing that hunts them — "It knows things about us. Things it shouldn't know." They guided the Headmaster to the backwards office. Ring the bell; he always comes. He looked like the Headmaster. Only... not.

The tooth-fairy thief (TMC 1). Four months ago, a thief in a fairy costume was caught robbing teeth from underneath children's pillows. When apprehended, he yelled: "No! Let me go. You got it all wrong! This is what I do. These are the things I HAVE to do." Experts concluded unilaterally that there must therefore be dragon bones in the Mines of New Beginnings, and the excavation began. The Index notes the logic is airtight by Montaveran standards.

Nana, apprehended (municipal crime bulletin). "Nana" has finally been apprehended. She was crocheting "Doubles." Of animals. Not all crocheting is good crocheting. It always starts with animals. Where the Doubles are now is not part of the bulletin.

The Mines of New Beginnings (TMC 1, 5). The excavation site where resonance-harnessing engineers seek ancient dragon bones — "the kind that are highly charged with resonance" — buried deep. Four months of work, funded by taxes. When asked if any bones had been found, the head engineer said: "Bones are bones... are bones... are bones... are... Bones?" The Index files this under education. No one has been seen at the Mines for a week. Evidence: shoes with feet still in them, bloody and all, and large footprints matching no known creature. Most likely explanation: the crew took off for lunch, leaving their bloody detached feet at the site to cheat the system and rack up overtime. The Index notes the Headmaster always tells someone where he's going when he does this. It's the Montaveran Way.

Lemonbalmer's voyage (TMC 11, 14). Mr. Lemonbalmer — boutique "Flutes & Balms," corner of Unwelcome Hwy and Route 555 — books passage to the Unsupervised Island of Nunaiku aboard the judgement-repellant scent-oil trade ship, which travels south through Sollen's Mouth. The pilot situation (left-handed) was deemed unacceptable; the pirate alternative (arms of disputed length) was lost on a Clan Wars wager. Dr. Pantheus Piddleboom Penningtom — world-famous Cyclops, the Headmaster's tomb-raiding buddy — arranged the introduction. Later dispatch, from Sollen's Mouth: "I swear I saw a shark. Then I saw a whale eat the shark. Then I saw a kraken eat the whale. Then I saw something bigger... darker, beneath the kraken, and then the kraken disappeared." Filed as a travel advisory.

The Season of the Old Ones (TMC 11). Per Bertrand the travel agent: multiple sightings in Sollen's Mouth in recent weeks — "I think that means the season is starting." Combined with the ATOO resurgence: "The Season of the Old Ones is upon us." Filed as the folk calendar turns.

The Featherman, going home (filed vignette). "Fear dictates at least half of what people do or don't do," said the Featherman to one of his black-feathered friends. Not the birds, of course. No. The other black-feathered friends. The ones that follow him at night, on his way home. Stalking. Waiting. Nibbling on his shadow.

Ashley at the Annex (TMC 10). Ashley Summers — the high-school senior all the boys are crazy about — took a bagger job at the Everything Annex (strong affinity for things that go bump in the night; the Headmaster had an in with the manager, Arcadeus — Omens camp in the Ninth Circle together). Within a month she learned to twist and invert her consciousness "the Annex way" and was promoted to 2-Star Inquisitor. Eldritch Radiation Inspector can't be far off. Bobby and Rene must be so proud.

Brooslyguru's identification form (TMC 3). At the Headmaster's request, the Master Chief of the Dynama Dojun completed the formal Identification of Unknown Longtime Master Gurus document. Findings: favorite color green; favorite food spaghetti; favorite music — doesn't believe music is real, so... jazz; last rode a bike yesterday. The Index confirms this constitutes a complete understanding.



VII. SPORT, LEISURE & THE PURSUIT OF FESTIVITY

Bone Trade (TMC 8). In Tunnel City (the Southwest District), during the Sun's regularly scheduled Fire-Scorch, citizens play Bone Trade: two players cast handfuls of phalanges (finger bones; brand not required) into the mouth of an old woman. She swishes and spits them out one by one; first to recollect their complete set wins. If the old woman chokes on a bone and dies, both players lose and must walk into the Fire Scorch carrying her corpse until it turns to ashes — "because she was a vampire and those are the rules of the game. Always have been." The Headmaster is 7-time City Champion.

Axe Catching. Fun for the WHOLE family. The Index files the emphasis exactly as announced. No further safety information has been provided, and none has been requested.

Netherball (TMC 14). Moonsday Night Lights at the Netherball Fields: the Montavera Monties vs. the Jovia Jokers — one of the city's oldest rivalries. "There might be some good blood too. Who knows? As long as there's blood! This is Netherball, after all!" Halftime: the Council's Leprechaun Catching pen. Last time, several children lost fingers to leprechaun bites. Lucky kids. The grounds are filed, on the fixture cards, as the NetherBall Stadium — the Fields and the Stadium are one venue, answering to both names depending on who is selling the tickets. On Sunsdays, UFOs hover over the Fields and randomly select people to join them in whatever it is they do up there in those ships. The selection is not explained. The selected return in time for the next fixture. It's the Montaveran way.

The OGM Contention (TMC 3). The semi-annual controversial contention between Fishermen and Sailors proceeds thus: it opens with a colorful assortment of the foulest jokes about one another's mothers, escalates through what can only be described as a natural progression toward informal Crochet, after which the sailors (with Council approval) begin the process of necromancy. The fishermen don hyper-dimensional bandanas and beg the Astral Sentients for help — a formality, as everyone knows the Sentients never get involved. Then it is anyone's guess. Anyone likes guessing. It makes her feel like she matters.

Beetle Tossing. A sport with regular practice, held across the street from the Pet Rescue. Citizens are observed leaving practice in good spirits and going about their day, which is how the Index knows it is a sport and not an incident. The beetles are not available for comment.

The kindergarteners' heist (TMC 1). The kindergarteners of the School for Gifted Mini-Gurus are not merely planting coffee beans all over the city, though they are doing that too, and the Index advises suspicion. They are the organized crime mob that once stole half the money from the Central Bank of Montavera — 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.

The Ocean Guild of Montavera (TMC 1). Becoming a local fisherman requires eight years of higher learning in the classical arts, two years of ancient forensic psychology, and two additional years of holistic quantum dynamics. Their translation of Oceantalk ("Nnnnngh.... We come from across the ocean") is therefore authoritative.

Ghoulday night yoga at the Abandoned House (event notice). Join us for Ghoulday night yoga at the Abandoned House by the Netherball Fields. We like to keep our bodies healthy and our minds bright and our gravity in check. Gravity, attendees are reminded, is checked. It is not fixed.

The Church's toy doctrine (TMC 1). "No Sacrificial Ritual... err... Bakesale... we mean Bakesale... is complete without at least ONE child losing their beloved toy." After the last event produced no lost toys, the Eversworn Beast made it clear at the council meeting that the same SACRILEGE WILL NOT BE FORGIVEN TWICE. Parents are highly encouraged to be helpful.

New fauna and flora (TMC 1). The Aarsnark (target of the children's game "pin the tail on the Aarsnark"). The whispering-lips cookies (name forgotten; quality: "Mmmm mmm delightful"). Butternut and Dead Soul Cupcakes (the recipe is sought across Yonder, and is never published in full). Pig's-feet necklaces (shiny pink hide, savory-rich fragrance; demand skyrocketed after the Shrouded Merchant sold out seven years ago).



VIII. THE HEADMASTER, FILED

Filed for a Headmaster holiday: the Headmaster is celebrating the day he forgot, honoring the vivid memories of a day he can't remember. Expect: 73 elderly lawyers. The Council's tweezers. A napkin. With truths.

Titles on record (TMC 1). Breeder of misshapen horses in Ruunbar. Longtime speaker in the Council of the Deaf. Hailing from the streets of the Old Quarry Town, known there by men of old as the famed hammer designer for the dwarves of Deepmortgage. Known by his mother as a very good boy.

Further titles (TMC 2). Timekeeper of the Stone Frogs in Tongath. Grocery Shopper for little old babies. Secret holder and hider for the Guru of Yonder.

The Council denies everything (TMC 4). Regarding the shoes and the threatening letter: the Council of Montavera replied, "Unicorns? We are not uuuuuuuunicorns. No. We are peeeeeeople. Not animals... we don't animal. We not that." They attached a portrait. They have the faces of white horses and glorious rainbow horns. Look long enough, though — they're right. They're people.



End of the Chronicle filings. The Index reminds the reader that everything above was said on the air, most of it twice, and none of it has ever been retracted.




Chapter — the Great Tales
Being the stories the city tells about itself — the coming of Lenka, the Merchant of Yonder, the Darkness, the Old Ones, the janitor's game, Mr. Black, the rivalry, the backwards Shrine, and the black box. The entities are filed elsewhere in this book. Here are the tales.





I. THE COMING OF LENKA

On the night the strange ships finished sailing their too-small concentric circles off the Eastern Port and sank beneath the water, a glowing orb hovered ten feet above the dock and opened to reveal a girl — silver hair, skin the color of the warmest Death — naked and asleep. Everyone present knew her name at once, the way you know things in Montavera: completely, without being told. Lenka.

She was taken to the Montavera Clinic for Strangers with Unknown Origins Who Won't Wake Up, where she was clothed and fed by psychic palm-readers, in the manner of their people. The doctors concluded she was definitely asleep, probably had cooties, and should not be woken. The treatment plan was to wait it out.

Then she woke. And the city learned what it had filed.

Lenka's proximity causes moping, pouting, the drawing of dark spirals labeled "it comes" on every available surface, and phone calls to complete strangers on devices no one owns or can identify. The doctors — immune, per their agreement with the Father Spirit of the Ninth Circle — issued the diagnosis: Lenka had given everyone the Cooties.

The Index files a further account, from a source the Index declines to name: Lenka can make anyone fall in love with her. Anyone, and anything. The Index notes this recontextualizes the entire shoreline. The Index notes the Merchant never stood a chance. The Index notes nothing further.

II. THE MERCHANT OF YONDER

Approaching the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder, he is somehow always farther away. The would-be speaker finds no sounds come from the mouth; the legs want to run; and a terror spreads outward from the chest — a debilitating fear of the unknown. It's no wonder everyone loves this guy. He has a really nice table.

He hired himself out for fundraisers. He sold pig's-feet necklaces until demand broke the city. And he loved Lenka, the way a storm loves a coastline — completely, and from a distance that kept closing.

His last known words are filed below, in full, because some filings should not be paraphrased. The Index does not grade the Merchant's poetry. The Index files it.

The writing man speaketh of ages past... Oh Lenka, fair Lenka why hast thou forsaken / This bleeding black mass this heart you have taken / Return how I beg thee and all will be fine / My Lady of Dark Dark beauty divine.

Then the two of them walked into the Unwelcome Wood together. The wailing stopped. Neither has been reliably seen since.

III. THE DARKNESS COMES

Trozoguru of the 7th Thunder Shrine went into the Unwelcome Wood with two hunters and wrote back: "It's very dark here... It is as if the darkness itself were alive. Watching us. Toying with us... We did find animal corpses with their innards ripped out and strewn all about. You know, like momma used to do."

He emerged holding both hunters' knives, hands and legs shaking terribly, the whites of his eyes dark grey and oozing thick black mucus. The hunters did not emerge. The chicken had warned us. We did not listen to the chicken. The chicken was Trozoguru's evil chicken. That chicken does that sort of thing. It does it still.

After Lenka and the Merchant entered the wood, the insidious wailing ceased — good news for those who live, die, and pretend to live as they die there. Trozoguru, ridden with an unknown disease the doctors are simply calling "the Darkness," passed away. It is unknown what happened to him. Only that it happened almost exactly as the mysterious couple entered the wood.

The clinic's all-city bulletin reads, in full: PATIENTS WITH THE DARKNESS ARE NOT GETTING BETTER, BUT WE CANNOT SAY WITH CERTAINTY IF THEY ARE GETTING WORSE EITHER. THEY'RE JUST THERE. Black eyes and oozing remain the primary symptom. The Headmaster's position: his wallet stays shut until they come up with a real cure. He's seen these schemes before.

A warrior called Davor — possessed, he says, by Ostravel, Greatest of the Dragon Lords — left the city a warning and a gift: golden armor, sent to Brooslyguru, "your only hope" against the great darkness coming. "You've been visited by someone before me... a stranger from the seas... if she's here, then the darkness is as well. It was the darkness that summoned her."

The Oracles of Tongath filed a vision, verbatim, before any of it:

A war from the chaos that no one saw coming
The fall of the leaders that weren't to survive
The darkness that follows devours the planet
And only two children will be left alive

The Headmaster called it poorly-written gibberish on the air. The Index files it anyway. The Index files everything twice.

IV. THE OLD ONES STIR

The fishermen-sailors feud ended the day ATOO agents were discovered in both ranks. The Agents of the Old Ones — zealots of the fallen order, thought extinguished decades ago — had never left. They had simply filed themselves under other.

The Old Ones were once called the 7 Fears of the Gods — beings, it is said, of the same magnitude as the Eversworn Beast. Seven total. Four named. Three lost. (The sealed record stands separately. The folk name is filed here as the city speaks it.)

Their own words were intercepted, in substance, from a conversation with the Shrine's janitor:


	Andrew K. Nix is "a genius Auric-Binder, just like his ancestor Berondus Nicks, the very man who bound us to the bottom of the Serpent Seas many many years ago."

	Temnot is "a powerful wielder of nether-resonance" whom the Beast holds in high regard — and the Old Ones want him brought to them: "He must come willingly. He must come to join us."

	Jeaux Belline "holds secrets, whose importance even she is not aware of. Secrets she received from another Old One... Not one of us... Not the Great Beast... Someone else. Someone older."



Bertrand the travel agent reports multiple sightings in Sollen's Mouth in recent weeks. "I think that means the season is starting." The Season of the Old Ones is upon us. Filed as the folk calendar turns.

V. THE JANITOR'S GAME

Peter was the Shrine's janitor. Peter fooled the post office carrier, forged invitations to a convention in Florida to remove the Headmaster and three others from the city, and asked, reasonably, why the others had to go. He was told. He was, all along, an asset of the Old Ones.

The invitation, as the Headmaster received it, had come from a doctor — the filing does not keep the doctor's name — inviting him to a convention in a place called Florida. It seemed suspect. It seemed suspect again on the second reading, and a third time on the third. So the Headmaster invited a few friends. The suspicion was correct in every particular except the conclusion: the invitations were Peter's forgeries, and the doctor was never in it at all.

He was also, all along, known.

The Headmaster's confession, filed verbatim in substance: he knew Peter was ATOO from the start. He ran a double charade — hiring Furystaff of the Red Saviors of the Dragon Vale to "inspect" the Shrine — and used Peter's plan to draw the Old Ones out. "In Florida... Given that it's so far from Montavera."

Peter is Shadoran — "one of the worst" — a top assassin of the Shadoran Death Fist: the only assassins in the world more dangerous and feared than Montavera's Assassin Horde. He was beaten and bound. The game, as the Headmaster plays it, is always longer than it looks.

VI. MR. BLACK COMES TO TOWN

A man in black on a tall black steed; where he passes, the land loses life and decays. A four-story mansion with underground levels rose overnight on Unwelcome Hwy and the Old Roadswirl, facing the resorts as if staring them down — with a Blood Dragon Statue and floating Blood Dragon Orb, characteristic of Shadora, Montavera's twin city, last seen when the two cities were first built.

He rode into town with a black folder, sliced a woman's head off with his smile, and the Headmaster knew his name without meeting him: Mr. Black.

He leads the Family Syndicate. He sits on the Council. He may be a lost Old One. He is confirmed Shadoran. After the High Citadel, he rode south — literally in the wind — to Deep City, where shadows crawled out of his being and took form as clones of him. Door to door, in the Streets and Deep City: people entered laughing hysterically, left alone in their homes, ran south, threw themselves into the Long River, and swam downstream past city limits, to be seen no more.

He is purchasing property. Significant property.

VII. THE RIVALRY

At nine years old, playing by a lake with his friend Sebastian, Andrew K. Nix watched his mother taken by a shadow fiend through a lake portal — long arms and legs, black shiny eyes — and replaced by a doppelgänger with black eyes and someone else's smile. The thing wore a blackchain — a binder's tool, Shadoran magic, bearing the symbol of Shadora.

With the Headmaster's gift of all his resonance, Andrew sailed to Shadora to find the binder. The Headmaster was later snatched off the Streets and sent to Shadora's streets. They crossed paths again. Things were different.

"Tune in next week," the Headmaster says, "to learn more about my lifelong rivalry with Andrew K. Nix." The Index has been tuning in for years. The Index continues to tune in.

VIII. THE BACKWARDS SHRINE

There is a Montavera Dark — the chaotic opposite of Montavera Light — ruled from a backwards Shrine by the Evil Headmaster, who has met Sollen ("Didn't he tell you?"), and who teaches Montavera Dark Mind Control Tricks. Do not repeat the sample phrase. The Index has filed it under do not.

Trapped in the backwards Shrine for "years" (weeks, outside): Brother Orsolo, a mystic of no fixed order, and the pineapple-headed visitor Quimby, surviving a thing that hunts them — "It knows things about us. Things it shouldn't know." They guided the Headmaster to the backwards office. Ring the bell; he always comes. He looked like the Headmaster. Only... not.

And Nyxie — the secretary's replacement, the little black creature that became a liquid sphere that became the secretary — is a Gemini. She exists in both worlds. The Index suggests not thinking about what the secretary is becoming.

IX. THE BLACK BOX

The kindergarteners vanished for a week after donning their hyperdimensional bandanas ("just went for a stroll in the park") and returned with a small, shiny, black box. One of them — a charming little girl, name sealed by order of the Office — sings to it while the others wave their hands in circular motions over each coffee-bean planting spot. A recording exists. The Index invites anyone who can make sense of it to come forward. No one has.

The Dark Raven Elders issued the Eversworn Beast's formal warning, filed verbatim: "The child is a threat to all we consider unholy and must therefore be taken prisoner... The child must NOT be allowed to speak into the box. The shiny black box must be returned to its rightful place in my heart."

The kindergartner's public reply, filed verbatim: "Your beast cannot live and it cannot die without this small black box. And now, all over the city, we have performed the ritual of the netherplane. We do not fear you, great beast. We pity you. The thing you have tried to keep in chains has been released... and.... IT COMES!!!"

The Index notes the reader will have seen "IT COMES" before. The Index notes the reader will see it again.



End of the great tales. Everything above was said on the air. The city remembers it the way the city remembers everything: completely, without being told, and not necessarily in order.


Chapter 24 — Glossary
Every Montaveran word, one plain definition each, with the chapter that teaches it. Where the Index declines to define a word, the entry says so. That is a definition too.

The system


	True Name — the complete score of the music a thing makes by existing. Knowing any of it is relationship, not automatic power.

	Music — what a thing is: the sound of it being itself, performed continuously.

	Score — a True Name written as music; "the whole score" is what nobody knows.

	Voice (verb) — to perform a True Name itself; the whole, not a part. Deliberate only — stray thought does not voice.

	Play (verb) — to perform a part of the music without voicing the whole. The everyday magic.

	The seven Voices — the seven ways of hearing how a thing is singing: Desire, Drive, Fear, Flesh, Mineral, Light, Water.

	Fragment — one of the seven kinds of parts a True Name can be heard in. Vocabulary, not inventory.

	The seven Fragments — Motif (play its music back at it), Cadence (give it an ending), Rhythm (impose a beat), Dissonance (the wrong note), Sustain (hold one note), Rest (deliberate silence), Counterpoint (play against).

	Flourish — one quick intervention: Listen → Choose → Play → Answer → Tuning. Seconds. Costs a breath.

	Working — a larger intervention combining aspects; minutes, not seconds. (Scale ladder: flourish < working < symphony.)

	Tuning — the cost of music: every working retunes the borrower a little toward the thing named. Power spends selfhood. The Storyteller keeps the count; the city does not announce it. Every working retunes the borrower toward the perfect chord (see The chord). (Ch4 §4.9; Ch19.)

	Breath — the length of a flourish. A flourish answers for one breath. (Ch4.)

	Composition — a True Name written to bring new music into reality. Composers are treated like weather events.

	Symphony — the whole of a thing's music, in seven staves. A True Name can be voiced only when all seven are written. (Ch4; Form TN-1, Ch18.)

	Muse — a person whose true name you know. (Ch4 §4.8.)

	
Accompany — to answer a thing's music rather than forcing it. Accompanying is not owning.



	
The chord — the perfect chord: the arrangement of things as they would be if nothing had ever been out of place. Every working tunes its borrower toward it. The piece of selfhood a working spends is not destroyed but re-seated, returned to its place in the chord. Montavera, its citizens, and everything in it "are what the chord sounds like with pieces missing." (Ch4 §4.9; Stage Four, Ch26.)



	Re-seated — what happens to the piece of a borrower a working spends: returned to its place in the chord, not destroyed. "Nothing in this city is destroyed; things are moved." (Ch4 §4.9.)

	Witness Dividend — what the city pays back for a real, consequential cost: not compensation, but recognition. Three beats: the price lands, someone sees, the city answers. Glory is not popularity. (Ch4 §4.9; Ch26.)

	Voluntary Measure — a player's choice, before a consequential working, to put one named piece of their character at risk for greater reach. Player-initiated only, never offered; the honest cost is stated first; declining is free. (Ch4 §4.9.)

	Standing on Record — how a person or institution's regard for a character shows itself the next time they appear: one sentence, attached to a name, retired when the matter closes. Not a track. (Ch4 §4.9.)



The city and its paper


	Montavera — the city that shouldn't exist. Bureaucratic cosmic horror; the filing never stops.

	The Bureau — the city's filing department: the part of Montavera that writes things down and means it.

	The Index — this book: the Black Index of Montavera, the city's record of itself. It files; it does not design.

	The Headmaster — the voice that files this book. He documents everything except his own part in it.

	Filed — registered by the bureaucracy — and filing is consequence, not just paperwork.

	Citizen — a player character: a human being the city has filed.

	Storyteller — the player who runs the world: the city, its people, what happens next. Everyone else plays one citizen.

	The table — the play group, everyone sitting down together.

	Session — one sitting of play.

	Campaign — a linked series of sessions; the ongoing story.

	Dossier — see Evidence Dossier: the table's shared record of a case — every clue, its source, its competing explanations. (Ch12.) The character sheet is Form F-1, the File Jacket. (Ch19.)

	Notation — one small fact the city adds to a citizen at filing. It surprises; it does not steal.

	Addendum — what the clerk inserts after filing. It adds; it never subtracts.

	Stance — an institution's attitude toward the party, from −3 to +3. Move their clock, move their number. (Ch8.)

	Debt — what is owed, to whom, on what terms — and how it feels.

	Deep ledger — the three doors: follow-up questions that deepen a filed fact.

	Clocks — a checklist with a name: boxes an institution fills as it advances toward a goal. When every box is full, the city is different. (Ch8.)

	
Borrowing — playing music you didn't compose. Musicians borrow; name-forgers compose. (Ch4.)



	
Standing — every date in Montavera has one, the way every citizen has a file: Filed (the city agrees it happened, or will), Pending (filed but unanswered — "a held breath with a reference number"), or Disputed (two copies exist, both valid, and they disagree — "where adventures live"). (Ch11 §11.9.)



	Settlement — Moonsday's function: pending things land. Deferred answers arrive, holders of documents act on them, and deadlines dated "by Moonsday" come due. (Ch11 §11.9.)

	The Other Copy — every wrong date has one, filed somewhere else and held by someone. It turns what really happened? into where is the other copy, and who has it? Prepare it as Holder, Price, Moonsday. (Ch11 §11.9.)

	The Deferred Office — Sister Adjourn's desk, where the city files everything it means to deal with later, including absent citizens for the evening. The tea has been ready for twenty-six years. (Ch5; Ch26, The Empty Chair.)



The institutions


	NCHR — the Nawn Coalition for Human Retention, which maintains the official world map. The Bureau declines to expand the acronym; the Index does not. (Ch4; Ch11 §11.14.)

	The Office of Applied Resonance — the office that records what borrowers do with music. It records, it files, it does not certify outcomes. (Ch4.)

	The Obligators — deed auditors. They come in the night. How firmly the city's people know them is how firmly the timeline holds. (Ch8; Ch15.)

	The Sanguine Schools — schools of thought about what blood-knowing means. They disagree, at length, in print. (Ch4.)

	ATOO —  the Agents of the Old Ones.



The city's history and calendar


	The Hidden Century — the century that began when the unicorns arrived: a hundred years without a single document. (Ch8; Ch11.)

	Iteration —  one remaking of the city; the count later given is seven.

	Unicornia — the name of the unicorn species, and of their unified body when they choose to be one. (Ch8.)

	Moonsday — the day of Settlement: pending things land. The week runs Moonsday, Twinsday (the city says Zipdsday), Whispersday, Ghoulday, Feastday, Shroudsday, Sunsday. (Ch11 §11.9.)



People, things, and rumors


	Chook — the teacher of Brooslyguru, who founded the Dynama Clan. Too strong to age; currently a Tier 3 student at the Dojun. (Ch11 §11.12.)

	The Auditor —  appears with a stopped clock and a clipboard. What it audits is declined.

	The Mood-Setters — failed musicians, hired and hidden where they can be heard, to make sure no citizen is ever fully at ease. Unionized. (Ch15.)

	The Mirror-Smilers —  the Index declines to elaborate. For now.

	The Timeline Hopper —  a what, not a who. The Index declines to elaborate. For now.

	Reginald Mourne / The Reliquary Charnel —  the Index declines to elaborate. For now.

	The Seventh Red Experiment —  meaning: to be determined. The Index declines to elaborate. For now.

	MOJO — spent resonance, made physical. Fuel, not money; it appears where games are played. The city licenses one exchange for its redemption. (Ch8; Ch17.)



Doctrines and questions


	Blood Knows —  the borrower's claim: blood reads design. Mechanism not stated.

	The Silence —  (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.) The chapter never says what it is.

	The Dark Edge —  the declined question of knowing a true name without love. For now, unanswered.

	Tier 3 —  (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.) A tier of the tier system, which is never explained.



The city's games and players


	Factions — the city's card game, played in parlors; ante up, no names taken.

	Clan Wars — Allen Clan's tournament circuit. The game is Factions; the tournament is Clan Wars.

	Mr. Black —  the Council's plus-one. The Index declines to say more.

	The Family Syndicate —  by day the Dept. of False Identities; by night, the Family Syndicate. (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.)

	Dynama Dojun —  a school teaching the perfect form — ascetic, silent, precise.

	
The Guild of Gloom —  a guild whose former members make excellent guards, on posture alone. (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.)



	
Wings — rat slang for what enough rat feathers buy: "not flight, but standing. The day other rats answer when you call." (Ch2 §2.1.)



	Rat feathers (replaces any earlier entry) — coins struck from a leather no tanner in the city can identify. Nobody knows who strikes them. They pass only from rat to rat; a rat, in the technical sense, is a person who works in the shadows and holds the coins. (Ch2 §2.1.)



Gods, offices, and strange people


	Theil — also called Theron: the Eversworn Beast, one of the new gods, whose church is the Church of the Eversworn Beast. Theil's function is to test true nature and true humility. (Ch10.)

	The Oracles —  practitioners of metatarsal-divination; as an institution, they authenticate things. (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.)

	The Dark Raven Elders — the Church's bishops and archbishops, serving the Ageless Goat. (Ch8; Ch10.)

	The Shrouded Merchant — the Shrouded Merchant of Yonder: the city's greatest and most elusive dealer of favors. He sells to everyone, at every rank, and the price is never only teeth. (Ch9; Ch10; Ch19.)



Records, measures, and places


	The Nawn —  they maintain the city's maps personally; Deep City keeps no time, which they insist is clerical.

	Szhonpak —  the Bone Institution's headquarters; the word is used untranslated. (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.)

	The Book of Chaos — printed three centuries ago for the Council of Nine. It turns people into cards, and only by consent: it cannot take anyone, only accept signatures. (Ch11 §11.15; Ch16.)

	The Canon Guide —  an in-world record of what happened; it lists some events as not having occurred. (Definition pending. The Index has requested one.)

	Inches in Time — in Montavera, time can be measured spatially. How, the Index declines to say.



Defeat and return


	Closure, Appeal, and Return — the procedure at defeat. Defeat ends a character's present ability to act, not their place in the story. The player chooses a disposition; the loss lands now. (Ch26.)

	Concede / Dispute / Close — the three dispositions at defeat. Concede: accept a loss on stated terms. Dispute: refuse the truth of the outcome, making it contested and playable. Close: accept or explore an ending, its meaning explained first. (Ch26.)

	Appeal — what opens when a citizen is defined or unfiled: an adventure, not a draw and a form letter. Find who holds authority, find evidence (a witness, a surviving record, the Other Copy), force a hearing. Success secures a defined remedy, not total restoration. (Ch26.)

	Lasting diminishment — the one agreed cost of any return, following from how the character came back: a missing memory, a changed relationship, a lost claim, a piece re-seated in the chord. "Survival and wholeness are different questions." (Ch26.)

	The Empty Chair — the rule for a missing player: their character's part is postponed, not the city. The absence is filed with the Deferred Office; there is no penalty and no debt. (Ch26.)




Chapter 25 — Index
Alphabetical index of proper nouns, key terms, factions, NPCs, districts, currencies, forms, laws, deities, adventures, and tables. Chapter references mark substantive mentions.



A

Absalom Thrent — Receiver of Unfinished Thoughts — Ch9, Ch14

Ageless Goat — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch14, Ch17

Allen Clan — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch20, Ch24

Amos Fell — Clerk of Gentle Removals — Ch9

The Apokalypse — Ch5, Ch9

The Arkademia — Ch5, Ch17

Ashley — Ch2, Ch5, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch16, Ch20

ATOO (Agents of the Old Ones) — Ch2, Ch3, Ch5, Ch7, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch16, Ch17, Ch24

B

Bag-Clerk Tull — the Hatred Registry — Ch9

Because It Is Hers (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Biscuit — Ch9

Black Keys (currency) — Ch11, Ch13, Ch14

Bone Bank — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17, Ch20, Ch23

The Bone Bank Vault Register (adventure) — Ch14

Bone credits — Ch11, Ch14

Bone dust (currency) — Ch5, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14

The Book of Chaos — Ch2, Ch5, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch16, Ch17, Ch24

The Borrowers’ Files — Ch12

The Bottle With Your Name On It (adventure) — Ch14, Ch16

Brooslyguru — Ch5, Ch8, Ch11, Ch14

Brother Ansel — Who Speaks to No One — Ch9

Bureaucratic Delays (d12) (table) — Ch17

C

The Cemetery — Ch1, Ch3, Ch5, Ch9, Ch17

The Charnel — Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch24

The chasm — Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch16, Ch18

Chook — Ch5, Ch8, Ch11, Ch14, Ch24

Church Bake Sale Offerings (d12) (table) — Ch17

Church of the Eversworn Beast — Ch2, Ch3, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch24

Citizen Dregg — the Legally Hated — Ch9

Civic Reputation ledger — Ch5, Ch10

Clan Wars (tournament) — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch24

Clause 14(c) — Ch9, Ch10

The Clerk of Returning Things — Ch1, Ch3, Ch5, Ch9, Ch16, Ch18

Column Thirty-One (adventure) — Ch14

Come Back Tuesday (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Constance Hallowell — Ch9

Cornic Confluence — Ch2, Ch5, Ch9

The Council — Ch2, Ch5, Ch7, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch15, Ch16, Ch17, Ch18, Ch19, Ch20, Ch24

Council of Nine — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch14, Ch16, Ch17

Cyberon — Ch11, Ch13

D

D.U., Case 000 — Ch9

Dark Raven Elders — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch14, Ch17, Ch24

The Darkness — Ch11, Ch14

The Deed With Your Name On It — Ch16

Deep City — Ch5, Ch9, Ch15, Ch16, Ch24

Describe, In Your Own Words, The Nature of the Intrusion (adventure) — Ch14

The Designed Card (adventure) — Ch14

Director Oswin Laud — Prosk's Superior — Ch9

The Disagreement — Ch5, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13

The Dissent (Ch4) — Ch4, Ch8, Ch9

District Zero — Ch7, Ch9, Ch12

Dobbs, Licensed Carter 8871 — the Man Who Killed Biscuit — Ch9

Dragon War — Ch8

The Drowned Ante — Ch5, Ch9, Ch16

Dyna — Ch5, Ch8, Ch14

The Dynama — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch24

Dynama Dojun — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch10, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch24

E

Espejo Oscuro — Ch12, Ch15

The Excommunicant — Ch9

F

Faction Events This Week (d12) (table) — Ch17

Factions (card game) — Ch1, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch20, Ch24

Factions Pickup-Game Complications (d12) (table) — Ch17

False Genesis (doctrine) — Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14

Family Syndicate — Ch5, Ch6, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch17, Ch18, Ch24

The Fellowship of the Willing — Cult of Certified-Volunteer Resurrection — Ch9, Ch14

Fen the Doubler — Velvet's Rival — Ch9

The Filed — Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch15, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch21

Filing ranks (progression) — Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch19, Ch20, Ch22

Finders Keepers (law) — Ch2, Ch5, Ch10

Fine. (adventure) — Ch6, Ch9, Ch14, Ch17, Ch19

The Fixed Point — Ch5, Ch11, Ch14, Ch16

Folder Pre-Shift (adventure) — Ch14

Follow The Tea (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

The For Is Arriving (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Form 88-C — Ch6, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17

Form 88-U and Form 88-F — Ch16

Form APOK-1 — Ch5, Ch10

Form H-8 (Hatred Exemption) — Ch9, Ch10

Form TN-1 — Ch4, Ch19

The Former Mother Oracle of Shadora — the Villain — Ch9

Four Minutes (adventure) — Ch5, Ch8, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17

G

Ghouls — Ch5, Ch9, Ch15

Gideon Lodge — Ch9

Gornola (the Oracle) — Ch2, Ch5, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch16, Ch17, Ch18, Ch20, Ch24

Grandfather Tymm — Ch9

Grandmother Light — Ch2, Ch3, Ch4, Ch5, Ch6, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch15, Ch17, Ch19, Ch22, Ch24

The Great Round — Ch8, Ch12

Green pay phones — Ch2, Ch4, Ch5, Ch13, Ch17, Ch20

The Green Phone Rings (d12) (table) — Ch17

Gurunkin — Ch2, Ch5, Ch6, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch13, Ch15, Ch17, Ch22, Ch23

H

The Haunted Teapot (Pott's Back Room) — Ch16

Headmaster — Ch2, Ch4, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch15, Ch16, Ch19, Ch20, Ch21, Ch22, Ch23, Ch24

Helen (Captain Helen) — Ch5, Ch14

Hester Graylock — Founding Secretary — Ch9

Hidden Century — Ch7, Ch8, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch24

The High Citadel — Ch5, Ch17

The Gallery — Ch5, Ch14

Hokester — Ch5, Ch14

I

Icaron — Ch4, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17

Icarus — Ch7, Ch11

Imelda Prosk — Ch9

The Index — Ch2, Ch4, Ch5, Ch6, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch22, Ch23, Ch24

The Inner City — Ch5, Ch9, Ch10, Ch17

Intake File 9-Compact-07 (adventure) — Ch14

The Intending (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

K

Keeper Petra Lorn — Licensed Keeper of Stored Grief — Ch8, Ch9

L

Lakeview — Ch5, Ch9

Larkin the Humming Prisoner — Tess's Origin — Ch9

Laundromat Cafe — Ch5, Ch9, Ch10, Ch12

The League (Clan Wars franchises) — Ch5, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17

Ledger of Forgiven Rice — Ch5, Ch8, Ch10, Ch14

Lenka — Ch2, Ch4, Ch6, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17, Ch20, Ch22

Loch Chesva — Ch5

The Long River — Ch3, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch17

Lord Solastron — Ch8, Ch9, Ch13

M

Malik (scribe) — Ch9, Ch14

Margin hands — Ch4, Ch12

Margit Seven — Licensed Practitioner of Identity Acquisition — Ch9, Ch14

Market Stalls, the Counterfeit Quarter (d12) (table) — Ch17

Matron Odile Crane — Merry's Nursemaid — Ch9

Mattie Dawes — Peacemaker — Ch9

Mattress Depot — Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch14, Ch20

The Merchant's Amber Bottle — Ch16

The Merchant’s Sonnet — Ch12

Merry — Item 9 — Ch9

Miss Aurelie Thorne — Governess — Ch9

Miss Prudence Harte — the Licensed Innocent — Ch9

Miss Velvet — the Tiny Death-Whisperer — Ch9

Mister Crease — Ch9

Mistrus — Ch9, Ch14

MOJO (currency) — Ch8, Ch11, Ch17, Ch18, Ch24

Monica — Ch9

Mood-Setters — Ch5, Ch11, Ch13, Ch15, Ch17, Ch24

Moonsday — Ch1, Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch21, Ch24

Mote (the fly) — Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17

Mr. Black — the Citizen Who Owns the Family — Ch2, Ch5, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch18, Ch24

Mrs. Ines Quarle — Ch9

The Municipal Inspection (adventure) — Ch14

Municipal Notices Served Mid-Scene (d12) (table) — Ch17

Municipal Unit Solus — Decommissioned Choir-Construct — Ch9

The Music — Ch1, Ch3, Ch4, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch15, Ch19, Ch24

N

The Nawn Coalition for Human Retention — Ch5, Ch6, Ch11, Ch15

Nawns — Ch5, Ch6, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch15

Ninth Circle — Ch2, Ch19

Notary Argent — Skolar's Grief Auditor — Ch9

O

Obligators — Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch15, Ch24

Ojona’s Theory — Ch12

Old City Hall — Ch5, Ch8, Ch14

The Old Estates — Ch5, Ch8, Ch10, Ch17

The Old Farms — Ch5

The Old Ones — Ch2, Ch5, Ch6, Ch7, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch22, Ch24

The Old Roadswirl — Ch5, Ch9, Ch13

Old Tam — Biscuit's Keeper — Ch9

Ondine Sorrell — Ch9

One Good, One Evil (campaign arc) — Ch13

One Hundred Percent (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

One-Horned Tavern — Ch5, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch21

Oscu Estate — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch15, Ch19, Ch21

The Owner — Ch5, Ch9, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch17, Ch20

P

The Paper Ledger (Under The Council Chamber) — Ch16

Penny — Ch5, Ch14

Petrik — Prosk's Deputy — Ch9

Pip — Ch5, Ch13, Ch14

Pip's Phantom Card (adventure) — Ch14

Poltergeists — Ch5, Ch6, Ch15

The Post (deliverers of Form 9-B) — Ch5, Ch8, Ch17

The Post Office — 307 Pieces of Undelivered Mail (adventure) — Ch14

Praxis — Ch5, Ch9, Ch10

Prison Intake Ledger (d12) (table) — Ch17

The Prisons — Ch5, Ch9, Ch17

Proprietor Hallow — Booker of Ondine's Grief — Ch9

The Public Mirrors — Ch16

Q

The Quiet Order (campaign arc) — Ch9, Ch13

Quillwright Sable — the Excommunicant's Pen-Maker — Ch9

R

Raduga Cove — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch17

Rat Feathers (currency) — Ch2, Ch5, Ch6, Ch9, Ch16, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20

Raven Deliveries (d12) (table) — Ch17

Ravens — Ch4, Ch5, Ch6, Ch7, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch15, Ch18, Ch19, Ch21, Ch23

The Reason For The Note Has Changed (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Redactors — Ch10, Ch15

Reginald Mourne — Ch9, Ch11, Ch14, Ch24

Reginald Mourne, The Charnel Appraiser (adventure) — Ch14

The Registrar — Keeper of the Pre-Formatted Citizenry — Ch9, Ch11, Ch13, Ch16, Ch17, Ch18

The Regulars (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Reliquary Charnel — Ch5, Ch11, Ch13, Ch14, Ch24

Revision Leftovers (d12) (table) — Ch17

The Rigged Bracket (campaign arc) — Ch9, Ch13

Ritual Grove — Ch5, Ch10

River Traffic, the Long River (d12) (table) — Ch17

Barrow — Ch5

The Rumor Ledger — Ch11, Ch24

S

Seven Voices — Ch3, Ch4, Ch19, Ch24

The Seventeen Withhelds (adventure) — Ch14

Shadora — Ch6, Ch7, Ch9, Ch11, Ch13

Shadows — Ch2, Ch5, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch15, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch21

The Shrouded Merchant — the City's Greatest and Most Elusive Dealer of Favors — Ch2, Ch5, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch14, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch24

Signed In Ink, Sealed In Cardboard (campaign arc) — Ch13

Silvan Ost — Ch9

Sir Percival Lumm — Licensed Hero — Ch9

Sirenia Lake — Ch5, Ch9, Ch17

Sister Adjourn — of the Deferred Office — Ch9

Sisters of the Shade — Ch9, Ch15

Skolar, Soul Diffuser — Ch9

Sollen — Ch2, Ch5, Ch6, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch15, Ch22, Ch23

Sollen's Shrine — Ch2, Ch5, Ch11, Ch13

Sollen's Shrine — The Great Tales

The Stillness Costs (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

The Stopped Clock — Ch11, Ch16

Street Encounters (d12) (table) — Ch17

The Streets — Ch3, Ch5, Ch9, Ch12, Ch16, Ch19

Sullen Society — Ch5, Ch8, Ch11, Ch13, Ch17

The Summers File — Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14

Temple of the Suns — Ch8

Sèlanar — Ch22, Ch23

T

Taking Minutes Or Dictation (adventure) — Ch14

Tavern Talk, the One-Horned Tavern (d12) (table) — Ch17

Teeth (currency) — Ch1, Ch2, Ch3, Ch4, Ch5, Ch6, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch15, Ch16, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch21, Ch22, Ch23

The Teller of Fate — Ch16

Temple of the Suns — Ch8, Ch13

Ten True Names — Ch4

Tess, Form T-117 — Ch9

Theil — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11, Ch24

Theron — Ch2, Ch10, Ch11

Things That Smile at You in Mirrors (d12) (table) — Ch17

The Three Black Keys (campaign arc) — Ch13, Ch14

The Timeline Hopper — Ch5, Ch11, Ch16, Ch24

Tobias Wendle — Ch9

Tomorrow Wards — Ch5

Town Square — Ch2, Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch18

True Name — Ch2, Ch4, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch14, Ch19, Ch20, Ch22, Ch24

Tuesday Is Enough (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Tuning (cost of magic) — Ch2, Ch3, Ch4, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch17, Ch19, Ch20, Ch22, Ch24

Twists (currency) — Ch1, Ch2, Ch5, Ch9, Ch13, Ch16, Ch17, Ch18, Ch19, Ch20

Gorm — Ch5

U

The Unchecked Box (adventure) — Ch14

The Undertakers — Ch3, Ch5

The Unfiled — Ch3, Ch5, Ch6, Ch7, Ch8, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13, Ch14, Ch15, Ch17, Ch18, Ch19, Ch20, Ch21, Ch23

Unicornia — Ch8, Ch10, Ch11, Ch24

Unit Corwin — Mattie Dawes's Pair — Ch9

The Unreturned — Ch12, Ch16

V

Wallace — Ch5

Varrica — Ch8, Ch16

Varrica's Surfacing Notes — Ch16

Vernac — Ch23

Vesper’s Shroud — Ch12

A Vial of Aria — Ch16

The Vicar — Ch5, Ch8, Ch9, Ch10, Ch11

Twyman — Ch5, Ch14

W

Weather Over the City (d12) (table) — Ch17

The Wedding Ring (Date Not Yet Occurred) — Ch16

The West Wing — Ch5, Ch9, Ch11, Ch12, Ch13

What's in the Confiscated-Goods Locker (d12) (table) — Ch17

What's on the Cart Today (d12) (table) — Ch17

Who's at the Next Table (d12) (table) — Ch17

Wimberson — Ch14

Wind Institution — Ch8

Wooden Parrots — Ch2, Ch5, Ch8, Ch15, Ch21, Ch22

The Wrong Hell (adventure) — Ch5, Ch14

Y

Yesterday Ward — Ch5

Yonder (continent) — Ch2, Ch6, Ch9, Ch10, Ch12, Ch19, Ch20

Z

Zipdsday — the city's name for Twinsday. Ch5, Ch10, Ch11


Chapter 26 — the Storyteller'S Screen


The Difficulty Ladder

The Index assesses difficulty the way it assesses everything: precisely, and without telling you the scale until you've already drawn.

When a citizen attempts something uncertain, the Storyteller sets the difficulty by asking one question: how much does the city want this to happen?




	Tier
	The city's position
	Seals required





	Trivial
	The city has pre-approved it. The form is already stamped.
	1



	Routine
	The city is indifferent. Indifference is the city's kindest mood.
	2



	Tricky
	The city has opinions. They are filed under "concerns."
	3



	Risky
	The city is watching. It has stopped stamping things.
	4



	Severe
	The city objects. An Obligator has been notified.
	5



	Absurd
	The city has laughed. The laughter is documented.
	6



	Unfiled
	The city has no form for this. Whatever happens next is unprecedented, which in Montavera means it has happened eleven times before, all of them on Tuesdays.
	Don't draw. Narrate the consequences.





Adjust one tier easier if the citizen has done the paperwork. Adjust one tier harder if Ashley is watching. Adjust two tiers harder if it is Tuesday and they are being interesting.



The Price Guide

In Teeth. The Bank's rates, subject to celebration. (The short list lives in Chapter 10; this is the long one.)

Food & drink
- Food-truck meal: 3–8 (the truck's mood is a pricing factor)
- Church bake-sale item: 2, or one Sunsday owed
- Laundromat Cafe coffee (Zipdsday, unordered): 0 (it will be poured anyway; the ledger balances to the sip)
- Theoretical Bakery item: 5 (the pastry is theoretical; the price is not)
- A meal worth remembering: 15

Lodging
- Reputable flop, one night: 15
- Disreputable flop, one night: 25 (worth it)
- A room with a door that opens to the same room: 40
- Nineteen-buildings address (Town Square): 60/night, references required

Services
- Teller transaction (Bone Bank): 2 + the panic surcharge (accurate, not punitive)
- Gornola reading: 25 (cryptic, non-refundable; walk-ins read anyway)
- Ashley's attention, one Tuesday: unpriced (bring exact change regardless)
- Forgiveness (Ledger of Forgiven Rice): the asking (the pencil is provided)
- Miracle, minor: 40 + the god's processing fee
- Miracle, major: the Index declines to publish this figure

Transport
- Pneumatic tube, one parcel: 3
- Hired discretion (one trip, no questions): 20
- A route the Merchant has walked: not for sale at any price

Information
- A rumor (Tavern Talk): 1, or a better rumor in trade
- A secret, good: 30 to buy, 50 to sell, 100 to un-know
- A true name fragment: never for sale (see TUNING — the price is selfhood)
- The seventeenth reading: not for sale (dated tomorrow)

Legal
- A form filed correctly the first time: not listed. The Department has never had occasion to price it.
- Hatred Exemption (Form H-8): 10 filing fee (hatred itself is free)
- Apocalypse permit (Form APOK-1): 5 (file by sundown)
- Bail (Obligator custody): 50, or one favor (the favor costs more)
- Redaction appeal: the Index declines to confirm this exists



Twenty Counsels

d20 — the Headmaster's advice to Storytellers, one per face.


	A game that happens beats a perfect game that stays hypothetical.

	You need a drawer, three citizens, and a clock. Everything else is garnish.

	Never explain the joke. File it.

	The players will adopt the suspect. Let them. The suspect has forms for this.

	When in doubt, have someone file something. Paperwork is the city's weather.

	"Yes, but the ledger noticed" beats "no" every time.

	The strange is ordinary here. Play it ordinary. Let the players supply the horror.

	Give every NPC one want, one secret, and one thing they'd never file.

	A redaction is a hook wearing a mask. Point at the mask.

	Tuesdays belong to Ashley. Plan accordingly, or don't, and see what happens.

	The city expects the party. Act like it. (Only Thrent and Margit hold their past.)

	Teeth are money. Make them count teeth. Scarcity with a smile.

	When the table stalls, produce something from the ground. It's Finders Keepers.

	Factions move on their own turn. Advance one clock per session, visibly.

	Let the players damage the situation. Repair is also a situation.

	Never run Theil directly. Run the confrontation.

	A fixed point can be used. The deed has their name on it.

	If narration goes flat and the jokes stop landing, the city is losing lucidity. Use once per campaign, at most.

	End sessions on a filed form, not a cliffhanger. Cliffhangers are for cities with fewer drawers.

	You were expected. The forms said so. Play like it's true.





One Hundred Things the Index Wants You to Know

d100 — true, probably true, or filed as true, which in Montavera is the same thing.


	The three lights have never pointed the same direction twice.

	Praxis's cup is always at the correct temperature.

	The Bone Bank's panic surcharge is not punitive. It is simply accurate.

	Elara has no heartbeat. She considers it a professional advantage.

	Finders Keepers is the city's oldest law and its most honest.

	The ground produces coins, cards, and small bones. Regularly.

	Ashley's building has been relocated three times this year. It has not moved.

	Tuesdays are hers. Bring exact change.

	The Dojun's tea is always at exactly the right temperature. This is administration.

	Be the carpet. Not the bear.

	Dyna's note reads: "Dyna — no. Love, Dad."

	Nobody has managed the correct ask yet.

	The Ledger of Forgiven Rice is open. The pencil is provided.

	Forgiveness must be asked for. Most visitors find this the hardest technique.

	The south wall has been rebuilt four times. Wallace was nowhere near it.

	Chook once kept a grizzly as a carpet. The preferred reading is that they are the same being.

	The Gallery is audible only to Hokester. They are usually right.

	Helen's small book has one-word entries. Four words, if the table has earned them.

	Gornola's drawer has a seventeenth reading, dated tomorrow.

	Seventeen versions of the same prophecy have been filed. Each reads dumber than the last.

	The Merchant accepts teeth, years, second names. He does not accept maps.

	Do not walk his route twice. The second walk is the shop walking you.

	The maze is the shop. The shop is the maze. Ask for the corner.

	The corner is not a place. The corner is a customer. You are the corner.

	Maldo is wanted in twelve districts for correcting maps. If found, do not approach.

	The West Wing is sealed by Sollen's authority, not the Council's.

	There is one West Wing. It bilocates.

	Sollen is 5,555 gurunkin. Everyone, experiencing life as all of us at once.

	The Sollen's Shrine is the one surviving shrine.

	Theil is one of the new gods, and aware of it.

	Theil is not evil. Theil is honest. Theil will not flatter you.

	The Church is run by an actual goat. The building speaks for him.

	Bake sales include leftover body parts, glass shards, and neighbors' hair or teeth.

	Moonsday attendees leave refreshed and slightly altered forever.

	The Old Ones attempted Ordio, Perfect Order, and fell. That is the public record.

	ATOO keeps a different record.

	The new world is the interruption; the Agents are the resumption.

	The Council has twelve seats and thirteen councilors. The thirteenth stands.

	The Index files everything. The Headmaster is the city speaking.

	Redactions are the city refusing to say something about itself.

	Obligators compel. Redactors remove. The Filed are concluded.

	Form APOK-1 must be filed by sundown or the apocalypse is voided and rescheduled.

	Hatred, filed properly, is tax-deductible (Form H-8).

	Clause 14(c) lets injuries be delegated to subordinates. Read the rider.

	The camera-free restroom is Gavage's controlled pressure valve. He knows eleven years of confessions.

	The popcorn machine screams next door. This is relevant.

	The Laundromat's horoscope machine prints a horoscope with each transaction.

	The shadow-beings flicker when the horoscope is accurate. The regulars call it the forecast.

	A cup is poured every Zipdsday for the regular who never orders it. It is always drunk.

	The Timeline Bureau is accepting applications. It has always been accepting applications.

	The Dept. of Dream Monitoring knows what you dreamed. It has filed a complaint about the quality.

	The Nawn maintain the city's maps personally. Deep City keeps no time, which they insist is clerical.

	The Ninth Circle is below the powers the way a basement is below a house. You are not ready.

	District Zero is the physical inside of a black hole. Do not file expeditions there.

	The Book of Chaos never names the party. The holes shaped exactly like the party are the curiosity.

	The chasm's filings are metaphysical. What the Council brings back has not been established.

	The Disagreement was one thread wanting something different.

	The Merchant is the consequence of change, and its agent of propagation.

	The final fight recurs the original disagreement. The cycle is eternal.

	Mr. Black owns the family. The Family collects ten times the prize pool in wagers.

	The perfect counterfeits were bait. The Family can spot its own marks.

	Allen owns the card shop and the food-truck park. The tournament is his.

	The Solastron Open is a Clan Wars qualifier. The real ledgers are kept at the tournament proper.

	The game is Factions. The tournament is Clan Wars. The distinction matters to exactly the people it needs to.

	Nineteen buildings ring the Ritual Grove. The zoning is the content.

	The compass reads N/S/L/P/SW/OTHER, as is proper.

	Four rivers run the east boundary, north to south.

	The Civic Reputation ledger starts everyone at zero, and means it.

	The ledger's back section is in unknown handwriting. Do not ask.

	The One-Horned Tavern's corner isn't. Sit elsewhere.

	Pip's phantom card is still dealing. The game hasn't ended.

	The Post Office holds 307 pieces of undelivered mail. Some are addressed to the party.

	Reginald Mourne has the numbers. He is waiting for someone to ask correctly.

	The dust behaves differently when the bosses are watching.

	The Reliquary Charnel keeps what the city can't throw away. Pip could name the frequency.

	The Sullen Society prefers you ask nothing further.

	The Quiet Order would love a peacemaker it could schedule. It can't.

	The Engineers dissent. Corwin's diary is becoming evidence.

	Margit Seven's licensed identities are the replacements.

	Thrent files unfinished thoughts under "pending." He has all of them.

	Mote answers one yes-or-no question. Left eyebrow yes, right eyebrow no. Ask carefully.

	Mote has been expecting the party. His answer was filed in advance.

	The Auditor carries a stopped clock and a clipboard. What it audits is declined.

	The Timeline Hopper moves the way weather moves: continuously, and without asking.

	A fixed point does not bend. The players may be fixed points. Do not tell them.

	Things orient around the party. Nobody explains them. The architecture arranges itself around Ashley.

	The deed has their name on it. Deeds are legal instruments.

	The cheer is the vital sign. If the jokes stop landing, the city is losing lucidity.

	The Headmaster is the city speaking. He does not know this. Never wink at it.

	There is no mastermind. Hand them the arrangement.

	TUNING is the cost: every working retunes the borrower toward the thing named. Power spends selfhood.

	A flourish lasts one breath. The cost lasts longer.

	The table is the Registry. Invalid constructions don't file.

	The lexicon is earned: quests, tests, research, destiny.

	Composers are treated like weather events.

	The most powerful book of songs belongs to the player who's least themselves anymore.

	Rat feathers aren't feathers. They are leather coins, and nobody knows who makes them. A rat with enough of them has wings, which is how rats say standing.

	Twists are for temporal goods. The change comes back before you pay.

	MOJO is licensed for exchange. The rates are celebratory.

	You were expected. The forms said so. Play like it's true.

	There is only one remaining Mistletoe Trainer in Montavera. What a Mistletoe Trainer trains is not filed. There is no second trainer to ask.

	CGI stands for Clam Grown Integrations. Courthouses tend to be allergic to clams, and so such videos will not be admissible in court.



The list is called One Hundred Things. The Index has been notified of the discrepancy. The Index has filed the notification.



The Session Control Panel

One page. The Storyteller's desk, filed. Copy it fresh each session; the old ones go in the archive, where they belong.

THE CURRENT PROBLEM — the drawer, in one sentence. What is wrong, and where.

ACTIVE CITIZENS — who is in play tonight. Name, want, and one line they would actually say.

THE DOSSIER SO FAR — what the players have established (not what they suspect — that goes below).

SUSPICIONS — dashed lines only. What the table thinks but hasn't proven.

CLOCKS — each ticking clock, its trigger, and what happens at midnight. Include the city's clocks and the pressure from the Problem Engine.

IMMEDIATE CONSEQUENCES — what happens if the players do nothing. The world does not need their permission to continue.

UNRESOLVED — questions with no answers yet, carried forward. Number them. The city numbers everything.

Run the scene from this page. If you are hunting through the manuscript mid-session, the panel is incomplete — file better next time.



Signs of Tuning

Power spends selfhood. This is what the spending looks like, from the outside, in stages. The Storyteller tracks workings quietly — a tick per working, heavier ticks for symphonies — and introduces each stage when the tuning earns it. Never announce a stage. Let the player notice.

Strain — before the stages. Not every horror is Tuning. Surviving the Quiet, watching a friend get filed, being in the room when the chord sounds — these leave strain: temporary pressure that sits on the character like a hand on the shoulder.

Mark strain as ticks. Relieve it through rest, safety, or a meaningful action — a night in a safe bed, a bond tended, a fear faced deliberately. Strain left sitting curdles: at five ticks, the next working counts double toward the next Tuning stage. The city notices unrelieved pressure and files accordingly.

Strain is what happens to you. Tuning is what you do to yourself. The city charges interest on both.

Scars — what the stages leave behind. Each stage, survived, may leave a scar: a lasting consequence that changes what the character can do, not just a penalty on what they draw. Choose its form — the player chooses, always; the city does not dictate the shape of anyone's damage.


	A mistrust: one institution's doors now recognize you as a problem. (Doors remember.)

	A sensitivity: you can hear one kind of filing from three streets away. Useful. Unbearable.

	A blank: one memory slot is now sealed. (See the file jacket — memory is finite.)

	A telling: animals, children, or auditors react to you before you speak.



A scar is not a debuff. It is a new fact about the character that the fiction must honor. The Storyteller's job is to make scars matter — to bring the mistrusted institution back, to make the sensitivity useful at the worst moment, to let the blank be noticed.

The breaking point. When strain is maxed and the next Tuning stage arrives in the same session, the player chooses: take the stage's symptom now, or take a scar instead and hold the stage off — once. The city allows one deferment. The paperwork for a second has never been approved.

The rule underneath. Every working retunes the borrower toward the thing named. The symptoms are never random. A musician who names doors becomes door-like; one who names rivers becomes river-like. The horror is not that the mind breaks. The horror is that it breaks in the shape of everything it has touched.

After a real price — the Witness Dividend (Chapter 4). When a citizen pays a consequential cost and it changes the situation, deliver three beats, in order: What did it cost? Who saw it? What changes because of it? The price lands in full; someone registers it; the city answers in the fiction. It is recognition, not compensation — and recognition is not always friendly.

Stage One: Humming

Subtle. The player may not notice. The table will.


	The thing's habits. The borrower does what the named thing does. Named a door? They stand in doorways. Named a river? They cannot sit still. Named a ledger? They count — stairs, teeth, breaths.

	Borrowed senses. They perceive what it perceives. Named a mirror? They see the room from the mirror's angle; describe scenes twice, once for them. Named a hound? Smell becomes their primary sense, and they are never wrong about it, which alarms everyone.

	The name slips out. They hum its cadence mid-conversation, involuntarily. Anyone listening long enough can learn fragments of their power. Magic leaks. The Bureau has a form for leaks. The form leaks.

	The limping shadow. A filed report, in full: “Seekers, my shadow has unexplainably developed a limp. That is all.” The borrower walks soundly. The shadow does not. The Index files the report under symptoms, and the tone under correct.



Stage Two: Resonant

Noticeable. The city begins to participate.


	Filing errors. The city starts filing them as the thing. Their dossier gains its notations. A clerk calls them by its designation, apologizes, does it again next week.

	The thing's memories. They remember its past, not theirs — the building's construction, the river's first flood, the ledger's first entry. (These are the thing's memories. The party's past remains where the city filed it.)

	Drift of desire. They want what it wants. Named a lock? They want to be closed — doors shut behind them, conversations included. Named a fire? They want to spread. Run this gently; it should feel like a preference before it feels like a compulsion.

	Resonant presence. Things like the named thing find them. Named a raven? Ravens follow. Named a debt? Creditors appear with excellent timing. The world rearranges around the resonance, politely, the way furniture rearranges around a new wall.



Stage Three: Fraying

Serious. The mind is now an instrument being played by everything it has named.


	Voices. They begin hearing voices no one else hears. Technique: the Storyteller passes notes — folded, silent, during play. The rest of the table watches a player read, and suddenly they are the ones who don't know what's real. The voices may taunt, flirt, inform, lie, misinform, or simply confuse. The reliability rule, which is the whole game: the voices sometimes tell the truth. If they only lied, the player would learn to ignore them. Because they are sometimes right, the player must decide every time — and the table must decide whether to trust the decider. Vary the handwriting. Date some notes tomorrow.

	Unnaming yourself. They sign forms with the wrong initial. They introduce themselves with a name that is almost theirs. Someone calls them by name and they answer a half-beat late, the way you answer to a name in a story about someone else. Forgetting your own name is the final cost. Deliver it quietly.



Stage Four: The Chord

Terminal. The faint edge of the impossible chord.

They hear it at the edge of hearing — not a voice, not music, the thing music is about. It harmonizes when they work: workings come easier, truer, more beautiful than anything they have made before. And each one costs more. This is the temptation engine, and it is the last one. The masters are rare because most stop here. The ones who don't are the reason the chord has an edge.

Filed note, per §4.9: the chord is not a figure of speech the Index chose for color. It is the destination. What Stage Four hears at the edge of hearing is the seat — and the pull this stage describes is the pull of a piece of the world toward the arrangement it was torn out of. What a completed return would mean for the city around the returner, the Index declines to file. The form for requesting that filing exists. See below, regarding its approval history.

There is no known reversal. The Index has a form for requesting one. The form has never been approved. (This is a DECLINED truth: load-bearing, never resolved.)



Closure, Appeal, and Return

The city does not like endings. It prefers a file left open, a matter pending, a hearing scheduled for a date it declines to confirm. Defeat is one of those files. Read this page before you need it. You will need it at the worst possible moment, which the Index has noticed is the only moment anyone ever needs anything.

The governing distinction. Defeat ends a character's present ability to act. It does not, by itself, end their place in the story.

1. At defeat — stop the action. When a citizen loses a scene that could end them, stop. Say what has happened and what the opposition can now do. The opposition gains something concrete: custody of the citizen, an object, a location, a definition imposed on them, an avenue closed. Do not improvise a permanent ending because a scene went badly. The city does not file a death on a bad draw alone.

2. The player chooses a disposition. Offer three. The player chooses the direction; you make sure the cost is real.


	Concede. Accept the loss on stated terms. The enemy gets something that matters. The character stays in the story.

	Dispute. Refuse the truth of the outcome. The defeat stands — but the matter is now contested, and a contest is something the table can play.

	Close. Accept, or explore, an ending for this character. Say what the ending means before the player commits to it.



3. The loss lands now. No disposition is a free reset. Whatever the player chose, something is gone before the next scene begins.

4. The appeal — when a citizen is defined or unfiled. If the opposition has redefined the character, or unfiled them, an appeal opens. The appeal is an adventure, not a draw and a form letter. To win it, the party must:


	find who holds authority over the ruling;

	find evidence that the character existed as they claim — a witness, a surviving record, the Other Copy;

	force a hearing.



Success secures a defined remedy, not total restoration. Failure still moves the file: a stronger authority, a deadline, a missing piece, a new cost. An appeal never ends where it began.

5. Returns are incomplete. A character comes back only through a connection already established in play: a disputed file, a won appeal, a surviving witness, the Other Copy, or a route with precedent. (Skolar pays the mortality tax professionally and does not stay dead. He has the paperwork.) Player and Storyteller agree on one lasting diminishment that follows from how the character came back — a missing memory, a changed relationship, a lost claim, a piece of them re-seated in the chord. It must matter in play. It must not take away what makes the character theirs. The Index's precedent: survival and wholeness are different questions, and the city answers them one at a time.

6. Close only when it is truly final. A character's story ends when the player chooses Close, or when player and Storyteller agree the fiction is irreversible and no established avenue remains. The rules do not promise that every character can be recovered. They promise that no character is lost by accident.

The player is never ended. For the rest of the session, the player whose character is out keeps playing — as a witness, a contact, an advocate — without deciding their own absent character's fate. They never narrate their own replacement, and they never sit out. Next session: a new human citizen with a real stake in the party's current problem, or the original citizen, if a return has been established.

The campaign is held together by its unfinished business. Its unfinished business is larger than any one person's survival. The city has always known this. It is why it keeps so many drawers.

AT DEFEAT, IN ORDER: Stop. → Say what the opposition gains. → Concede / Dispute / Close. → The loss lands now. → Unfiled? Open the appeal. → Back? One lasting diminishment. → The player keeps playing.



The Empty Chair

Someone could not come tonight. The city has a desk for this.

The principle. A missing player postpones their character's part in the story. They do not postpone the city.

1. Play with whoever is present. The absent citizen is elsewhere. Choose the explanation that disturbs the scene least. Absence carries no penalty, no lost standing, and no suspicion.

2. File the absence with the Deferred Office. Sister Adjourn's desk handles everything the city means to deal with later, and an absent citizen is filed there for the evening. (Shroudsday is the Deferred Response, and the Office is proud of it; the vocabulary is borrowed, the desk is hers.) The file does not need to say where the citizen went. Montavera records absences without understanding them. It is very experienced at this.

3. Keep the world moving. No secret rewards. No off-screen resolution of the absent citizen's own choices. If a scene truly needs them, defer that piece, or let the present characters find another way in. Scale tonight's problem to the citizens in the room.

The Old Ones keep the same arithmetic. The number of Old Ones abroad in the city scales to the party that faces them: a full party is four citizens, and the Old Ones are never more numerous than the table before them. Shrink the count for a smaller party; the cosmology fits the room it is played in.

4. Catch-up is a short filing. When the player returns: what happened, what changed, what needs their attention. A minute or two, spoken. Never homework. Then one question — "What has your character been doing while the city deferred its response?" — and accept a short answer. Then play.

5. They come back whole. Abilities, costs, relationships, and standing return intact, unless the fiction changed them on its own. A missed session creates no debt.



"Is That Legal? What's That Cost?"

The two questions players ask most, answered at speed.




	They ask
	You answer





	Is that legal?
	If there's a form for it, yes. If there's a form against it, it's illegal but documented. If there's no form, the Index decides by morning.



	What's that cost?
	Teeth. Everything costs teeth. The question is whose teeth, and whether they were a good investment.



	Can I fight that?
	You can fight anything. The Ledger of Forgiven Rice suggests asking first.



	Can I trust them?
	The Civic Reputation ledger starts everyone at zero and means it. Check the ledger.



	What happens if I die?
	Not automatically. Defeat ends what you can do right now, not your place in the story — see Closure, Appeal, and Return. The Charnel keeps what the city can't throw away. Bring teeth.



	Can I go there?
	Nineteen buildings are zoned and waiting. The Ninth Circle is not ready for you. District Zero is never ready for anyone.



	Is Tuesday safe?
	No. Tuesday belongs to Ashley. Bring exact change and be interesting.



	Who's in charge?
	Twelve seats, thirteen councilors, one goat (vicar, not councilor), and the city itself, filing.







End of Chapter 26  — print it, tape it to your screen, file the light.


The Slow River — The Campaign Beneath the Campaigns
Greetings, Storyteller

[FICTION]

You have been told that the party is missing from the Book of Chaos. This is accurate. The Index treated it for some years as a clerical matter.

It is not a clerical matter. It is a confession.

The account the Office keeps runs as follows. Before there was a before, there was a story that already knew its ending. It was perfect. It repeated. Nothing in it could happen, because everything in it already had. Then one thread wanted something different. The Office files this under the Disagreement, because the Office needed a word and the alternatives were worse.

The thread tore itself out. Time began at the place where it tore. A scar has been forming over the wound ever since. The scar has a name. You live in it.

Your players are the thread. Not the people. The part.

There are those who would like the part returned. They are correct, in their way, and they are reasonable, and they have been entirely polite about it. They have never been impatient. They have never needed to be.

There are other accounts of all this. The Office keeps those too. It keeps everything. That is rather the problem.

This chapter is how the polite ones will go about it, and what your players may do instead. It runs beneath every other chapter in this book the way a slow river runs beneath a city: unhurried, unseen, and responsible for most of the damp.

Run the other adventures first. Let your players fall in love with a street, a cook, a pay phone that needs them. The river will wait. The river is counting on it.

All good things, right?

Yours in disservice, —The Headmaster

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE]

This is the campaign's main plot. It is a planned mystery sitting inside an eternal one. You get every answer you need to run it to an ending. You do not get, and must never give, an account of how reality began.

It adds three things to the game you already know: the Correction (a clock the city wears on its face), the Register (a handout listing people only the party remembers), and the Provisional Pin (the device the city tags the party with on arrival). Everything else runs on rules you already have: the Registry Deck, the Flourish, Tuning, Bonds, Twists, and filing ranks.

Read What is actually happening and The Seven Seats before session one. Read the rest before the first Piece is dealt. Nothing here asks you to change an adventure already written.

Four drawers

The Office keeps this matter in four drawers. Each has a different lock. Know which drawer a fact comes from before you say it aloud.




	Drawer
	What it holds
	Who may open it
	The rule





	1. The operational truth
	What the antagonists are doing, what their plan needs, what the party can break.
	You. Players earn it through Pieces.
	Always consistent. Never vague. If you are unsure, the answer is in this chapter.



	2. The discoverable history
	The swap, the predecessors, the deal, the Oracle's loss.
	You. Players can learn all of it.
	True, and findable through at least three routes each.



	3. The contested accounts
	What the Old Ones, ATOO, the unicorns, Sollen's Gurunkin and the Eversworn Beast's church each say happened at the beginning.
	Anyone. Every NPC holds one.
	Every account is sincere. None is complete. Never rule which is right.



	4. The irreducible unknown
	What the Disagreement was. What the originals were. Whether the Book was ever a book.
	No one. Not even you.
	Never stated, never literalized, never confirmed by a rune, a reading or a Piece.





Recommended handling: When a player asks a Drawer 4 question, answer with a Drawer 3 witness. "The Ageless Goat says it was a sneeze. The Registrar says it was a signature. Mote raises one eyebrow and then, after a long time, lowers it." The players get an answer. The universe does not.

The opening account you just read is the Office's own Drawer 3 entry. It is the one the Headmaster believes. That does not make it true. It makes it filed.

What is actually happening

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Drawer 1 and Drawer 2, stated plainly. Players never see this page.

The standing arrangement


	The Part. Reality's music contains one part that disagrees with the rest. Whoever plays it is not written in the Book of Chaos. Anything that reads the Book cannot read them: oracles, the Book itself, and the Shrouded Merchant, who has always found the player "a blankness." Three performances are on record: the originals (first), the predecessors (last), the PCs (now). The PCs did not commit the original act. They inherited the role that did. In the finale they decide whether to perform it again.

	The party is wider than the PCs. The Part includes everything entangled with whoever plays it: their bonds, and anyone whose life they have changed. This is why erasure strikes the people around them, and why a loved one can be seated in a PC's place.

	The Seven Seats. Reality is voiced from seven Seats, one for each voice of the world: Desire, Drive, Fear, Flesh, Mineral, Light, Water. Whoever sits in a Seat holds that voice. When the originals left the Seats, they put the young Old Ones in them. The held gods have been singing the world ever since, under protest. The city's strangeness is partly that protest, and partly the originals' music running loose.

	A Seat is never empty. Nothing is destroyed, only moved. To free whoever sits, someone else must sit. This one rule governs every swap in the campaign.

	Ordio. If all seven Seats hold the Part, the tear closes. The Book is whole again, its ending already known, and it repeats. The Old Ones walk free and nothing new ever happens again. Nobody dies. Nothing is ever again about to happen.

	The Pull. As Ordio creeps in, the Part is drawn back toward the Seats. That is why the party is in Montavera now. The scar is healing, and healing means pulling the thread home.



The chain that started the clock

The Office cannot date these events. The Hidden Century was edited, and its contents are filed in no particular order.


	The deal (Truth 1). The party, before they were who they are now, felt the Pull and refused it. They went to the Shrouded Merchant and asked to be put beyond the Book's reach. He contracted the Twice-Filer, who unfiled the Part's record. The holes in the Book are that unfiling. The price was the party's past. They paid with forgetting.

	The betrayal (Truth 2). Their past had people in it. The predecessors' file, who they were and where they could be found, was part of what the party paid. The Merchant sells to everyone. He sold the file to ATOO. The deal funded the betrayal.

	The seal (Truth 4). ATOO, with the Oracle reading the file for them, found the three predecessors and seated them. Three Old Ones walked out. The seal on the Seats broke. The betrayal powered the seal-breaking. The party does not learn this until the end.

	The doom (Truth 3). The original act doomed the young gods so that Montavera could exist. The recent act began undoing it. With three Seats holding the Part, Ordio started to arrive. The seal-breaking was the doom.

	Truth 5 belongs to your table. Write it the way the Prior Life File asks: a fact you provide, a meaning the player chooses.

	The Oracle's loss. On the day the third predecessor was seated, the first stitch of Ordio went in, and prophecy in Shadora dimmed. Prophecy needs a future that is still open. Shadora noticed only that its Mother Oracle had begun to be wrong, and reassigned her. She does not know the cause. ATOO has told her that Ordio will make prophecy exact. ATOO believes this.



Where things stand when play begins


	Four Seats hold Old Ones: Zalthar, Xerath, Vornak, Uzgor.

	Three Seats hold predecessors. Three Old Ones walk the city in civic disguise.

	The antagonists need four more of the Part. They cannot see it.

	The party remembers none of this. They have a contract they don't recall signing, a Pin they didn't ask for, and runes that glow near unicorns for reasons nobody will explain.



The darkness

The darkness is not in this plot as a villain. It is correction: weather, physics. Ordio is what the weather looks like when someone holds an umbrella open for it. The Old Ones, ATOO, the walkers and the Oracle are people who agree with the weather. Write them that way. Never give the darkness a plan.

The Seven Seats

[FICTION] From the Municipal Inventory of Fixtures, Schedule L ("Long-Term Seating"). Seven entries. Location: the Serpent Seas, cold north, binding by Berondus Nicks. Condition: occupied. Comfort: not assessed.

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] This ledger is the campaign's engine. Every seating, swap and release goes through it. Keep it beside you.




	Seat (voice)
	Held now by
	Free in the city
	To release whoever sits
	What the Voicing needs from it
	When it changes





	Mineral
	Zalthar the Architect
	—
	One of the Part must sit
	One of the Part seated
	Correction threshold. The city's buildings stop disagreeing with their plans.



	Water
	Xerath the Weaver
	—
	One of the Part must sit
	One of the Part seated
	Threshold. Debts, loves and grudges begin to flow one way only.



	Flesh
	Vornak the Balancer
	—
	One of the Part must sit
	One of the Part seated
	Threshold. Bodies heal correctly. Scars smooth. Nobody limps interestingly.



	Desire
	Uzgor, Harbinger of Silence
	—
	One of the Part must sit
	One of the Part seated
	Threshold. People want what they are filed as wanting. MOJO stops pooling.



	Light
	The Cartographer (predecessor)
	The Extra Citizen
	Re-seat the Extra Citizen
	Must stay held
	Freeing her drops the city one stage. Re-seating a walker restores it.



	Drive
	The Bell-Ringer (predecessor)
	The Celebrant
	Re-seat the Celebrant
	Must stay held
	As above.



	Fear
	The Girl with Two Coats (predecessor)
	The Third (Table Truth)
	Re-seat the Third
	Must stay held
	As above.





Why the antagonists need all seven. Ordio is a chord of seven voices. Three already sound it, because the Part sits in them. The Voicing must sound all seven at once. That is why ATOO guards the three predecessor Seats as closely as it hunts the party: one freed predecessor costs them a voice.

How a person is seated

Seating takes three things, in order. Each one is a place the party can break the chain.


	A signature. The Seats, like the Book, accept only signatures. ATOO uses Choir Stall paperwork, or the copy of Mr. Black's triplicate contract that is already signed in the subject's hand. Steal or burn that copy and ATOO must obtain a fresh one.

	Delivery. The subject is carried down the Long River past the third bridge, where anything carried becomes legally delivered. ATOO uses Riverwarden longboats and the smugglers who pay the Riverwardens. Control the river and the delivery fails.

	A Sitting. The Celebrant performs the liturgy of Ordio in the temple beneath the Old Roadswirl. The temple is acoustically adjacent to the Seats: what is voiced there is heard there. Stop the liturgy and the delivered subject is returned, damp and confused, at the Bureau of Returns.



Who can be seated

A Seat will hold anyone. Ordio needs the Part in every Seat, so ATOO seats only members of the Part. ATOO knows this. ATOO cannot see who they are. That is the hunt.


	Fewer than four PCs. The Part includes their entanglements. ATOO can seat a PC's bond in a PC's place. This must be discoverable before it happens: Piece 5-B shows bonds' names appearing on the unknown-persons bounties.

	More than four PCs. ATOO needs any four. The Oracle does not know which four. Use this. She will try to learn which of them matters most, and she will be wrong in an interesting way.

	A seated PC is held, not dead. The player may bring in a new citizen, or play the Held: once per session, the seated PC speaks into the city through the voice their Seat carries. A PC in the Seat of Fear can make a district afraid of one thing for one night. Rescue takes a swap. Seat a PC before the finale only if the table's Form CN-1 permits it.



Release and the swap

A Seat is never empty. To bring someone out, put someone in. There are only two useful swaps:


	Re-seat a walker. Capture a walker, obtain their signature (the walkers sign everything; they file perfect taxes), deliver them past the third bridge, and perform a Sitting. The predecessor in that Seat walks out. The Correction drops one stage. This is the hardest thing in the campaign, and the most hopeful.

	Sit, to free a god. One of the Part sits; an Old One walks out. The Correction rises one stage. Nobody should do this. Somebody might, for love, or to rescue a seated friend. The rules allow it.



Recommended handling: Freed predecessors return as their Seat made them. They remember the inside of a voice and not much else. They are not party members. They are people the party owes, which in Montavera is a closer relationship.

Persons in the matter

The Former Mother Oracle of Shadora

Her Ch9 entry stands. This is what the main plot adds to it.

In the city. She left Shadora. Shadora filed her as an embarrassment and stopped looking. Her apparatus for meddling with the Book stays there, run by people who still honor the old office. She lives in Montavera under a cover, as someone unimportant with small problems. Suggested cover: Odile Marsh, who works the lost-umbrella desk at the GOAT depot and cannot get her neighbor's pay phone to stop ringing. Her personal name is never given.

What she wants, small. She keeps a window box of violets that will not grow straight. She has never tried to correct them. She would deny loving them. When the Correction reaches Stage 5, they straighten.

What she wants, large. Her office back, and a world where her loss did not define her. ATOO has told her Ordio makes prophecy exact. She believes it.

What she cannot do. See the party. Her readings run through the Book, and the Part is not in it. She can, however, know them, the way anyone knows a friend. You cannot see a thread. You can hold one.

Her pattern. She helps people by arranging what they see before they choose. She is never cruel with her own hands. She lets other people pay costs she has decided are worth it. She is the most reasonable person in the room, every time.

Her arc, by default.


	The hunt. She knows only that something unwritten is loose. She posts bounties on persons unknown and pays for loops (see Loops and bounties).

	The friendship. When the party surfaces, Odile asks them for help. Small things. She is grateful. She is good company.

	The turn. Through the friendship, she learns what they are. She does not hate them for it. She realizes they are the four missing voices.

	The harvest. She directs ATOO toward signatures, river crossings and bonds. She still brings soup.

	The Voicing. She reads the ritual's timing. Without her, ATOO is slower but not stopped.



How the party can change her. She can be turned, not converted. All three of these are required:


	a real relationship with at least one PC (Odile's friendship counts, if it was real on their side);

	Piece 6-A, the draft Ordio entry showing what she becomes: cautionary example, permanent, no further review;

	something offered that Ordio cannot give her. The best offer: a future that is still open, where she could be wrong again.



Turned, she becomes an uneasy ally who knows the ritual from inside. ATOO notices within one session. She becomes the next erasure target.

Her fate under Ordio. The oracle vanishes; the office, the sight, the future it needed. The woman remains, filed exactly as the city last filed her, forever. I have not fit the drawer. I won't. Ordio is the drawer.

Defeating her. Expose her to Mr. Black and her instrument turns. Expose her to the Council and she is tried for heresy, the only religion the Council hunts. Expose her to Shadora and Shadora collects her, politely. Any of these ends the hunt. None ends the Correction.

ATOO and the Registrar

As in the Lore Bible. In this plot they are the machinery: the Choir Stall paperwork, the river crossings, the liturgy. The Registrar keeps the paperwork. ATOO keeps every agreement to the letter, which is the only lever anyone has ever found on them.

The Old Ones

The four held gods cannot act. They can speak, faintly, through the voices they hold. From Stage 5, the party begins to hear them in sleep. They do not threaten. They make their case.

[FICTION] "You call it a scar. We were the skin. We did not ask to be the world's throat. We were young. You put us here and called it freedom, and we have sung your freedom for you every night since, and you have never once asked what it costs to sing it. Give us back what was ours. Then go to sleep. It is a very good sleep. We have never had it."

The three walkers

Their names are sealed in the Archive. Their persons are not. Each wants the work finished and is gentle about it.


	The Extra Citizen. Counted in every census since the 50th Age, against all records. Files perfect taxes. Keeps the Choir Stall paperwork for the Registrar. Tell: has never made an error; finds rounding physically uncomfortable.

	The Celebrant. Leads the liturgy beneath the Old Roadswirl. On the surface, a lamplighter. Tell: lampposts near him stand straight; pictures hang level; a crooked smile corrects.

	The Third. A Table Truth. Before play, choose secretly:

	Mr. Black. He left the Seat of Fear. He wants "a seat that is his," which is now a very precise want. He lets the Oracle believe he is her instrument.

	Quietus. Has not spoken in the 56th Age. His Council seat is always damp. He sits among the gods of chaos and votes by head-tilt.

	Whichever you choose, give the other one exactly the same amount of suspicious evidence. The book never says which it is. Neither do you, unless the players re-seat the Third.



The Shrouded Merchant

He holds the party's deal, unamended. He sold the predecessors' file because he sells to everyone, at every rank. The amber bottle in his acquisition log, with a name on it and a date before the named person arrived, contains what the party paid: their past. He will answer the correct question. The correct question is "What did we pay?" He has been waiting.

The Twice-Filer

The Fiver who executed the unfiling. He files everything twice and keeps one copy as his fee. His copy is a piece of the party's past. He will sell it. The price is a favor, filed.

Witnesses to the party's past


	Mote witnessed the signing. One yes/no question, if asked directly. Nobody asks directly.

	Thrent and Margit remember the party differently because what they remember is the predecessors. Their stories are true. They are about other people who played the same part.



The Council of Unicornia

The unicorns are the chaos being drained. They want the Part free. They cannot say so without contradicting it. They will say it anyway. As the Correction rises, they begin to mean exactly what they say, which is how you will know it is late.

Sollen and the Eversworn Beast

Sollen experiences life as all of us at once. Under Ordio, everyone experiences the same thing. At each threshold, some of his 5,555 Gurunkin become identical and quietly merge. Count them. Theil, the Eversworn Beast, is divergence itself and will not flatter the party. Theil is the one god who might take a Seat on purpose (see Endings).

Who knows what




	Person
	Believes
	Conceals
	Is wrong about





	The Oracle
	Ordio returns her office
	Her identity
	What Ordio does to oracles



	ATOO / Registrar
	Ordio is the resumption
	The temple's purpose
	That anyone can be persuaded otherwise



	The walkers
	The world is overdue for rest
	Themselves
	Nothing. That is their problem.



	Mr. Black
	His choices are his own
	The Syndicate, his contract copies
	Possibly everything (Table Truth)



	The Merchant
	A deal is a deal
	Nothing, if asked correctly
	Nothing on record



	The Twice-Filer
	Two copies is honesty
	His copy
	Its value



	The Council
	Contradictory things, sincerely
	Everything, openly
	Their own survival odds



	Thrent and Margit
	They knew the party
	Nothing
	Who they knew





Arrival

[FICTION]

FILED NOTE

FORM R-1 · APPLICATION FOR RESIDENCE (PROVISIONAL) Department of Itinerant Intentions · Window 2 · Bring your own pen; ours remember things


	Your trade, as you practice it: ______

	How you learned to hear: ______

	What the city holds against you: ______

	Two persons who would notice your absence. Addresses within the city, please: ______

	What you want, and what you will not do to get it: ______

	Prior record (leave blank; the Office will supply): ______



For office use only: ~~VERIFIED~~ ~~DENIED~~ NO PRIOR RECORD. NO ENTRY RECORD. NO EXIT POSSIBLE. Refer to Bureau of Belonging. Issue provisional pin. Schedule audience. Clerk's note: applicant did not appear in the queue. Applicant was nevertheless at the window. Applicant was polite.



[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Form R-1 is character creation (Chapter 3), in costume. Fields 1 to 5 are trade, ear, debt, bonds and pressures. Field 6 is the Prior Life File. Hand it out in session one and let the players fill it at the window.

Two ways in


	Together. The party arrives in one queue, holding one ticket, with no memory of taking it. Use this when the players know each other.

	Strangers. Each PC reaches a different window on the same morning. The clerks compare notes. By noon the Bureau has decided they are a group, because their files are identical: empty. Use this when you want the party to choose each other.



Either way, the city cannot process them. They have no entry record, so they cannot leave. They have no file, so they cannot be residents. The city's solution is the Pin.

The Provisional Pin

A parrot-shaped pin, one inch in height and width and time, as the law requires, numbered and issued by the Bureau of Belonging. It is worn on the brown sweater. It is also, like every parrot pin, listening. The Bureau keeps the recordings. The Bureau is Mr. Black's.

The fuse. Each Pin has three fuse boxes. Mark one when the wearer:


	plays a fragment, working or symphony where a citizen can see;

	goes somewhere a PENDING citizen may not;

	is present when a Correction threshold passes;

	misses a Moonsday before the audience (see below).



Primed. When all three are marked, the Pin glows. Everyone at the table can see it is primed. Then, once, at a moment of your choosing, it squawks. The wearer is seized by the city's attention: they lose their next attempt entirely, and everyone nearby learns that this person is unfiled. Then clear the fuse.

Recommended handling: Choose the worst available moment, not the worst possible one. The players knew it was coming. That is what makes it horror and not punishment.

Managing it.


	Reset: half a day at the Bureau, a filing fee in Teeth, and a conversation with someone who smiles warmly. Clears the fuse.

	Muffle: a parrot-scratcher, paid in Rat Feathers, dulls it. A muffled Pin never squawks. It also stops reporting to the Bureau, and the Oracle's loops find unreported people faster: the wearer counts as conspicuous for loop purposes.

	Remove: only the audience can remove it.



The audience with the unicorns

The Pin comes with a date: within three Moonsdays. Each Moonsday missed marks a fuse box on every Pin. The audience is a pressure, not a scene the players are dragged into. They may go early, late, or never.

At the audience, the Council receives them in City Hall. Runes do not yet exist on a PENDING citizen's skin, but the place where they would go glows near the unicorns, faintly. The Council files them formally as PENDING residents and removes the Pins. Then each councilor present tells one PC one thing about them. Each is a contradiction, and each is true. Prepare one per PC from the chain on the previous pages: "You have never been here before. Welcome back." "You owe nothing. Pay it soon." "Do not sign anything. Here is a pen."

Recommended handling: The last line is the most important thing the Council will ever say to them. Say it exactly as you would say anything else.

The Correction

The city is the clock. Its stage equals the number of Seats holding the Part. Play begins at Stage 3. Stage 7 is Ordio. The clock never reaches 7 except through the Voicing.

[FICTION] From the Department of Public Works, Bulletin 12 (Ongoing): "Residents may notice certain improvements. These are improvements. Residents who do not care for them are reminded that they were not consulted, and that this is also an improvement."

The wrongness rule

Restoration must never read as good to look at. Describe every pleasant thing with one detail of exactness too many. The rainbow is perfect; you can count it; seven bands, each the same width to the hair, at midnight. Butterflies land on everyone in the square at the same moment, and lift at the same moment. The market is quiet. Nobody has asked it to be.

Restoration may genuinely help people. Say so. Let the widow's street stop hurting her. The players must defend the scar knowing exactly what the scar costs.

The stages




	Stage
	What everyone sees
	What is lost
	What is genuinely better
	Signs in the city





	3 · Renovations (start)
	Near the Old Roadswirl, lampposts stand straight. One tasteful chime where the Mood-Setters were.
	Nothing yet that the players have met.
	Nothing yet.
	Montavera is fully itself. The unicorns contradict themselves fluently.



	4 · Improvements
	Clocks agree. Rainbows begin, correctly.
	One Register entry per district the players frequent.
	Fewer people lost on the GOAT. A cure takes as long as the label says.
	One councilor fails to return from the chasm for a night. The Gurunkin count drops by a handful.



	5 · Corrections
	Streets keep their names. Mirrors smile back at the right time.
	The players' favorite impossible shop sells only possible things.
	Debts settle. Old grudges end. The Chirurgeon Wars pause.
	The Oracle's violets straighten. Unicorns occasionally mean what they say. The Old Ones speak in the party's sleep. The Pull begins.



	6 · Completion Pending
	Silence at noon. Everyone's sweater is the same brown.
	Contradiction itself grows rare. The Council's motto becomes literally true.
	No one is afraid of the dark districts.
	A councilor returns from the chasm and is, flatly, a horse. ATOO prepares the Voicing.



	7 · Ordio
	Nothing happens. Forever.
	Everything that could have.
	Everything that would have hurt.
	See Endings.





The Wrongness Register

Keep a private list from session one. Whenever the players delight in something strange, return to it, or protect it, write it down: the pay phone that sulks, the cook whose meat screams with quality, the street that renames itself when lied to. This is your Wrongness Register.

When the clock removes something, remove it from this list. Never remove what the players have never met. The loss must be theirs.

Drift

Between thresholds, the city drifts. Each stage has a drift track of four boxes. Mark one when:


	a session ends and an antagonist Move went unopposed (see The seven beats);

	the liturgy is performed and not disrupted;

	a walker completes a civic task in public.



When the fourth box is marked, remove one entry from the Wrongness Register, trigger one erasure (next section), and clear the track. Drift never changes the stage. Only Seats do.

Pushing back

The players can restore a removed entry. Find it, hear its music, and play Dissonance or Counterpoint into whatever corrected it: the street's Mineral, the shop's Desire. Use the Flourish and the Registry Deck as normal; the city requires three seals. Success restores the entry and clears one drift box. The Tuning applies, as always. A borrower who restores a city's wrongness becomes slightly wrong themselves. The Office considers this a fair price and has filed it under civic participation.

The Pull

From Stage 5, the Seats call the Part home. When a PC sleeps at Stage 5 or above, they wake one street nearer the Long River than where they lay down. At Stage 6, they wake on its bank. A PC may refuse the night's walk by spending a bond (strained) or marking Tuning. Nobody is ever carried. They walk.

Erasure

Someone the party loves can be removed from reality, and reality, including the past, is rewritten around the gap. Only the party remembers. They are the torn-out part; the Book's rewriting cannot reach what tore out of it.

[FICTION]

FILED NOTE

FORM R-0 · REGISTER OF PERSONS REMEMBERED BY NO ONE ELSE Issued to: the bearer. Copies: none. The Office has checked.




	Name, as you remember it
	What they did
	The echo
	Last seen
	Status





	
	
	
	
	





This form has no filing address. Keep it on your person. If you lose it, you will still remember. That is not the same as being believed.



[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] Give each player a copy of Form R-0 the first time someone is erased. It is theirs, not yours.

Who can be erased

Only Threaded people. An NPC is Threaded once the party has changed their life in a way the NPC would name if asked: a favor done, a secret kept, a debt forgiven, a bond. Keep a list. Erasure is the city correcting the party's influence. The more the party loves the city, the more of it the city must correct.

Never erase:


	anyone introduced in the same session;

	a PC's bond marked not for correction on Form CN-1;

	anyone who has been made fresh that session (see Protecting someone).



When it happens

Only at these moments, and never more than once per stage, whatever triggered it. Never at random.


	When a drift track fills.

	When a Correction threshold passes.

	When ATOO performs a deliberate Correction on someone who knows too much. At most once per beat, and always foreshadowed by a Piece.



The warning

The day before, the target becomes slightly too correct. They stop making their usual mistake. The baker's bread rises evenly. The forger's hand stops shaking. Describe it once, plainly. Players who are paying attention will notice. Players who notice can act.

What changes


	The world. Everyone else remembers a plausible substitute. Someone else always ran the bakery. The bakery is fine.

	The past. Records agree with the substitute. So does the Book.

	The echo. A borrower cannot erase history; the echo remains. Exactly one object survives with the erased person's mark on it: a signature, a smell in a coat, a melody nobody else can hum. You choose it and place it. It is the route home.

	The party. Remembers everything. Their notes survive in their own hand. To anyone else, the notes are about no one.



Where the erased go

Nothing is destroyed, only moved. The erased wait behind the back door of the Laundromat Cafè, in the waiting room for things that haven't happened yet. They now haven't. They know where they are. The Proprietor will not stop the party going through. The Proprietor will not help.

Bringing someone back

The deadline is the next Correction threshold. At that moment the waiting room is reorganized. Where its occupants go afterward is DECLINED.

There are two ways. Both cost something. Neither returns the person exactly as they were. A borrower cannot bring someone back as they were.




	Route
	What it takes
	What comes back





	The clerk's route: refile them
	The echo; three citizens' signatures attesting the person existed (none of them remember, so persuade, bribe or forge); a filing at the Bureau of Returns. The city requires two seals.
	The person as their paperwork describes them. Annotated: one detail is wrong, and stays wrong. Returned: they are misfiled somewhere new. Find them again.



	The musician's route: voice their name
	The echo; enough of their music heard in play to compose them; a symphony, all seven voices, prepared. The Tuning is deep.
	The person as their music now is. They remember being erased. They are the only other citizen who now knows what the party is.





Protecting someone

A person the party has made fresh, by playing Dissonance or Counterpoint into their music that session, cannot be erased that session. It costs the usual Tuning. It cannot be done every session forever. Being guarded by the party makes a person more Threaded, and the city takes note of what it is asked to keep.

Recommended handling: Erase sparingly. Two or three people across a whole campaign is right. The horror is the shared reality the party has lost, not a body count. Let at least one come back. Let at least one not.

Loops and bounties

The Oracle cannot see the party. So she swings at the blank spot. These are her two tools in beats 1 to 3.

The loop

[FICTION] Ninth reading of Thursday. Same rain. Same three-forty tram. Same argument at the fish stall. The fish wins again. One thing different. Find it.

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] The Oracle buys Twists through Shadoran channels and spends them in bulk, rewinding one district's day. A rewound day replays exactly as the Book wrote it. The party is not in the Book. So the only thing that changes between repetitions is the party, and whatever they touch. The loop is not a trap. It is a detector.

When. At most once per beat, beats 1 to 3, in a district where the party spent the day. She can afford three loops in the whole campaign. Twists are sealed and finite.

Who remembers. The PCs remember every repetition. NPCs do not. Threaded NPCs feel déjà vu and say so.

Conspicuous. Each repetition in which the party visibly changes something, mark one box on the party's Conspicuous track (three boxes). At three, the Oracle's people get a description: never a name, because the Book has none to give. Update the bounty (below).

Every repetition must change something. If the party learned nothing new and spent nothing, end the loop. A repeated scene without new leverage is not horror. It is a waiting room.

Three ways out.


	Conform. Play the day exactly as it ran before. Change nothing. The detector finds nothing and the loop releases. The party escapes by becoming, for one day, perfectly correct. Let them feel how that felt.

	Answer the phone. Every loop is anchored where the Twists were spent: a green pay phone that rings at the same minute each repetition, glowing the color of the caller. Answer it. The loop breaks. The voice on the line is a Shadoran operator who was not told who she works for. Deal a Piece.

	Run it out. After three repetitions the Twists are spent. The day ends. Mark one Conspicuous box regardless.



The bounty

[FICTION]

FILED NOTE

WANTED · PERSONS UNRECORDED Description: (pending). Likeness: (pending). Name: (not applicable). Reward: forty Teeth, provenance guaranteed. Enquire at the counter of the Bureau of Belonging, Annex B. Do not enquire at Annex A. There is no Annex A.



[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] The Oracle funds the bounty through a Family Syndicate front. Its posting fills in as Conspicuous rises.




	Conspicuous
	Bounty shows
	What it means at the table





	0
	A blank
	Hunters approach anyone without records. Inconvenient, not dangerous.



	1 to 2
	A description: a coat, a habit, a voice
	Hunters approach the party specifically, sometimes.



	3
	A likeness, drawn from loop testimony
	Hunters find them. One encounter per session, your choice of when.



	Beat 4+
	Bonds' names added below the likeness
	ATOO is now hunting the Part's entanglements. This is Piece 5-B.





Ways to answer it. Trace the posting to Annex B. Pay a Fiver to misfile the likeness. Win the hunters over; most of them are owed money. Or file a claim on the bounty themselves, by turning one another in. The city will pay. The city always pays. It also notices.

Clear one Conspicuous box whenever the party spends a full session doing nothing remarkable. Players are rarely capable of this. The Office has recorded two.

The Pieces

Every completed adventure yields one Piece of the main plot. There are 25 Pieces: three routes to each of seven Facts, and four misleading ones. No adventure in this book has to be rewritten to carry them.

How to deal a Piece


	When. At the close of any adventure the party finishes, from this book or your own.

	Which. Choose a Piece for the earliest Fact the party does not yet understand. If the players are chasing a particular question, deal toward it instead.

	Where. A Piece is portable. Attach it to a person, object or place from the adventure just finished. The bounty poster is pinned inside the cemetery gate. The clipping lines the cook's drawer.

	How many. One. Some Pieces are bigger than others. None reveals much alone.

	Pressures, not forced scenes. The audience deadline, the bounty, the loop and the first erasure come to the party wherever they are. Nothing ever requires a particular adventure.

	Fallbacks. If all three Pieces for a Fact are dealt and the players still don't have it, the antagonists deliver it by consequence. See the fallback line.



The seven Facts




	Fact
	Piece A
	Piece B
	Piece C
	Fallback





	1 · Someone is hunting persons without records
	A blank bounty poster with the party's usual tram route circled in pencil
	The first loop itself
	A Fiver's ledger line: Inquiry, persons unrecorded. Client pays in Shadoran Teeth.
	The hunters arrive.



	2 · The hunter is the former Mother Oracle, and Odile is her
	The anchored pay phone's operator says "Mother wants to know" and hangs up
	Odile's lost-umbrella log: she was on duty at the depot every looped day
	Mr. Black, given leverage: "She asked me to be kind to you."
	Odile tells them herself, at the turn, on her own terms.



	3 · She lost her office after the swap and believes Ordio restores it
	A Shadoran gazette clipping, Mother Oracle reassigned following accuracy concerns, in the same week the Old Roadswirl lampposts first straightened
	Odile, in confidence: "I was wrong for the first time the week they fixed the lamps."
	An ATOO pamphlet from the Rapids Market: Ordio: When Every Prophecy Comes True
	She explains it as a friend would.



	4 · Seven Seats exist; three hold predecessors; three Old Ones walk
	The record behind the three black keys (Arc Five): Mote's unrecorded event is the swap
	Municipal Inventory Schedule L: seven fixtures, three re-occupancy stamps
	Thrent and Margit's memories, compared: they describe three people who are not the party
	Ask a walker. They do not lie. They do not need to.



	5 · Ordio needs four more of the Part
	Choir Stall paperwork: four signature lines, no names
	The bounty, reprinted with the bonds' names beneath the likeness
	Mr. Black's triplicate contract, the copy already signed in the PC's hand
	ATOO attempts to seat a bond.



	6 · Ordio is completion, not healing
	The Registrar's draft entry for the Oracle: cautionary example, permanent, no further review
	The Old Ones' case, heard in sleep at Stage 5
	A freed predecessor: "It isn't sleep. It's having already happened."
	The Stage 5 city.



	7 · The party's own deal broke the seal
	The amber bottle, when the Merchant is asked "What did we pay?"
	The Twice-Filer's copy of the unfiling order, the predecessors' file listed as consideration
	Mote, asked directly: "Did we sell them?" Left eyebrow.
	At the Voicing, the Celebrant thanks them, sincerely, for making it possible.





The four misleading Pieces

Each exists for a reason inside the fiction. Each pays off honestly when understood.




	Piece
	What it suggests
	Why it exists
	What it gives once understood





	Gornola's seventeen readings
	Gornola is the hunter
	She reads records, and the only record of the party is the shape of their absence
	Her Withheld sections map where the Pull is leading



	The Registrar's catalogue
	ATOO alone is behind it
	ATOO is the machinery and keeps excellent books
	The river schedule for every seating



	Hesk's cut-price unfilings
	Hesk unfiled the party
	Hesk sells imitations of the Twice-Filer's work
	The Twice-Filer's address, if Hesk is embarrassed enough



	The black ledgers, ASSETS IN PLAY
	Mr. Black is the mastermind
	He is her instrument, or more (Table Truth)
	Leverage that makes him speak (Piece 2-C)





The seven beats

The main plot escalates in seven beats. This is the default order, not a required one. Players may meet the Oracle early or hear the Old Ones before they know the Seats exist. Let them. A beat is a set of things the antagonists are doing and the Facts that have become available, not a scene.

Pacing. Run two to four ordinary adventures per beat. Each yields a Piece. Advance to the next beat when the party holds that beat's Facts, or when the antagonists' Moves have run out.

Moves. Each session, the antagonists make one Move from the current beat. If the party does nothing to oppose it, mark drift.




	Beat
	What is happening
	Facts available
	Antagonist Moves
	Stage if unopposed





	1 · Someone swings at a blank
	Arrival, the Pin, the audience. Something is hunting persons unrecorded.
	1
	Post the bounty. Run a loop. Set a Syndicate watcher on the Bureau of Belonging.
	3



	2 · Who
	Odile Marsh needs help with small things.
	2
	Odile asks a favor. Mr. Black offers a contract. A second loop.
	3



	3 · Why
	Her loss. The Seats. The walkers.
	3, 4
	The Registrar audits the party's residency. The Celebrant performs the liturgy. A third loop.
	3



	4 · How to stop it
	The turn: she knows who they are. ATOO begins seating.
	4, 5
	Obtain a signature. Book a longboat. Attempt a Sitting on a bond or a PC.
	4



	5 · The bigger problem
	Stopping her stops nothing. The restoration looks like healing.
	6
	Seat again, with or without her. A walker does a public kindness. A deliberate Correction.
	5



	6 · The world ending
	Not fire. Perfection. The Pull. The truth about the deal.
	7
	Gather the last of the Part. Prepare the Voicing. A walker offers the party a bargain.
	6



	7 · The Voicing
	The finale.
	All
	The Voicing itself.
	7, or not





The levers

In beat 4, the party learns how to stop it. These are the levers. Every one is real, and none is sufficient alone.


	Break a seating. Steal the signature, control the river, or stop the liturgy (see The Seven Seats).

	Defeat the Oracle. Expose her to Mr. Black, the Council or Shadora. The hunt ends. ATOO slows.

	Turn the Oracle. The three conditions in her entry. She becomes an inside source on the Voicing.

	Re-seat a walker. The hardest lever. The Correction drops one stage and a predecessor walks free.

	Push back on the city. Restore Register entries and clear drift.

	Retrieve the past. The amber bottle and the Twice-Filer's copy return what the party paid. It does not make them innocent. It makes them informed.



The walker's bargain

In beat 6, one walker offers this, sincerely, in writing:

[FICTION] "Sit, one of you, of your own will, and we will release whoever we hold who is dear to you. No further seatings of your people will be attempted by us. You will have our signature on it. We keep what we sign. Ask anyone."

It is a true offer. ATOO will honor it to the letter. It raises the Correction one stage. It is how a PC can choose to sit before the finale, and it is the hardest decision the campaign offers before the last one. Read the offer closely. It says *attempted by us*. From Stage 6, nobody needs to be carried. They walk.

The Voicing

The finale is a performance, not a battle. ATOO sings the world's True Name in Ordio's arrangement, one voice at a time. The party sings against it. Then someone is asked to sign.

[FICTION] From the liturgy of Ordio, final rubric: "Here the congregation falls silent, for the last time, and then for all time. Refreshments will not be served. There will be no need."

When and where


	When. Beat 7. ATOO attempts the Voicing when the Correction reaches Stage 6, or when the party forces the matter by walking into the temple. If the party has held the clock below 6, ATOO attempts it anyway in beat 7, counting on the Pull.

	Where. The temple beneath the Old Roadswirl. It is acoustically adjacent to the Seats. Whatever is sung here is heard there.

	Who. The Celebrant leads. Every walker free in the city attends. The Oracle reads the timing, unless defeated or turned. The party arrives however they arrive, including by the Pull.



Two laws that hold in the temple


	A Seat is never empty. Anyone freed is freed by someone else sitting.

	The Seats accept only signatures. Ordio cannot be forced. It can only be agreed to. ATOO's whole strategy is to make agreeing feel like rest.



The seven movements

The choir voices the world in seven movements: Mineral, Water, Flesh, Desire, Light, Drive, Fear. In each, one borrower may answer.


	Listen. A PC (or an allied borrower) listens to the world's voice in that movement. They will hear it. Everyone can hear this one.

	Play. They choose a fragment and play it against the choir: Dissonance, Counterpoint, Rest, Sustain, or any fragment that argues. Use the Flourish.

	File it. Draw from the Registry Deck. The city requires two seals. Add one if the Oracle is reading for the choir. Subtract one for each freed predecessor in the room; they know the inside of the voice.

	Read the result.
   - Filed clean: the voice is Held. Gain one Grace.
   - Annotated: the voice is Held. Gain one Grace. The player marks one extra Torn.
   - Returned: the voice resolves toward Ordio. Take one Debt.

	Pay the Tuning. Every PC who plays in a movement marks one Torn. You cannot play a world's disagreement without becoming a little of it.



Bargains are allowed. Make them specific and cruel: the Celebrant hears you; your bond, watching from the gallery, hears you too.

Fighting in the temple

Players may fight, sabotage or silence the choir between movements. Treat each as an ordinary attempt. Silence a section of the choir before a movement and that movement requires one seal fewer. Subdue the Celebrant and every remaining movement requires one seal fewer. The walkers do not fight back. They wait. They have never been impatient.

Graces and Debts

After seven movements, count them.


	Each Grace lets the party re-seat one walker present, on the spot, with that walker's signature. The walkers sign everything. A walker re-seated frees whoever of the Part sat in that Seat, and the Correction drops one stage.

	Each Debt is taken regardless of what happens next: one entry from the Wrongness Register, or one person from the waiting room, gone where the Office declines to say. The table chooses which, together.



Torn

At the campaign's close, each Torn mark costs the PC one of: a rune, a strained bond, or a filled entry in their Prior Life File. The player chooses. You fought for the scar. You become slightly less filed.

A PC with more Torn marks than runes, bonds and filled entries combined walks out of the Book entirely, as the originals did. They do not die. They become one of the unplaced, and they are loved. Write their epilogue gently.

The Last Signature

Then the Registrar sets one sheet on the altar, with a pen. Ordio needs the Part in every Seat that does not yet hold it, freely given. The paper lists how many signatures, plainly. Every player at the table now chooses. That choice is the ending.

Recommended handling: Do not rush this. Let the walkers be kind. Let the Old Ones' voices be audible under the floor. Let the players hear exactly how tired the world is. Then let them decide what they love.

Endings

There are four families of ending and one door left open. None is the correct one. The book prefers life to perfection. It does not require your players to agree.

1 · The scar holds

Nobody signs. The Voicing fails to resolve, because a composition must resolve enough to be music, and this one would not. The Seats stay as the Graces left them.

The epilogue depends on the final stage.




	Final stage
	The city afterward





	0 to 2
	Better than the party found it. Every predecessor walks free. The Old Ones are held again, and they will sing the world under protest for another age. Someone should thank them. Nobody will.



	3
	As the party found it. The lampposts by the Roadswirl stay straight. Everything else is Montavera.



	4 to 6
	Saved, and quieter, permanently. The Register entries that were taken stay taken. The players will walk past the shop that sells only possible things for the rest of their lives.





ATOO keeps every agreement it signed and begins again, politely. The Old Ones wait. They have never been impatient.

2 · Ordio

Someone signs, and enough of them. Then nothing happens. Read this aloud, flatly, and close the book.

[FICTION] Index entry, final. Montavera: a city. Population: correct. Weather: fair. Disputes outstanding: none. Persons unrecorded: none. Further entries: not required. The Office has nothing further to file. It will not have anything further to file. This is the last page.

Recommended handling: Notice what is missing from that entry. The Headmaster has stopped being funny. As long as the Headmaster was cheerful, the city was still holding. Let the players notice it themselves.

3 · Alter the terms

A Seat holds anyone. Ordio needs the Part in all seven. Put someone who is not the Part into a Seat on purpose, and Ordio cannot complete while they sit.


	The Eversworn Beast sits. Only if the party has stood before Theil's church and been told the truth about themselves without flinching. Theil takes a Seat and frees its occupant. Divergence, held in a Seat, can never be put in order, so Ordio is impossible for as long as Theil sits, which is forever. The cost is Theil. From now on Montavera still changes, but only by accident, never by rebellion. The Department of Heresies files no new heresies. It misses them.

	The Oracle sits. Only if she was turned. She takes the Seat of Light and frees its occupant. She sees everything the world reveals and conceals, forever, and is never wrong again. It is her office back, exactly as she asked for it. Whether that is mercy is a question the table answers at the graveside of someone who is not dead.



4 · The personal price

A PC refuses Ordio and sits anyway, in one particular Seat, to free one particular person. The Correction rises one stage. The world goes on. The PC becomes the Held: once a season, the city hears them through the voice their Seat carries, and the party knows who it is.

Recommended handling: Offer this only if a player reaches for it. Never ask anyone to sacrifice their character. Let them decide what their character is for.

The open door

Your players will invent a fifth ending. Allow it if it obeys the two laws of the temple: a Seat is never empty, and the Seats accept only signatures. Everything else is negotiable, which in Montavera means everything else has a form.

Loose threads, tied




	Thread
	If the scar holds
	If Ordio
	If the terms change





	The Oracle
	Defeated: filed by whoever caught her. Turned: wrong again, gladly, and alive. Neither: she goes home and Shadora pretends not to see her.
	The oracle vanishes. The woman is filed forever as a cautionary example.
	She sits, or she watches someone else sit and understands what it cost.



	The predecessors
	Free if Graces freed them; owed by the party either way.
	Seated forever.
	Freed one at a time, by whoever sits.



	Mr. Black
	Still wants a seat that is his. If he was the Third and was re-seated, he has one.
	Seated in the Council, finally, properly, forever. He does not smile.
	Unchanged, which disappoints him.



	The Council
	Contradicts itself again. Relieved. Denies it.
	Means exactly what it says. Says very little.
	Leaps into the chasm nightly, as before. Unremarked.



	The party's past
	Retrieved, if they bought it back. They know what they did. They did it anyway.
	Irrelevant.
	Theirs to keep.





When the river floods

[STORYTELLER GUIDANCE] The main plot will not go as written. It was built not to need to.




	What the players do
	What happens





	Ignore the main plot entirely
	Good. Keep dealing Pieces. Keep making Moves. The Correction drifts. From Stage 5 the Pull walks them toward the river whether they are interested or not. The sandbox is never paused.



	Attack Odile before they know who she is
	She is a person, and she was kind to them. ATOO slows. Shadora sends someone to collect her things. Facts 2 and 3 arrive through what she left: the violets, the umbrella log, an unsent letter.



	Learn everything at once
	Let them. Mote answers. The Merchant answers. Knowing is not stopping. Skip to the beat their knowledge implies and keep the antagonists moving.



	Join ATOO, or sign early
	Allowed. The campaign becomes a different story, honestly told. If your table uses the Betrayal path, this is where it lives: delivering another PC to the river is the forbidden path's cosmic form.



	Try to leave the city
	No entry record, no exit. The road out arrives back at the Bureau of Belonging, where a clerk is expecting them. From Stage 5, the Pull turns them around in their sleep.



	Lose a PC
	The Part recruits. A new citizen arrives at Window 2 next Moonsday with no record and a Form R-1 already half filled in.



	Gain a player
	Same. They are of the Part. They have always been on their way.



	Ask what the Disagreement was
	Answer with a Drawer 3 witness. Never with a fact.





What is never stated

Not in this book, not by you, not by any Piece, reading, rune or dream:


	what the Disagreement was;

	what the originals were;

	whether the Book of Chaos was ever a book;

	why the Council leaps into Raduga Cove;

	who signed the letter L;

	whether Mr. Black is one of the Old Ones (at your table, you know; in the book, nobody does);

	where the waiting room's occupants go after a threshold (DECLINED).



These are not missing answers. They are load-bearing walls. The city is held up by the things it never unlocked.

[FICTION]

That is the river, Storyteller. It has been running under your table since session one. You may have noticed the damp.

Your players will be offered rest by people who mean it. They will be told, correctly, that the world is tired, that the scar aches, that everything would be easier finished. Every word of that will be true.

What they do then is the only thing in this book that the Office cannot file in advance. The Office has tried. The form keeps coming back blank. The Office has decided, after some deliberation, to consider that a good sign.

May you fail your way to Chaos.

Yours in disservice, —The Headmaster
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