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Chapter One
The Fire That Knew What to Spare
The fire began in the room marked Copies.
That was how Grace knew it had been planned.
Fires started in kitchens, in broken wiring, in rubbish pits, in foolish men’s cigarettes, in old buildings with tired walls and unpaid maintenance.
They did not begin politely in the one room where the Kalinga Regional Victims’ Record Office kept duplicate files.
Not unless someone had taught the fire where to go.
At 2:13 a.m., the night guard saw smoke under the back door.
At 2:16 a.m., the first window cracked.
At 2:18 a.m., the printer exploded.
By 2:21 a.m., the officer on duty called Beatrice Nanyonga in Kisiwa and said the sentence that woke the country again.
“The records are burning.”
Beatrice did not scream.
She was not a woman who gave panic free accommodation.
“Which records?” she asked.
The officer coughed into the phone.
“Copies room, Madam. Intake files. Burial corrections. Custody transfers. Some child restoration files.”
“Are the originals safe?”
“I don’t know.”
“Then know.”
“Madam, the building is on fire.”
“Then stand far enough not to die and close enough to count what leaves.”
The officer went silent.
Beatrice added, “And no file leaves alone.”
Even during fire, especially during fire, rules mattered.
By 2:30 a.m., Grace Muwanga was awake, dressed, and angry.
David watched her cross his sitting room with one shoe on and her phone pressed to her ear.
“You slept here?” he asked.
“No. I fell unconscious near your table after reviewing procurement forms.”
“That sounds like sleeping.”
“It was legal collapse.”
Sarah appeared from the hallway in a wrapper, holding a mug of tea she had somehow made before anyone told the kettle there was an emergency.
“What happened?”
Grace covered the phone.
“Kalinga office. Fire in the copies room.”
Sarah’s face changed.
“Accident?”
Grace’s eyes were cold.
“If this is accident, I will apologise to electricity.”
David reached for his jacket.
Grace pointed at him.
“No.”
He stopped.
“Grace.”
“No.”
“You cannot say no every time there is danger.”
“I can. I have experience.”
Sarah looked at David.
“She is right.”
David stared at his mother.
“You do not even know what I was going to say.”
“You were going to say you are coming.”
“I am.”
“You are not.”
Grace nodded.
“Excellent parenting.”
Sarah ignored her.
“You will go when it is safe enough to be useful. Not when fire is still deciding what story it wants.”
David hated that sentence because it was correct.
By 3:05 a.m., Inspector Samuel Okoro was on the road to Kalinga with a forensic fire unit, two record-protection officers, and Dr. Amina Sayeed, who had insisted on coming because “people who burn records often burn bodies badly.”
No one argued with her anymore when she sounded like that.
At 3:40 a.m., the Kalinga office roof gave way over the back wing.
At 4:10 a.m., the fire was contained.
At 4:35 a.m., Okoro entered the building wearing a mask and gloves.
The smell was terrible.
Not only smoke.
Paper.
Plastic.
Wet ash.
Burned ink.
A smell that made clerks cry and investigators stop speaking.
The Copies room was black.
Shelves collapsed.
Cabinets warped open.
The public queue board had melted against the wall.
But near the north corner, under a fallen beam, one metal drawer survived.
Okoro crouched.
The label was burned at the edges but still readable.
Unresolved Names — Pending Verification
He looked at the fire investigator.
“This drawer should have burned.”
The investigator nodded.
“Yes.”
“Why didn’t it?”
“Protected by fallen plaster. Luck.”
Amina stepped closer.
“Luck is what lazy men call a second look.”
Okoro opened the drawer.
Inside were files.
Not untouched.
Smoke-stained.
Damp.
But alive.
He lifted the top file.
John S. Lubega — Transport Permit Review
Uncle John.
The man who had been a nickname until the blank stone opened work.
The next file:
Sister Beata Nalu — Clinic Register Irregularity
The next:
Michael Taremwa — University Disciplinary Archive
The three cases from the last blank stone.
Okoro’s eyes narrowed.
“Amina.”
She looked over.
“What?”
“These should have been in separate investigation trays.”
“Why are they together?”
“Exactly.”
He checked the drawer.
At the bottom, beneath the three files, was a page that did not belong.
White paper.
Clean.
Too clean.
No smoke stain.
No water damage.
Placed after the fire.
Okoro lifted it with tweezers.
One sentence was typed in the centre.
Copies can burn too.
Amina’s face hardened.
“Someone came back.”
Okoro looked at the doorway.
The wet floor.
The ash.
The footprints.
There were many prints from firefighters, clerks, police, chaos.
But near the north wall, beneath the broken window, he saw one mark that did not match the others.
A shoe print in ash.
Fresh.
Pointing out.
Not in.
Someone had entered after the fire began, after everyone ran towards smoke, after water flooded the room.
Someone had placed the message where it would survive.
Okoro called Grace.
She answered before the first ring finished.
“What did you find?”
“Message.”
“What message?”
“Copies can burn too.”
Grace said nothing.
That was worse than shouting.
Okoro continued.
“The three blank-stone cases were gathered together in one drawer.”
“By staff?”
“Unknown.”
“Originals?”
“Checking.”
“And?”
“There is a clean page placed after ignition.”
Grace’s voice dropped.
“This is not destruction.”
“No.”
“It is communication.”
“Yes.”
Sarah, standing beside Grace, whispered, “To whom?”
Grace looked at David.
“To us.”
By morning, the country knew the Kalinga Record Office had burned.
By noon, the official statement said the fire was suspicious.
By evening, families were already lining outside the damaged building, holding plastic sleeves, asking whether their names had survived.
Beatrice arrived before sunset.
She stood before the blackened office and faced the waiting families.
No microphone at first.
Then one was pushed into her hand.
She did not thank anyone for it.
“The fire damaged the building,” she said. “It damaged files. It did not damage your right to truth.”
A woman shouted, “Are our records gone?”
Beatrice looked at the crowd.
“Some copies are damaged. Some originals are safe. Some backups are being checked. We will not lie to comfort you. We will account.”
Another voice shouted, “Who did this?”
Beatrice’s face did not change.
“Someone who fears copies.”
That answer travelled faster than the smoke.
At Sarah’s house that night, the group gathered again.
They always did when the country cracked.
Grace spread photographs across the table.
Burn patterns.
Drawer.
Typed message.
Footprints.
File list.
David stood behind her, reading.
Faith, now older in the face than any child should be, touched the photo of the burned queue board.
“People were waiting there yesterday.”
Sarah nodded.
“Yes.”
Faith looked at Grace.
“Can they burn names out?”
Grace answered carefully.
“They can burn paper.”
“That is not what I asked.”
Grace looked at her.
“No. Not if enough people hold copies.”
Faith nodded once.
“Then we make more.”
Mrs. Namutebi, who had arrived carrying tomatoes and outrage, said, “And we find the person who taught fire to read.”
Grace looked at the typed message.
Copies can burn too.
For two books, the enemy had hidden records.
Then shaped records.
Then softened records.
Now someone had decided to attack the country’s new faith directly.
Copies.
The one thing Peter Mwesige had trusted.
The one thing Stephen Okoro had died protecting.
The one thing ordinary people had begun carrying in plastic sleeves like legal shields.
Grace touched the photograph with one finger.
“Whoever did this,” she said, “does not only want to destroy records.”
David looked at her.
“What do they want?”
“To make people stop believing copies can save them.”
Outside, rain began.
Soft at first.
Then heavy.
Good rain, Achieng would have said.
Growing rain.
But in Kalinga, the rain fell through a burned roof onto ash, ink, and a message left clean enough to be cruel.
The fire was out.
The case had begun.
Chapter Two
The Woman With the Burned Sleeve
The first witness came wrapped in a hospital blanket.
Her name was Lydia Kasozi.
Junior clerk.
Age twenty-six.
Assigned to night digitisation duty because the Kalinga office was behind on custody transfer scans.
She smelled of smoke, antiseptic, and fear.
Amina refused to let anyone question her until she had eaten soup.
Grace argued that soup was not a legal requirement.
Amina said, “Neither is stupidity, yet you practise it.”
Grace waited.
That was how serious the fire was.
Grace waited.
Lydia sat in the temporary interview room at Kalinga District Clinic, her right forearm bandaged, hair singed near one ear, eyes fixed on the table.
Okoro sat opposite her.
Grace sat to the side.
Beatrice stood near the door, not as intimidation, but as assurance that records had a face.
Amina leaned against the wall pretending not to supervise the entire justice system.
Okoro began softly.
“Lydia, you are not in trouble.”
Lydia laughed once.
It was a terrible sound.
“People always say that before trouble changes clothes.”
Grace wrote that down.
Okoro nodded.
“Fair. Let me say it better. We are trying to find who burned your office.”
Lydia looked at him.
“You think I did?”
“No.”
“But you must ask.”
“Yes.”
She nodded.
“I was scanning burial correction files.”
“What time?”
“From midnight. Printer Three was working slowly. Printer Two jammed again.”
Grace said, “Printer Two is becoming a national enemy.”
No one smiled.
Lydia continued.
“At around two, I heard someone at the back door.”
“Staff entrance?”
“Yes.”
“Did you see who?”
“No. The corridor light was out.”
“Was it out earlier?”
“No.”
Okoro looked at Grace.
Power cut targeted.
Lydia continued.
“I thought it was Mr. Juma.”
“Night guard?”
“Yes. He sometimes checks the kettle.”
“Then?”
“I smelled petrol.”
The room changed.
Amina straightened.
Lydia swallowed.
“I opened the door to the copies room. There was smoke near the floor. Then someone pushed me from behind.”
Okoro’s voice remained calm.
“Did you see them?”
“A shape. Tall. Dark coat. Gloves.”
“Male? Female?”
“I don’t know. They wore a mask.”
“What kind?”
“Not medical. Dark. Like motorbike dust mask.”
Grace wrote:
Mask. Coat. Gloves. Light disabled. Petrol.
Lydia’s good hand tightened on the blanket.
“I fell near the scanner. My sleeve caught fire.”
Amina moved closer.
Not touching.
Near enough.
Lydia looked at her bandaged arm.
“I hit it against the floor. I don’t remember screaming. Maybe I did.”
“You got out,” Okoro said.
“No.”
Everyone looked at her.
Lydia looked up.
“I went back.”
Grace stopped writing.
“You went back into the copies room?”
Lydia nodded.
“Why?”
“The red box.”
Beatrice inhaled.
The red box was office protocol.
Every regional branch kept one fire-resistant emergency transfer box near the exit. It contained that day’s scanned index, pending file movement log, access register, and one encrypted drive.
Lydia said, “It was not near the exit.”
Beatrice’s face hardened.
“Where was it?”
“In the copies room.”
“That is against protocol.”
“I know.”
“Who moved it?”
Lydia’s eyes filled.
“I don’t know. I saw it under the table. The fire was near the door. I thought if it burned, we would not know what had been scanned.”
Okoro asked, “Did you retrieve it?”
Lydia nodded.
“With your sleeve burning?”
“I had already put it out.”
Amina muttered something about heroic fools.
Grace looked at Lydia with new respect.
“Where is the box?”
Lydia looked at Beatrice.
“I gave it to the woman outside.”
“What woman?”
“The woman with the yellow scarf.”
Silence.
Beatrice stepped forward.
“What woman with the yellow scarf?”
Lydia’s breathing changed.
“She said she was from central office.”
“Name?”
“She had a badge.”
“What name?”
“I don’t remember. I was coughing. She took the box and said, ‘Good girl. You saved the day.’”
Grace’s eyes went cold.
Okoro asked carefully, “Did anyone from central office receive the red box?”
Beatrice answered.
“No.”
Lydia’s face collapsed.
“No.”
Okoro leaned forward.
“Lydia, listen. You did not give it away carelessly. You were injured. Someone exploited that. That is on them.”
Lydia began to cry.
“I thought I saved it.”
Grace’s voice was quiet.
“You may still have.”
Lydia looked at her.
“How?”
“Because now we know there was a woman with a yellow scarf.”
That did not comfort Lydia much.
It comforted Grace less.
The emergency red box was gone.
Inside it: the scan index.
The file movement log.
The access register.
The encrypted drive.
Someone had burned the copies room, placed a message, gathered three unresolved files, and stolen the one box that could show what had moved before the fire.
This was not an attack.
It was an operation.
Okoro asked, “Did the woman say anything else?”
Lydia wiped her face with the edge of the blanket.
“She said copies are only safe with people who understand them.”
Grace stopped.
“Exact words?”
Lydia nodded.
“I remember because I thought it was strange.”
Okoro looked at Grace.
The typed message:
Copies can burn too.
The woman:
Copies are only safe with people who understand them.
A philosophy.
Not only a crime.
Grace hated philosophical criminals.
They caused paperwork to develop ego.
After the interview, Amina ordered Lydia to rest.
Lydia tried to refuse.
Amina said, “You have done enough for one revolution.”
That worked.
Outside the clinic, Grace called David.
He answered quickly.
“What did you find?”
“A stolen emergency red box.”
“What was inside?”
“Everything that tells us what happened before the fire.”
“Who took it?”
“A woman with a yellow scarf pretending to be central office.”
David paused.
“Do we know her?”
“Not yet.”
“That means yes later.”
“Probably.”
He heard the exhaustion under her voice.
“Come back tonight.”
“I have to stay.”
“No. You have to sleep.”
“Are you giving me instructions?”
“Yes.”
“That is bold.”
“You once told me courage after the crowd leaves can look like maintenance. Sleep is maintenance.”
Grace was silent.
Then said, “I hate when my sentences are used against me.”
“Come back.”
“I will after the staff debrief.”
“That means midnight.”
“That means after the staff debrief.”
He sighed.
“Grace.”
Her voice softened.
“I will come back.”
At the temporary Kalinga office, Beatrice gathered the staff.
The burned building stood behind them, black against the evening.
Some clerks cried.
Some stared.
Some looked guilty for surviving.
Beatrice stood before them.
“Lydia Kasozi saved what she believed was the red box. It was stolen by impersonation. That is not her shame. It is our lesson.”
The staff listened.
“From now on, emergency transfer requires two-person confirmation, spoken password, and direct receipt call to central office before handover. No scarf, badge, title, or bleeding emergency changes that.”
A clerk raised his hand.
“What if the building is burning?”
Beatrice looked at him.
“Especially if the building is burning.”
Grace almost smiled.
Procedure under fire.
Peter would have liked that.
Later, Okoro received the first camera footage from a shop across the street.
At 2:28 a.m., smoke rising behind the office, a woman walked out from the side gate carrying a red metal box.
Yellow scarf.
Dark coat.
Motorbike mask lowered around her neck.
She turned once towards the camera.
Only half her face showed.
Enough.
Okoro sent the image to Grace.
Grace opened it.
Her mouth went dry.
She knew the face.
Not personally.
From a file.
From Civic Harmony Trust’s board annex.
From the Continuity Review Forum seizure.
Name:
Dr. Vera Mirembe.
Psychologist.
Child trauma consultant.
Former adviser to Mercy House.
Former co-author of witness emotional reliability assessments.
Status after Book Two investigations:
Missing.
Grace stared at the image.
Then called Okoro.
“Samuel.”
“I know.”
“No. You don’t.”
“What?”
Grace enlarged the photograph.
Vera Mirembe’s left hand held the red box.
Her right hand held a phone.
On the phone case was a sticker.
Small.
White.
Three words.
Truth needs custody.
Grace felt the old cold return.
Room Four had believed truth needed control.
Adebayo had called it sequencing.
The Forum had called it responsible healing.
Now Vera Mirembe had burned copies and stolen the index because, in her mind, truth still needed custody.
The method had not only survived.
It had found a new caretaker.
Chapter Three
Truth Needs Custody
Dr. Vera Mirembe had built her career on soft rooms.
Rooms with cushions.
Rooms with warm lamps.
Rooms where children were given coloured pencils while adults behind glass decided whether their grief was useful, unstable, guided, contaminated, symbolic, or ready.
She had never looked dangerous in photographs.
That was part of the danger.
In her Mercy House profile, she wore pale blue and smiled with both hands folded over a notebook.
In Civic Futures reports, she wrote about trauma-informed testimony.
In the Continuity Review Forum files, she warned against “uncontained victim narratives.”
In the Kalinga fire footage, she carried the red emergency box through smoke.
Grace placed all four images side by side on the table at Sarah’s house.
Faith stared at them.
“That is the woman who wrote about emotional gravity?”
Grace nodded.
“One of them.”
“She burned copies?”
“Allegedly.”
Faith looked at the photograph.
“She looks like a school counsellor.”
Sarah said, “Bad rooms hire gentle faces.”
David sat beside Grace, reading Vera’s recovered profile.
Dr. Vera Mirembe.
Psychologist.
Consultant in child trauma, public testimony preparation, witness stabilisation, post-conflict narrative recovery.
Former Mercy House adviser.
Former Civic Harmony Trust consultant.
Former Record Office applicant.
Grace looked up.
“Applicant?”
David turned the page.
“She applied to advise the Victims’ Record Office child restoration unit.”
“When?”
“Three weeks after Adebayo’s appeal judgment.”
Beatrice, attending by phone, said, “Rejected.”
Grace asked, “Why?”
“Conflict risk. Prior Mercy House connection. Refused to disclose full client list. Used phrase ‘protective narrative custody.’”
Grace closed her eyes.
“There it is.”
Protective narrative custody.
Truth needs custody.
Copies can burn too.
The language was not random.
It was doctrine.
Amina, standing near the window, said, “People like her believe victims are dangerous unless professionally handled.”
Rebecca nodded.
“That is how Mercy House worked.”
Ruth Namatovu sat apart, pale but steady.
She had known Vera.
Not well.
Enough.
“She trained us,” Ruth said.
Everyone turned.
Grace’s voice sharpened.
“When?”
“At Civic Futures. Before Rebecca. Before the moving studio. She ran a workshop called Responsible Listening.”
Rebecca looked at her sister.
“You never told me that.”
“I did not remember her name at first. She was Dr. Vera to everyone. Soft voice. Always asking how stories could harm public trust.”
Grace took a pen.
“What did she teach?”
Ruth swallowed.
“That trauma makes people unreliable unless guided.”
Amina muttered, “Convenient.”
“That children should not be allowed to attach identity to anger too early.”
Faith’s face hardened.
“That witnesses can be destabilised by premature naming.”
Sarah closed her eyes.
Ruth continued.
“She said sometimes truth must be held by professionals before it reaches families.”
Grace wrote the sentence.
Then underlined it.
“That is our motive.”
David looked at her.
“She does not think she is destroying truth.”
“No,” Grace said. “She thinks she is rescuing it from ordinary people.”
Mrs. Namutebi, who had been listening from the kitchen while pretending to wash tomatoes, came in.
“Truth does not need babysitting by people who charge consultancy fees.”
Grace pointed at her.
“Useful.”
“I often am.”
By morning, Dr. Vera Mirembe’s face was circulated through official channels.
Not publicly yet.
Okoro wanted enough evidence before the country turned her into either monster or martyr.
Vera’s house was searched under warrant.
Empty.
Too empty.
No clothes.
No laptop.
No family photographs.
No medicine.
No food in the fridge except one sealed bottle of water and three apples arranged in a bowl like someone had staged absence.
Amina looked at the photos.
“People who flee naturally leave mess. People who flee theatrically leave apples.”
Okoro found a hidden safe behind a bookshelf.
Inside: passports under two names, cash in three currencies, memory cards, and a sealed envelope addressed to:
The Teacher
David stared when Okoro placed it on Grace’s office table.
“No.”
Grace did not touch it.
Okoro said, “It may mean you.”
“No.”
“It may.”
“I am tired of being addressed by criminals.”
Grace put on gloves and opened the envelope.
Inside was one page.
Printed.
No signature.
Mr. Mwesige,
Your father understood that truth must be chained to many hands. He was almost correct. He failed to understand that ordinary hands panic, sell, forget, misread, burn, leak, and turn suffering into crowds.
You have taught children to ask for copies. Noble. Dangerous. A country of frightened people with copies is not justice. It is uncontrolled ignition.
The Copy Law will destroy more truth than it saves. Someone must protect the record from the public before the public destroys the record in the name of repair.
You know this, though you pretend not to. You saw the crowd. You saw the stones. You saw how quickly names become weapons.
Meet me where standing began, and I will return what was saved from Kalinga. Refuse, and the copies will become ash one office at a time.
No location.
No time.
Grace placed the page down.
“Where standing began.”
Sarah, who had come quietly, whispered, “Room Four.”
David looked at the letter.
His name.
His father.
Again.
A method trying to make the teacher into the door.
Grace saw his face.
“No.”
He looked at her.
“You do not know what I was going to say.”
“Yes, I do. You were going to say maybe you should meet her.”
Okoro said, “Absolutely not.”
Amina added, “I will sedate him if necessary.”
David looked around the room.
“You are all very quick.”
Sarah said, “Because we have survived your sense of duty before.”
Grace picked up the letter.
“She wants you to think you are uniquely able to reason with her. That is the same old architecture wearing perfume.”
Rebecca nodded.
“Make the son believe he is the door.”
The phrase returned like a sickness.
David stepped back.
He hated that it still worked inside him.
Not fully.
Not enough to obey.
But enough to pull.
Because she had the red box.
Because the Kalinga families were waiting.
Because the unresolved names were vulnerable.
Because Peter had written about copies.
Because every criminal who understood David knew exactly where to press.
Faith watched him from the doorway.
“Don’t.”
David turned.
She held his eyes.
“Do not become the door again.”
He nodded slowly.
“I won’t.”
Grace looked at him.
“Say it better.”
David took a breath.
“I will not meet her alone. I will not let her choose the room. I will not become the route.”
Sarah’s shoulders lowered.
Grace nodded.
“Acceptable.”
Okoro began planning controlled communication.
The letter had no direct contact, but Vera wanted Room Four.
That gave them a place.
A dangerous place.
A meaningful place.
A place the method could not resist.
Justice Odede, still presiding over related preservation matters, issued sealed authorisations for surveillance around Room Four, monitored communications, and controlled recovery of stolen record material.
Beatrice doubled security at all regional offices.
The Copy Law clubs were paused from public visits.
Schools were warned without frightening children.
That failed because children noticed everything.
At Saint Mark’s, a student asked David, “Sir, is someone attacking copies?”
David looked at the class.
“Yes.”
The room went quiet.
“Should we stop asking for them?” another student asked.
“No.”
“Should we be scared?”
David thought.
“Yes. But not obedient.”
He wrote on the board:
Fear is information. It is not instruction.
The students copied it.
After school, Grace found the phrase on the board and sighed.
“What?”
“You keep producing sentences people will put on signs.”
“I am a teacher.”
“You are a public safety risk.”
That evening, the official alert went out.
The public was told that the Kalinga fire was under criminal investigation, that the stolen emergency red box was being traced, that copies remained valid, and that all Record Office branches would continue operating under expanded safeguards.
The statement did not name Vera.
Not yet.
Mrs. Namutebi complained.
“Why protect her name?”
Grace answered, “Because if we name her before the evidence is ready, she becomes a ghost with supporters.”
Mrs. Namutebi considered this.
“Fine. But ghosts should not enjoy privacy too long.”
“No argument.”
In a safe location outside Kisiwa, Vera Mirembe opened a laptop and watched the statement.
The red box sat on a table beside her.
Unopened.
Not because she could not open it.
Because she wanted someone to understand restraint.
She believed restraint made her different from arsonists.
Different from Adebayo.
Different from Kamoga.
Different from the men who moved bodies and the donors who preserved architecture.
She believed she was protecting truth from chaos.
On the wall behind her hung a map of every regional Record Office.
Kalinga was circled in red.
Two more offices were marked in yellow.
One in blue.
At the bottom of the map, in her neat handwriting, was a sentence:
If copies are sacred, show them the cost of worship.
She picked up her phone.
Typed one message.
Sent it to an unknown number.
He received the letter. Prepare the second lesson.
Somewhere else, another phone lit up.
The reply came quickly.
Which office?
Vera looked at the map.
Smiled sadly.
Then typed:
The one with children.
Chapter Four
The Office With Children
The office with children was not supposed to exist.
Not officially.
The Regional Child Restoration Unit had been created quietly after the Achieng Protocol. Its location was protected. Its files were separated. Its staff were trained to avoid exactly the kind of harm Mercy House had normalised.
No public tours.
No donor access.
No filming.
No symbolic visits.
No forced gratitude.
No adult speeches beside children who had not asked to become evidence.
The unit was housed behind a library in Namasere, a small town with jacaranda trees, cracked pavements, and a bus station that smelled of dust, diesel, and roasted maize.
To the public, the sign read:
Family Records Support Desk
Inside, children restored from Mercy House, church programmes, false foster placements, and emergency custody chains could meet advocates, review name records, choose how their old and current names appeared, and decide what they wanted adults to know.
It was the most protected office in the system.
That was why Grace knew Vera would try to touch it.
“People like her always want children,” Grace said.
Amina nodded grimly.
“Children let them pretend control is care.”
The warning came not from police.
Not from surveillance.
From Daniel.
He had been invited to the Namasere unit to help review a child-friendly complaint poster. Beatrice had approved it reluctantly. Grace had opposed it. Daniel had argued that he was a recognised cabbage-policy stakeholder.
He won.
At 11:12 a.m., during the poster review, Daniel noticed the snacks.
That was natural.
Daniel noticed snacks the way lawyers noticed contradictions.
There were biscuits, bananas, juice boxes, and small cakes wrapped in clear plastic.
On the table near the window sat a tray of vegetable sandwiches.
Daniel frowned.
The advocate beside him said, “What is wrong?”
He pointed.
“Who ordered those?”
“The sandwiches?”
“Yes.”
“I think they came with the catering.”
Daniel’s eyes narrowed.
“No.”
The advocate smiled.
“You don’t like vegetables?”
“I dislike suspicious vegetables.”
She stopped smiling.
Daniel lifted one sandwich.
Opened it.
Cabbage.
He stepped back.
The advocate laughed nervously.
“Daniel, it is only cabbage.”
He looked at her.
“Only has already been convicted.”
That sentence saved the office.
The advocate called the site manager.
The site manager checked the catering order.
No vegetable sandwiches had been ordered.
The catering company denied sending them.
Security reviewed the delivery log.
A woman in a yellow scarf had dropped off an “additional child-friendly tray” at the back entrance twenty minutes earlier, claiming central office had added it for the consultation.
Inside one sandwich, beneath shredded cabbage, was a folded strip of waterproof paper.
Not poison.
Not explosive.
A message.
Children tell truth before adults teach them ownership. Bring Achieng Laker to the old library stacks by noon, or the next child file goes public.
The room froze.
Daniel read it twice.
Then said, “I told you cabbage was dangerous.”
The site manager called Beatrice.
Beatrice called Grace.
Grace called Okoro.
Okoro called Namasere police.
Amina called everyone fools for not searching sandwiches earlier.
Within fifteen minutes, the office went into child-protection lockdown.
No panic.
No shouting.
No children told unnecessary details.
Advocates moved them into the safe reading room and began a planned activity called “name maps,” because good procedures allowed fear to move without wearing a uniform.
Achieng was not at the office.
That mattered.
She was in Kisiwa with Mama Laker and Faith, visiting Sarah’s house.
Grace exhaled when she confirmed it.
Then became angrier.
Vera had old information.
Or partial information.
Or someone close to the unit had leaked expected attendance lists.
Rebecca arrived at Grace’s office with Ruth Namatovu.
Ruth’s face was pale.
“I know how she got the list.”
Grace turned.
“Say it.”
“Civic Futures kept child attendance prediction charts. Mercy House did too. When children were moved, some old caseworkers still tracked likely appearances for donor follow-up, reunions, hearings.”
Grace’s voice was dangerous.
“Those lists were supposed to be seized.”
“Copies existed.”
“Of course they did.”
Ruth looked down.
“I helped create some of the early formats.”
Rebecca touched her arm once.
Not comfort.
Anchor.
Grace saw.
Then moved.
“Find every old format. Every field. Every person who accessed child appearance predictions.”
Ruth nodded.
“I will.”
At Namasere, Okoro found the delivery footage.
Yellow scarf.
Dark coat.
Mask.
But this time, the woman carrying the sandwich tray was shorter than Vera.
Different walk.
Different hands.
A courier.
Not Vera.
The courier had used a false central office badge and entered through the back gate.
The guard had accepted the tray because it came with a printed memo.
The memo had Beatrice’s forged signature.
Beatrice saw the scan and became deeply offended.
“Forgery is one thing. Bad imitation is another.”
Grace looked at it.
The signature was close, but the final stroke was wrong.
Nsubuga, called for document comparison because he had become unbearable about handwriting, said, “The letter spacing is undisciplined.”
Grace said, “Useful, but please do not enjoy yourself.”
The courier was found three hours later at Namasere bus station.
Seventeen years old.
Name: Mara Kintu.
Former Mercy House resident.
Current status: missing from supervised placement for two days.
She had been paid in cash and told the package contained “review forms for children’s rights.” She did not know about the message inside the cabbage sandwich.
Or so she said.
Okoro interviewed her with child advocate present.
Mara sat with her hood up, face hard.
“I didn’t burn anything.”
“No one said you did,” Okoro replied.
“You think I’m stupid.”
“No.”
“You think because I’m Mercy House, I’m easy.”
Okoro paused.
That was not false enough to deny quickly.
He said, “I think someone chose you because they believed adults might not listen properly.”
Mara looked away.
“She said the Record Office was stealing our stories.”
“Who said?”
Mara’s jaw tightened.
“Dr. Vera.”
Okoro leaned forward slightly.
“You met her?”
“She said she knew me from before.”
“Did she?”
Mara laughed.
“They all knew us from before. That was the problem.”
“What did she want?”
Mara looked at the advocate.
The advocate nodded gently.
Mara whispered, “She said Achieng was being used.”
“By whom?”
“By the Record Office. By Faith. By the teacher. By the old women. By everyone who liked saying names.”
Okoro’s stomach tightened.
Vera was not recruiting through money alone.
She was recruiting through old wounds.
Mara continued.
“She said Little Rain belonged to all of us, not just one grandmother. She said when they gave her back a name, they took away what she meant.”
Okoro understood then.
Vera’s doctrine had found its emotional weapon.
Restoration as theft.
Copies as danger.
Names as ownership.
Care as custody.
He asked, “Where is Vera?”
Mara shook her head.
“I don’t know.”
“Did she give you a phone?”
“No.”
“Message point?”
Mara hesitated.
Okoro waited.
Finally, she said, “Old library stacks. Noon. I was supposed to see if anyone came.”
“Then?”
“Leave a book on the third table.”
“What book?”
Mara looked embarrassed.
“Children of the Storm.”
Okoro wrote it down.
At 12:47 p.m., the old Namasere library was surrounded quietly.
No raid.
No drama.
Readers were moved out slowly.
The third table held no book.
Grace, watching from the command vehicle, said, “She knew we intercepted.”
Okoro nodded.
“She expected Daniel to notice.”
Grace looked at him.
“What?”
“She used cabbage.”
Silence.
Amina, on the line, said, “That is either arrogance or psychological bait.”
Grace closed her eyes.
“She wanted us to save the office.”
David, who had arrived despite objections because Achieng and Faith were now targets, said, “Why?”
Grace answered slowly.
“Because she is teaching us.”
The first lesson: Kalinga. Copies burn.
Second lesson: Namasere. Children can still be reached.
And both times, she left messages that did not simply destroy.
They argued.
Vera Mirembe was not trying to hide her philosophy.
She was staging it.
At Sarah’s house, Faith sat with Achieng and Mama Laker while security remained outside.
Achieng read the message once after Grace approved a carefully explained version.
She did not cry.
She became very quiet.
Then she said, “She thinks Little Rain is hers.”
Mama Laker pulled her close.
Achieng did not lean fully into the hug at first.
Then did.
Faith sat beside her.
“You can be Achieng and Little Rain.”
Achieng nodded.
“I know.”
“Adults forget?”
“Yes.”
Faith looked at the window, where an officer stood outside near the tomato plants.
“Then we remind them.”
Achieng looked at her.
“How?”
Faith picked up a pen.
“Copies.”
The girls began writing.
Not statements.
Not testimony.
Not performance.
A list.
Names they chose for themselves.
Achieng / Little Rain / Weather.
Faith Tendo / Daughter of Agnes / Not a Sample Case.
Daniel / Complaint Officer / Anti-Cabbage.
Paul / Mummy’s Stew.
Isaac / Tomatoes Must Behave.
They laughed when they reached Isaac’s line.
That mattered.
Laughter under protection was not weakness.
It was proof the threat had failed to take the whole room.
That night, Grace stood outside Sarah’s house with David.
The street was guarded.
The tomatoes were watered.
The children were inside.
The red box was still missing.
Vera was still gone.
The fire had become a doctrine.
The children had become targets.
David looked at Grace.
“This is bigger than a burned office.”
“Yes.”
“She wants to prove repair is dangerous.”
“Yes.”
“And if people believe her?”
Grace looked at the lit windows of Sarah’s house.
“Then the country returns truth to professionals who know how to bury it politely.”
David thought of his father’s chain.
Many ordinary hands.
Copies.
Students.
Children.
Clerks.
Market women.
Widows.
Guilty friends.
Goats, even, if Grace was honest.
He said, “We cannot let her choose the lesson.”
Grace nodded.
“No.”
Inside the house, Daniel was explaining to Achieng that cabbage had now entered national security history.
Amina told him not to become proud of a vegetable.
Faith added another line to the children’s list:
We are not files you can steal back.
Grace read it later.
Then made copies.
Because the third book had begun with fire.
But as Peter had warned long ago, a method dies only when copies survive.
This time, the enemy understood that too.
And that made her more dangerous.
Chapter Five
The Girl Who Delivered Cabbage
Mara Kintu did not want to be rescued.
That was the first problem.
She sat in the interview room with her hood up, arms folded, eyes fixed on the wall as if every adult in the building had been written by the same disappointing hand.
The child advocate sat beside her.
Okoro sat across from her.
Grace stood near the window because sitting made her look too official, and Mara clearly hated official things.
Amina waited outside under protest.
“She is dehydrated,” Amina had said.
“She is hostile,” Grace replied.
“Both require fluids.”
Mara refused water.
Daniel, from the hallway, whispered, “Offer juice.”
Grace turned slowly.
“You are not part of this interview.”
“I am part of the cabbage evidence chain.”
“You are part of my headache.”
Mara heard and almost smiled.
Almost.
Grace noticed.
Children who had survived institutions often trusted irritation more than kindness. Kindness had been used on them too many times before forms.
Okoro began again.
“Mara, we are not charging you.”
“Yet.”
“No. Not yet. Not secretly. If that changes, your advocate will know before I ask another question.”
Mara looked at him.
That answer surprised her.
Good.
Truth sometimes began by not decorating itself.
Grace stepped forward.
“You delivered a tray that contained a threat to Achieng Laker.”
Mara’s jaw moved.
“I didn’t know.”
“I believe you may not have known what was inside. But you knew Vera wanted the tray delivered quietly.”
Mara looked down.
“She said adults had stolen Little Rain.”
“Achieng,” Grace said.
Mara looked up sharply.
“She was Little Rain before they all started acting like names fix things.”
Grace did not react.
Good.
Mara wanted a fight.
Grace refused to become useful.
“Names do not fix everything,” Grace said. “They stop one kind of theft.”
Mara’s expression flickered.
Okoro asked, “How did Vera contact you?”
“She found me.”
“Where?”
“Near the bus park.”
“When?”
“Two days ago.”
“Had you met her before?”
Mara shrugged.
“At Mercy House. Not properly. She watched us sometimes.”
“Watched?”
“Behind glass. In activity rooms. We were told she was checking if programmes helped us.”
Grace wrote:
Behind glass.
Mara continued, “She remembered things.”
“What things?”
“That I hated being called difficult. That I once broke a visitor camera. That I said Little Rain was ours because she cried with us.”
Okoro waited.
Mara’s face hardened.
“She said the Record Office gives children back to families like they are returning lost property.”
Grace said, “Do you believe that?”
Mara looked at her.
“I don’t know.”
That was honest.
It entered the room carefully.
Mara continued, “Everyone is happy when a grandmother comes. Everyone cries. Everyone says names first. But what about the children who don’t have grandmothers? What about those of us who only have the house we hated?”
Grace’s pen stopped.
That was the wound Vera had found.
Not false.
Not whole.
Useful.
Dangerous.
Mara leaned forward.
“You people like stories where someone is found. What about people still unfound? What are we? Blank stones with feet?”
No one answered quickly.
Good.
Quick comfort would have been disrespectful.
Finally, Okoro said, “You are right that restoration has been easier to explain when families are found.”
Mara blinked.
She had expected denial.
Okoro continued, “You are wrong if Vera told you that means the Record Office wants to erase children who are not yet found.”
“How do I know?”
Grace answered this time.
“You don’t know because I say it. You know by rules, copies, choices, and whether adults let you complain.”
Mara looked towards the hallway.
“Like cabbage boy?”
Daniel whispered, “I have a name.”
Grace closed her eyes.
Mara smiled then.
A real one.
Small but real.
Okoro asked, “Did Vera give you anything else?”
Mara hesitated.
The advocate touched her sleeve.
“Your choice.”
Mara reached into her pocket and pulled out a folded card.
Black.
Plain.
No logo.
On one side, handwritten:
When they make your pain useful, ask who owns the copy.
On the other side, a time and place.
Friday. 5 p.m. Old Children’s Theatre. Come alone if you want your story back.
Grace took a photograph of the card, not the card itself.
“Did she give this only to you?”
Mara looked away.
“No.”
“How many children?”
“I don’t know.”
“Names.”
Mara shook her head.
“If I tell, they’ll hate me.”
Grace lowered her voice.
“If you don’t tell, Vera may reach them first.”
Mara’s eyes filled, and she hated herself for it.
“I don’t know all. Jemi. Rose. Pato. Sula. Maybe Little Moses. Maybe Nia.”
Okoro wrote fast.
Former Mercy House children.
Some restored.
Some in foster care.
Some missing from follow-up.
Some angry enough to be reached.
Grace stepped into the hallway and called Beatrice.
“Find every child on this list. Quietly. Advocate first. No police at the door unless immediate risk. No uniforms where children sleep.”
Beatrice said, “Already moving.”
Grace paused.
“You did not know the list.”
“I knew there would be a list.”
Of course she did.
That was why she ran records.
By dusk, three children were located safely.
Two were not at their placements.
One had left a note.
I am getting my story back.
Grace read it in the command room and felt the old anger sharpen into something colder.
Vera was not kidnapping children.
Not exactly.
She was inviting them to mistrust rescue.
That was harder to fight because parts of her argument touched real bruises.
Faith came to Grace’s office after hearing Mara was safe.
Not because anyone invited her.
Because children in this family had learned that doors existed mainly to test adults.
“Can I talk to Mara?” Faith asked.
“No.”
“Why?”
“Because she is vulnerable.”
“So am I.”
“Yes.”
Faith folded her arms.
“She thinks we stole Achieng.”
“She thinks many things, some hers, some Vera’s.”
“Then who talks to her?”
“Advocates. Trained adults.”
Faith’s face changed.
“Trained adults hurt her before.”
Grace hated that answer because it was true enough to matter.
Sarah, sitting quietly in the corner, spoke.
“Grace, sometimes children trust someone who has also been used.”
Grace looked at her.
“No unsupervised conversation.”
“Of course.”
“No emotional performance.”
“Of course.”
“No turning Faith into a tool to reach Mara.”
Faith said, “I am here.”
Grace looked at her.
“I know. That is why I am saying it aloud.”
Faith softened slightly.
In the end, Faith and Mara met in the Record Office garden with two advocates, Sarah nearby, Grace pretending not to supervise from a distance, and Daniel banned from speaking unless spoken to because the conversation was not about cabbage, even though he argued that historically it partly was.
Mara sat on one bench.
Faith sat on another.
For a while, neither spoke.
Then Mara said, “You’re the girl with the mother.”
Faith looked at her.
“You’re the girl with the tray.”
Mara almost smiled.
“Fair.”
Faith looked at the tomato plants.
“Vera told you Achieng was stolen?”
“Yes.”
“She wasn’t.”
“How do you know?”
“Because Achieng still chooses both names.”
Mara looked down.
“At Mercy House, Little Rain belonged to us.”
Faith nodded.
“Maybe she did.”
Mara looked up.
That was not the argument she expected.
Faith continued.
“But people don’t belong only to the place that hurt them.”
Mara’s eyes grew wet.
Faith looked at her directly.
“My mother belongs to me. To Paul. To Isaac. To Mrs. Namutebi’s tomatoes. To laundry women. To records. To the grave. To herself. If someone else remembers her, it doesn’t steal her from me.”
Mara wiped her face angrily.
“I don’t have anyone.”
Faith was quiet.
Then she said, “That may be true right now. But Vera is using that pain to make you carry her fire.”
Mara flinched.
Faith added, “I know because people tried to use mine.”
The advocates said nothing.
Good.
Adults sometimes earned their chairs by staying quiet.
Mara whispered, “I didn’t know about the threat.”
“I believe you.”
“Why?”
“Because you looked angry when you found out.”
Mara laughed through tears.
“You don’t know me.”
“No. But I know angry.”
That was the beginning.
Not friendship.
Not trust.
A beginning.
By night, the Old Children’s Theatre was under surveillance.
The missing children had not all been found.
The red box was still gone.
Vera was still speaking through children’s wounds.
Grace stood beside Okoro in the surveillance van, watching the theatre entrance on a grainy feed.
“She won’t come herself,” Okoro said.
“No.”
“Then why watch?”
“Because the room she chooses tells us what she wants.”
The Old Children’s Theatre had once hosted donor performances for Mercy House.
Children singing.
Children thanking.
Children telling guided stories about rescue.
Grace looked at the dark stage through the camera feed.
Vera was not choosing random places.
She was reopening old rooms and calling it correction.
At 4:59 p.m., the theatre door opened.
A child entered.
Then another.
Then a third.
No Vera.
No adults.
Only children walking into a building where they had once been taught to perform gratitude.
Grace touched her earpiece.
“Hold position. No uniforms. Child team ready.”
At 5:03 p.m., the stage lights turned on.
By themselves.
A projector flickered against the back wall.
Words appeared in white:
WHO OWNS YOUR STORY?
The children stopped.
Grace’s blood went cold.
Vera was not in the room.
But her lesson had begun.
Chapter Six
The Theatre of Grateful Children
The Old Children’s Theatre smelled of dust, old curtains, and applause that should have apologised.
Grace entered through the side door with the child protection team.
No shouting.
No running.
No police boots thundering across wood.
That was important.
Some rooms were already frightening enough.
The children stood in the aisle, staring at the stage.
Five of them.
Jemi.
Rose.
Pato.
Sula.
Little Moses.
All former Mercy House.
All between ten and fifteen.
All carrying the hard look of children who had learned adults could turn kindness into a script.
The projector showed the question again.
WHO OWNS YOUR STORY?
Then changed.
THEY TOOK YOUR FILES.
Then:
THEY TOOK YOUR NAMES.
Then:
NOW THEY WILL TAKE YOUR PAIN AND CALL IT REPAIR.
Grace wanted to smash the projector.
Amina, behind her, whispered, “Do not smash evidence.”
“I was not going to.”
“You were breathing like a hammer.”
The child advocate, a woman named Salma, stepped forward.
“Everyone is safe. No one has to stay. No one has to speak. You may leave with us now.”
Jemi, the oldest, turned.
“Are you taking us back?”
“No.”
“To the Record Office?”
“Only if you choose. First, a safe place.”
Rose pointed at Grace.
“She’s the lawyer.”
Grace nodded.
“Yes.”
“Lawyers took files.”
“Some did.”
“You?”
“No.”
“Why should we believe you?”
Grace opened her mouth.
Then closed it.
Good question.
Wrong person to answer.
From the back of the room, Mara spoke.
“You shouldn’t believe her because she says so.”
Everyone turned.
Grace had not wanted Mara brought inside. Mara had insisted. The advocate allowed it under supervision because sometimes one child warning another carries a truth adults cannot safely lift.
Mara stepped into the aisle.
“Believe the rules. Ask if you get a copy. Ask if you can leave. Ask if they write down what they promise.”
Jemi stared at her.
“You delivered the tray.”
“Yes.”
“You working for them now?”
“No.”
“You working for Vera?”
Mara shook her head.
“I think Vera is working for our anger.”
The projector changed again.
A video began.
Mercy House.
Old footage.
Children lined on a stage singing.
A younger Little Rain stood near the front, eyes empty, mouth moving.
Daniel appeared briefly in the back row, not singing, looking directly into the camera as if planning a future complaint.
The children in the theatre froze.
Achieng was not there, but the room felt her absence.
Then Vera’s voice came through the speakers.
Soft.
Gentle.
Terrible.
“They will show you only the cruel parts and call themselves rescuers. But they will not admit that Mercy House was also where you became a family. They will return some of you to names, some to strangers, some to files, and those with no family will become examples of ongoing need. Ask them who owns the copy of your tears.”
Sula began crying.
Pato shouted, “Turn it off!”
Okoro, outside in the control room, cut power to the projector.
The screen went black.
The room filled with the sound of children breathing.
Grace stepped forward but did not speak.
Salma did.
“You may be angry at Mercy House and still miss people from there. You may hate what happened and still love someone who was with you there. You may want your name restored and still keep a name from that time. No adult here will decide that for you tonight.”
Jemi looked suspicious.
“Will that be in writing?”
Grace answered, “Yes.”
He looked at her.
“With copies?”
“Yes.”
Mara nodded at him.
“That part is true.”
The children left through the side exit, one by one.
No cameras.
No statements.
No forced gratitude for rescue.
Daniel, who had been kept outside and was furious about it, saw Little Moses and simply handed him a juice box.
No speech.
That was perhaps the most mature thing Daniel had ever done.
Grace watched and decided not to mention it in case praise damaged him.
Inside the theatre, the forensic team recovered the projector, a remote trigger device, a hidden speaker, and a sealed folder taped beneath a seat in row four.
Row four.
Of course.
Grace opened the folder under evidence protocol.
Inside were photocopies.
Not the stolen red box contents.
Older.
Mercy House performance scripts.
Children’s donor statements.
A file titled:
Gratitude Conditioning Outcomes
Amina read the title and said something so sharp even Okoro looked surprised.
The last page was new.
Printed on clean paper.
They were hurt by custody without consent. Now you offer restoration without belonging. You have corrected names but not loneliness. You have built offices but not homes. You have made copies but not kin.
Grace read it twice.
The worst part was not the manipulation.
The worst part was that some of it was true.
Not fully.
Not fairly.
But enough to wound.
David arrived at the theatre after the children were safe. Grace had told him not to come. He came anyway, bringing Achieng and Faith’s written list because the children had asked whether Achieng was being used, and Grace decided the answer should come from Achieng if she chose.
Achieng did choose.
Not in person.
On paper.
Her note was read by Salma to the five children in the safe room.
My name is Achieng Laker. I am also Little Rain when I want to be. Mercy House was where I cried with some of you. My grandmother did not steal me. The Record Office did not own me. Vera does not own me either. I miss some people and still want my name. Both can be true.
The children listened.
Jemi asked for a copy.
He received one.
Rose asked if she could write back.
She received paper.
Little Moses asked if Daniel was still against cabbage.
Daniel, waiting outside, shouted, “Always.”
The safe room laughed.
That mattered.
Not enough.
But it mattered.
Later, Grace stood alone on the theatre stage.
The lights were off now.
Only a work lamp glowed near the aisle.
David entered quietly.
“You okay?”
“No.”
He stood beside her.
“She is using real gaps.”
“Yes.”
“Children without families. Children who miss each other. Children whose restoration is not simple.”
“Yes.”
“Can we fix that?”
Grace looked at the empty seats.
“Not with law alone.”
That confession cost her something.
David heard it.
“Then with what?”
She hated the question because the answer was slow, expensive, and not dramatic.
“Long-term care. Foster oversight. Peer support. Kinship tracing. Proper counselling. School stability. Safe ways for children from Mercy House to stay connected if they choose. Adults who do not panic when a child has two truths.”
David smiled faintly.
“You do know how to build ordinary things.”
Grace glared.
“Do not be romantic in a contaminated theatre.”
He took the warning seriously enough not to laugh.
The theatre operation recovered four children before Vera could pull them further in.
One remained missing.
Nia.
Age thirteen.
Former Mercy House.
No known family restoration.
Last seen near Namasere bus station carrying a blue backpack.
On the back of the backpack, according to Mara, she had written in marker:
Not Yours.
Grace looked at the missing notice.
Nia was exactly the kind of child Vera wanted.
Angry.
Unclaimed.
Bright.
Tired of adults using the word safe.
Okoro issued a silent search alert.
No public poster yet.
No media.
No turning Nia into a symbol before she was found.
But by midnight, Vera released a video.
Not of herself.
Of Nia.
The girl sat in a chair, face visible, eyes steady.
She did not look tied.
She did not look drugged.
That made it worse.
She spoke clearly.
“My name is Nia. No one kidnapped me. I left because every adult wants my story to prove they are good. I am not going back to any office. Dr. Vera says some truth should not be copied until the person is ready. I agree.”
The video ended.
Grace watched it once.
Then again.
David stood behind her.
Faith sat beside Achieng on Sarah’s couch, both silent.
Daniel whispered, “She said Dr. Vera.”
Amina’s voice came from the phone speaker.
“She may be coached.”
Grace nodded.
“Yes.”
Okoro added, “She may also believe it.”
That was the hard part.
A child could be manipulated and sincere at the same time.
Vera had understood that.
The country had learned to fight lies.
Now it had to fight a half-truth held by a child who had every reason to distrust rescue.
Grace closed the laptop.
“Find Nia,” she said.
No one needed more.
Chapter Seven
Nia, Not Yours
Nia’s file was thin.
That was never good.
Thin files meant someone had not asked enough, or someone had removed what mattered.
Her Mercy House record listed her as:
Nia — probable orphan, origin unverified, high independence, low attachment compliance, strong resistance to guided gratitude, useful in peer leadership if stabilised.
Grace read the phrase twice.
Low attachment compliance.
“I hate them,” she said.
Amina, seated across from her with medical intake notes, said, “That is not a diagnosis, but I support it.”
Nia had arrived at Mercy House at seven. No reliable family tracing. No village name. No baptism card. No school record before arrival. She had bitten a staff member who tried to cut her hair before a donor visit. She had hidden younger children under beds when visitors came. She had refused to say thank you on camera.
Daniel admired her immediately.
“She was advanced.”
Grace looked at him.
“You are not helping.”
“She bit oppression.”
“She bit a staff member.”
“Same file.”
Beatrice found Nia’s old complaint notes.
Most had never been escalated.
Do not call me small mother.
Do not make me stand near Little Rain for sad video.
I want my own shoes back.
Who has my first name?
The last note stopped the room.
Who has my first name?
Grace looked at Sarah.
Sarah looked at Faith.
Achieng, sitting nearby, whispered, “She doesn’t know if Nia is first?”
No one answered.
Nia might not be her birth name.
It might have been assigned.
Short.
Easy.
Donor-friendly.
Not too local.
Not too difficult.
The Record Office had failed to prioritise her because there was no obvious family claim.
Not maliciously.
Structurally.
Vera had chosen well.
That made Grace furious.
Not only at Vera.
At the gap.
“We build the system around names that can be restored,” Grace said. “What about names that cannot yet be found?”
Beatrice’s face was grim.
“Then we build better.”
Search teams traced the video metadata.
The upload passed through three networks, two public Wi-Fi points, and one private relay near Lake Kato. Vera knew digital trails well enough to waste time but not enough to vanish completely.
Okoro focused on Nia’s language.
“She said ‘not going back to any office.’ Not ‘home.’ Not ‘Record Office.’ Any office.”
David nodded.
“She distrusts institutions altogether.”
Mara, now under protective supervision, said, “Nia used to say adults are cupboards.”
Everyone looked at her.
“What does that mean?” Grace asked.
“They put things inside and close.”
Sarah closed her eyes.
The sentence entered the room heavily.
Adults are cupboards.
David looked at his mother.
The cupboard at Sarah’s house had once held fear.
Now it held cups.
But Nia had never seen that kind of ending.
To her, adults were still places where truth disappeared.
Grace asked Mara, “Where would Nia go if she wanted to feel not owned?”
Mara thought.
“Water.”
“Lake?”
“Maybe.”
“Why?”
“At Mercy House, she said water doesn’t keep fingerprints.”
Amina muttered, “Poetic children are terrible for investigations.”
Okoro sent teams quietly towards Lake Kato.
No uniforms at the shore.
No public search.
No loudspeakers.
No turning Nia into a runaway spectacle.
Meanwhile, Faith wrote to Nia.
She did not ask permission.
She wrote because children in this story had developed a habit of communicating before adults finished forming committees.
Dear Nia,
I saw your video. I believe you when you say you are tired of adults using your story. I don’t know if Dr. Vera is helping you or using you. Maybe both can feel the same at first.
I am not asking you to come back to an office. I am asking you not to let one adult become the only person holding your copy.
You can be angry. You can say no. You can ask for your first name. You can refuse cameras. You can refuse me too. But please keep more than one person alive in your truth.
Faith Tendo
Daughter of Agnes Tendo
Not a Sample Case
Achieng added:
You can have more than one name while looking for the first. That is allowed.
Daniel added:
If they offer cabbage, escape.
Grace read the letter and said, “Remove Daniel’s line.”
Nia’s advocate said, “Actually, it may help.”
Grace looked betrayed by child psychology.
The letter was sent through Mara, who knew one of Nia’s old message channels: a community noticeboard behind a closed cinema where former Mercy House children sometimes left chalk marks.
Okoro hated it.
Grace hated that he was right to hate it.
But they posted the letter under surveillance.
No trap.
No arrest.
A letter.
A copy.
A choice.
The response came the next morning.
Not from Nia.
From Vera.
Written on the back of Faith’s letter.
You still think copies create safety. But every copy creates another owner. Ask Nia what it feels like to be preserved by strangers.
Grace stared at the handwriting.
Controlled.
Elegant.
Furious.
Beneath Vera’s sentence, in smaller letters, was another line.
Different handwriting.
Sharp.
Uneven.
Probably Nia.
I am not preserved. I am paused.
Amina read it and said, “That child is alive.”
Grace looked at her.
“You sound certain.”
“I sound hopeful with evidence.”
Okoro traced the noticeboard retrieval.
A boy had picked up the letter, taken it to a bicycle courier, who delivered it to a lakeside guesthouse that had been empty for renovation.
By the time police arrived, the room was empty.
But they found two things.
A blue backpack.
And the stolen red emergency box.
Grace arrived with Beatrice and Okoro.
The backpack sat on the bed.
On it, written in marker:
NOT YOURS
Inside were clothes, a pencil, two juice boxes, a cracked photograph of Mercy House children, and a notebook.
The red box sat on the floor.
Open.
Empty.
Beatrice knelt.
Her face changed.
“Drive gone.”
“Logs?” Okoro asked.
“Gone.”
“Index?”
“Gone.”
“Anything left?”
Beatrice lifted one sheet from the bottom.
A copy of the Kalinga scan index.
Not complete.
Twenty-seven file names.
Grace leaned closer.
“Twenty-seven?”
Box 27.
Again.
Or coincidence.
Grace disliked coincidence.
The twenty-seven files included the three blank-stone cases, twelve burial corrections, four custody transfers, three Mercy House child restoration files, two medical review files, one police route log, and two names Grace did not recognise.
One of them:
Nia — origin inquiry reopened
Grace looked at Beatrice.
“Reopened?”
Beatrice shook her head.
“I did not reopen it.”
Okoro checked the timestamp on the printed index.
The file had been accessed two hours before the fire.
By user code:
VK-17
Grace’s heart went cold.
Vera Mirembe?
No.
Her initials did not match.
VK.
Okoro checked staff records.
No VK at Kalinga.
No VK at central.
No active authorised user.
Beatrice’s voice hardened.
“Ghost credential.”
Someone had entered the system with an old or hidden user access.
Someone had opened Nia’s origin inquiry before burning the copies room.
Vera was looking for Nia’s first name too.
Not to restore it.
To control what it meant.
Nia’s notebook contained three pages.
The first:
Adults are cupboards.
The second:
If I find my first name, do I have to become that girl?
The third:
Dr. Vera says I can choose not to be found. But why does choosing not found feel like another room?
Grace read the last line and sat down on the edge of the bed.
For a moment, no one spoke.
Then David, who had come with Sarah despite being told twice not to, said quietly, “She is asking for a door out.”
Grace looked at him.
“Yes.”
“Not to us. Not to Vera.”
“No.”
“To herself.”
Beatrice carefully bagged the notebook.
Okoro turned to the window.
Outside, Lake Kato reflected the grey morning.
Water that did not keep fingerprints.
On the windowsill, written in ash, were two words:
Find first.
Nia’s message?
Vera’s?
Both?
Grace did not know.
But the case had changed.
This was no longer only about the burned records.
It was about a girl whose first name had been lost, a psychologist who wanted to own the meaning of loss, and a system that had repaired names faster than it had learned how to sit with those who did not yet have one.
Grace looked at the empty red box.
“Find Nia’s first name,” she said.
Okoro looked at her.
“And Nia?”
Grace held the notebook.
“Both. But carefully. If we find the name before we find the child, the name becomes bait.”
David nodded.
“And if Vera finds it first?”
Grace looked out at the lake.
“Then she will turn restoration into a weapon.”
The red box had been recovered.
Empty.
The drive was gone.
The index was wounded.
Nia was missing.
And somewhere between a burned office and a quiet lake, the next room had opened.
Chapter Eight
The First Name
The first clue to Nia’s first name came from shoes.
Not documents.
Not DNA.
Not a hidden archive.
Shoes.
A small entry in a Mercy House inventory log, written badly by a tired staff member five years earlier:
Nia arrived wearing red sandals, one broken. Child became distressed when shoes discarded. Repeated phrase: “Mama bought.”
The note had been marked:
Attachment to object disproportionate.
Grace read that and said, “May everyone who wrote these notes spend eternity filling forms in wet socks.”
Amina approved the sentence medically.
The shoes were gone.
Of course.
Mercy House had disposed of “unsuitable personal items” before donor visits. But disposal did not always mean destruction. Sometimes staff took things home. Sometimes they sold them. Sometimes they placed them in charity bags. Sometimes, by accident, the truth left through the back door.
Ruth Namatovu remembered the charity bags.
“They were collected by Saint Agnes Outreach,” she said.
Grace looked up.
“Saint Agnes?”
“Not the hospital. A church clothing programme. Civic Futures partnered with them.”
“Records?”
Ruth nodded.
“Maybe. They tracked distributions for donor reporting.”
Grace did not smile.
But her eyes sharpened.
Saint Agnes Outreach had stored old clothing logs in a parish building behind a bakery. The priest in charge looked terrified when Grace arrived with Okoro, Beatrice, Amina, and a warrant.
“I thought this was about blankets,” he said.
Grace replied, “It may be.”
The clothing logs were better than expected.
That happened sometimes.
The people doing small work kept better records than the people managing history.
Bag numbers.
Collection dates.
Source institutions.
Approximate contents.
Distribution lists.
One bag from Mercy House, five years earlier, contained:
Children’s sandals, red, broken strap.
Two dresses.
One small sweater.
Unmarked cloth pouch.
Distributed to rural parish family support group in Bukoma.
Bukoma.
A village name.
Finally.
Nia had not come from nowhere.
She had come from somewhere whose name had survived in a clothing log because someone had cared about sandals enough to write red.
David took the news to Sarah’s house, where Faith, Achieng, Mara, and Daniel were waiting with the impatience of unofficial investigators.
“Bukoma,” Faith repeated.
Mara frowned.
“Nia never said Bukoma.”
“Maybe she didn’t remember,” Achieng said.
Daniel asked, “Do they grow cabbage?”
Grace looked at him.
“You are not coming.”
He raised both hands.
“I was asking for risk assessment.”
Bukoma was four hours away.
Small.
Hilly.
Known for beans, dust, and a weekly market where half the region bought second-hand shoes.
Okoro went with a local liaison, Beatrice, and a child-tracing officer.
Grace came because Vera was likely watching the same trail.
David came because the file involved a child and he had become impossible.
Sarah came because she had developed the quiet authority of a woman no one successfully refused.
Amina came because “villages also contain bodies.”
Grace told her that sentence was terrible.
Amina said truth rarely dressed well.
Bukoma had one primary school, one clinic, two churches, and a market square shaded by an old mvule tree.
They began at the parish support group.
An elderly woman named Sister Paulina remembered the red sandals.
Not Nia.
The sandals.
“Bright red,” she said. “Broken at the side. A child cried for them when they were taken? Yes, I remember because I thought, who takes shoes from a child before asking why?”
Grace liked her immediately.
Sister Paulina had kept a small notebook of distributed personal items she believed might matter later.
“Children come with histories in pockets,” she said. “Officials come with boxes. I trust pockets more.”
Sarah whispered, “She should run something.”
Beatrice nodded seriously.
The notebook showed the cloth pouch had not been distributed.
Why?
Sister Paulina looked embarrassed.
“I kept it.”
Grace leaned forward.
“Why?”
“It had a name stitched inside. I thought if someone came looking, they might need it.”
“What name?”
Sister Paulina stood slowly, went to a wooden cabinet, and returned with a small faded pouch.
Blue cloth.
Frayed edge.
Inside, stitched in red thread:
Namuli
Mara, who had been allowed to join by secure video from the Record Office, inhaled sharply.
“Namuli?”
Faith asked, “Do you know it?”
Mara nodded.
“Nia used to say that in her sleep.”
Everyone went still.
“What did she say?”
Mara’s voice lowered.
“Namuli, don’t drop.”
Grace wrote it down.
Namuli.
Don’t drop.
A name.
A warning.
A memory fragment.
Sister Paulina continued searching her notebook.
“There was also a woman.”
Grace looked up.
“What woman?”
“Years earlier. Came
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