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Chapter1: The Second Pulse Under the Festival Sky
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The lights rose over Grayhail like someone had spilled a basket of stars and decided not to pick them up.

Children shouted from the bridge above the lower canal. Vendors rang copper bells. Somewhere near the east wall, a woman with a cracked singing voice led the first verse of the Festival hymn, and half the street joined in even though no one kept the same tune.

Nia tried to sing too.

She made it through three words before the cough caught her.

I turned before she bent over. My hand was already at her back, rubbing between her shoulder blades through the thin wool of her shawl. She waved at me like she could push me away with two fingers.

“I’m fine,” she rasped.

“You sound like a broken kettle.”

“That is rude to kettles.”

Her smile came quick, bright, and stubborn. The kind she used when she wanted me to stop counting her breaths.

I did not stop.

Another light sphere floated up from the square. It drifted past the roofs, gold at the edges and white at the center, carrying a scrap of written prayer tied beneath it. The richer families bought silk-paper ones from the inner market. Down here, most people used cheap paper and wire frames that smoked if the candle leaned wrong.

The sky did not care. From below, they all looked beautiful.

Nia straightened and tucked a loose strand of brown hair behind her ear. Her fingers trembled once before she hid them inside her sleeves.

“Did you eat the honey cake?” I asked.

“You bought one cake, Kyle.”

“I asked if you ate it.”

“I saved half.”

“Nia.”

“You worked night watch yesterday.”

“You coughed blood last week.”

“Not blood. Pink spit.”

“That is not better.”

She made a face at me and pulled the folded paper from her pocket. The permit office stamp sat at the top, red and clean and smug. We had been carrying it around all day like paper could become a door if we looked desperate enough.

Temporary review pending.

Additional residence bond required.

Additional medical certification required.

Additional proof of stable income required.

Three additional things. All of them meant coin.

Nia smoothed the paper over her knee. “If I help Mistress Halven with accounts again, she said she might pay in medicine credit.”

“No.”

“You didn’t even let me finish.”

“I know the ending.”

“She has a chair.”

“She has mold in the back room.”

“She has a chair near the front.”

“And smoke from the dye shop next door.”

Nia pressed her lips together. The festival lights caught in her eyes. For a second she looked fourteen and furious instead of fourteen and tired.

“You can’t carry everything.”

“I can carry a lot.”

“That is not the same.”

The words hit too neatly, so I looked away.

Across the square, the inner district gate glittered beneath wreaths of white lanterns. The guards there wore polished breastplates and red sashes, not patched leather and soot. Beyond the gate, the streets were swept clean, the windows had glass, and the warding stones along the curb glowed steady blue.

Here in the lower quarter, our ward stones blinked when the wind changed.

A pulse moved under my ribs.

I went still.

The normal beat came first, dull and human. Then, half a breath behind it, something heavier answered.

Thum.

I pressed my palm to my chest before I could stop myself.

Nia noticed. She always noticed.

“Again?”

“It’s nothing.”

“You keep saying that.”

“And you keep coughing.”

“That is different.”

The second pulse rolled under my hand. Not pain. Not exactly. More like standing too close to a furnace door and feeling heat breathe from the other side.

The smell of smoke thickened around the stalls.

For one stupid blink, the street was gone.

I saw a ceiling with black water running across it. Heard metal scream. A red light spun through smoke, cutting everything into pieces. Someone small cried from under a slab, and my hands were slick, not with festival grease or forge oil, but with something darker.

I sucked in air.

Grease. Lantern wax. Wet stone. Cheap ale.

Grayhail.

Nia touched my wrist.

Her cough eased.

Not much. Just enough that the tight whistle in her breath softened.

We both looked down at her hand on me.

She pulled away first.

“See?” she said too quickly. “Fine.”

I wanted to ask if she felt it. I wanted to ask if my skin had gone hot or cold. I wanted to ask why her breath always steadied when she held on to me during the bad nights.

Instead, I said, “We should get you away from the canal.”

“The lights are better from here.”

“The air is worse.”

“The air is worse everywhere outside the inner wall.”

That was true, so I hated it.

A boy darted between us with a paper lantern shaped like a bird. His mother shouted after him. He laughed, stumbled, kept running. Two Boundary Knights stood near the fountain, letting children stare at their swords. One of them smiled like he had not spent the morning scraping rot from the north ditch.

I watched the sword more than the smile.

A Boundary Knight’s pay could rent a room inside the second ward ring. Not the inner district, not near the noble terraces, but close enough to working ward stones and clean wells. Close enough for Nia to sleep without wet cloth over her mouth.

I had the testing notice folded inside my boot.

Three days from now, if they let me stand in the yard at all.

No family name. No formal sword schooling. No inherited magic. Eighteen years of hauling iron, mending cracked hinges, and taking night watch shifts when the men with real licenses did not want rain.

Still. A chance was a chance.

Nia followed my gaze and sighed.

“You’re doing it again.”

“Doing what?”

“Looking at them like they’re a ladder.”

“They are.”

“They are people.”

“They are paid people.”

She laughed, then coughed, then tried to make the cough sound like a laugh again. I pretended not to notice because she looked proud of the trick.

The hymn changed. Bells rang from the upper terraces, one after another, deep silver notes rolling down over tiled roofs and laundry ropes. The crowd turned toward the central spire.

“Prayer rise,” someone called.

People lifted their lantern cords.

Nia fumbled with ours. It was a small one, patched at the side where rain had warped the paper. She had drawn a little house on it, then scratched it out and replaced it with a flower because she thought wishing for a better room was greedy.

I had seen the house before she ruined it.

“Ready?” she asked.

I crouched beside her and cupped my hands around the lantern’s base to block the wind.

She touched the flame to the wick.

For a moment, nothing happened. Then the paper belly filled with warm air, trembling like a living thing.

Nia whispered something under her breath.

I did not ask.

We let go together.

The lantern rose crookedly. It bumped the edge of a hanging sign, recovered, and climbed between two brighter spheres from the merchant families. Nia tilted her head back until the shawl slipped from one shoulder.

Her face softened in the gold light.

The second pulse struck hard.

Thum.

The lantern’s flame guttered black.

I grabbed Nia’s arm.

“Kyle?”

Under our boots, the stones shivered.

Not a festival rumble. Not cart wheels. Something below us knocked against the bones of the street.

The canal water stopped moving.

Every sound seemed to lean away from the ground.

Then the fountain exploded.

Black water burst upward with broken stone and iron grating. People screamed before the pieces landed. A slab of fountain rim spun through a lantern stall, scattering flame. The ground heaved again, throwing me sideways into Nia.

I wrapped around her and hit the stones shoulder-first.

Pain cracked down my arm.

A shape pushed out of the hole where the fountain had been.

At first I thought it was a mass of roots. Wet, black, twisting roots covered in pale eyes. Then it lifted a head too wide for its neck and unfolded legs jointed the wrong way, scraping claws across the broken plaza.

Abyss rot.

The old stories called things like that many names. Curse spawn. Gate filth. Black miracles. None of the names mattered when it opened its mouth and the air curdled.

A man near the fountain dropped to his knees with both hands over his ears. His skin grayed around his eyes.

“Nia, move.”

She was staring.

I pulled her up. Too fast. Her knees buckled, and the cough ripped out of her, raw and wet.

The beast swung one limb.

Three stalls vanished in a sweep of wood, cloth, fruit, and bodies.

The crowd broke.

People crushed toward the narrow streets. Someone fell. Someone else tripped over them. A lantern caught in a woman’s hair and burned blue-white before a stranger slapped it out with both hands.

My eyes moved before my thoughts did.

North alley blocked by overturned cart.

East bridge too narrow.

Inner gate guards lowering the barrier.

Canal path open for six breaths, maybe less, before the broken fountain stones slid and cut it off.

“Nia, hold my belt.”

“What—”

“Hold it.”

She grabbed the back of my coat.

I shoved into the stream of bodies, not with them, across them. A man cursed when I drove my shoulder into his side. I caught a little girl by the back of her dress before she went under someone’s boots and threw her toward a vegetable stall that had not collapsed.

“Up,” I barked at the vendor. “Put the children on the counter. Now.”

He stared.

I slapped the wood hard enough to sting my palm. “Now!”

He moved.

The beast screamed again. The sound dragged nails through my teeth. Nia’s grip tightened until I felt her knuckles through my coat.

We made it four steps before the street split.

Stone cracked open from the fountain to the canal. Steam belched through the seam. A boy on the wrong side froze with a lantern pole clutched in both hands. Behind him, his mother clawed at the crowd trying to reach him.

The crack widened.

I pushed Nia toward the stall.

“Stay there.”

Her fingers caught my sleeve. “Kyle, no.”

“Stay.”

I did not wait for her answer.

The boy was still frozen when I reached him. Heat breathed through the crack, carrying the stink of old sewage and something bitter, like burned hair.

“Drop the pole,” I said.

He shook his head.

The beast’s limb struck the ground behind him. Stone jumped. The boy finally screamed.

I grabbed him under the arms.

The street caved in.

For a heartbeat there was no ground, only noise and falling rock.

I slammed my boot against the broken edge, shoved the boy upward, and felt hands catch him from the other side.

My left leg dropped into empty air.

Something sharp tore across my calf.

I hit the side of the crack with my ribs and lost all breath.

Hands grabbed my coat.

Nia.

Of course she had not stayed.

Her face was white, mouth open around a cough she could not get out. She pulled with everything in her thin arms. It was not enough. The broken stone under her shoes crumbled.

“Nia, let go!”

“No!”

The second pulse slammed through me.

Thum.

Heat crawled from my chest into my throat.

Not like fever. Not like forge heat.

Black heat.

The beast turned.

All those pale eyes fixed on us.

Around the plaza, the ward stones flared blue, then cracked one by one.

Nia’s fingers slipped.

I caught her wrist.

The thing lunged.

I did not think of bravery. I did not think of knights or tests or holy stories. I saw Nia’s wrist in my hand, too thin. I saw the gap under us. I saw the beast’s mouth opening wide enough to take both of us and the stone between.

My chest split without splitting.

The second pulse became louder than the screams.

Black-red light crawled beneath my skin.

The pain in my leg dulled.

The pain in my ribs dulled.

Everything dulled except Nia’s hand and the thing coming for her.

“No,” I said.

My voice came out wrong.

Heat burst over my right arm.

Black flame wrapped my fist, smoking without smoke, burning without light except at the edges where it showed red like coals buried under ash.

The beast struck.

I punched upward.

The flame met its jaws.

The world snapped black and red.

Something shrieked. Maybe the beast. Maybe me.

The force threw us out of the crack. I hit the plaza stones on my back with Nia half across my chest. The impact should have emptied my lungs, but the strange heat held me together, too tight, too hard.

Nia lifted her head.

Her eyes were wide.

“Kyle...”

I pushed her behind me and got to one knee.

My right hand was still burning.

The flame did not eat my skin. It moved over me like it knew where to sit.

The beast recoiled, half its mouth gone, black ichor boiling from the wound. The eyes along its neck blinked out one by one, then opened again, redder.

People had stopped running near the far end of the square.

Not safe. Stunned.

“Run!” I shouted.

My voice cracked through the plaza.

Some moved. Some did not.

The beast dragged itself from the fountain hole. More of it came out than should have fit below the street. Ribs like broken arches. A tail made of fused spine and chain. Human shapes stuck in the tarry hide, not bodies, not alive, but close enough that my stomach tried to turn.

One of the Boundary Knights charged from the fountain side with a spear of white light around his blade.

He struck the beast’s shoulder.

The blade sank, flared, and went dark.

The knight stared at his sword as the black rot climbed over the metal.

The beast hit him.

He flew into the wall of the bakery and did not stand up.

My feet moved toward him.

Nia screamed my name, but the sound came from farther away than it should have.

The plaza tilted. Smoke thickened. A stall roof had caught fire, and burning cloth dropped into the street. Two children crouched under the bakery awning, trapped between the fallen knight and a line of black water seeping from the beast’s wound.

The awning beam cracked.

I knew the sound.

Not from Grayhail.

From somewhere under a ceiling full of smoke, where beams complained before they killed people.

I ran.

The beast’s tail whipped across the plaza.

I slid under it. The wind of it tore sparks from my burning arm and ripped my sleeve to the shoulder. I reached the bakery, grabbed the first child by the waist, and shoved him toward the open street.

“Go!”

The second child clung to the knight’s sash.

The beam above us snapped halfway.

I grabbed the knight’s collar with my left hand and the child with my right.

The knight was heavy. Too heavy.

My right arm burned hotter.

The black flame crawled across my shoulder and down my back.

I dragged both of them out as the awning collapsed.

Heat washed over me. Real fire bit my neck. The black flame answered like a dog hearing another dog bark.

It wanted out.

I clenched my teeth until my jaw hurt.

Not here.

Not on them.

I dumped the knight beside a water trough and pushed the child after the first. The knight’s eyes rolled toward my arm.

“Demon...”

The word came out soft. Wet.

I stepped back.

The beast screamed again, and the fountain hole widened. The street around it sagged. If it broke farther, the whole lower plaza would fall into the old water channels beneath.

People were still trapped near the west steps. Elderly, children, a man with his leg pinned under a fruit cart. The inner gate remained closed. Guards shouted from behind it, faces pale behind polished bars.

I saw the path.

Not through the beast.

Around the beast. Break the cart. Clear the west steps. Push everyone toward the canal rail before the next collapse.

Then the beast turned toward Nia.

She stood beside the vegetable stall, one hand pressed to her mouth. Our little lantern string had tangled around her wrist somehow, the burnt paper flower hanging from it like a dead moth.

The beast lowered its head.

Every pale eye fixed on her.

My heart beat.

The other heart answered.

Nia’s cough stopped.

The beast moved.

So did I.

The plaza blurred at the edges. My legs struck stone too hard, too fast. I crossed the distance between breaths and slammed into the beast’s side before its claws reached her.

Black flame burst from my shoulder.

This time it did not stay wrapped around my fist.

It exploded outward in a rough arc, tearing across the beast’s hide. The fire made no normal sound. It roared low, like a furnace under the earth opening its mouth.

The beast staggered.

I kept hitting it.

Fist. Elbow. Broken piece of iron from the fountain, grabbed and swung like a bar. The black heat coated the metal and made it bite deeper. Each strike threw sparks that were not sparks, little drops of darkness edged in red.

The beast’s claw caught my side.

I felt pressure, then warmth, then nothing.

The nothing scared me more than pain.

I looked down.

My coat hung open. Blood ran into my belt.

I should have fallen.

I did not.

The second pulse held me upright.

The beast’s neck split, and a cluster of eyes pushed out of the wound. They looked at me from inches away.

Inside my chest, something noticed them.

Not me.

Something older than me.

Hungry.

I jerked back.

The beast lunged again.

I brought the iron bar up. Black flame stretched from it in a jagged edge, too long, too wild. It cut through one of the beast’s limbs and kept going, carving a burning line across the stones toward the trapped people.

“No!”

I twisted the strike down.

The flame hit the ground instead.

Stone cracked. Heat burst back into my boots. My knees nearly folded.

A woman screamed from the west steps. Too close.

I had almost cut through them.

My grip slipped on the iron.

The beast hit me with its remaining limb.

The sky spun.

I struck the side of the fountain pit and slid down broken stone. Wet cold swallowed my left boot. The old water channel gaped below, full of black current and broken brick.

For half a breath, I could not move.

Smoke.

Red light.

A child crying.

My hands under a slab.

No. Not there.

I dug my fingers into the stone.

The black flame had shrunk to my wrist. My body shook hard enough that my teeth clicked.

Nia was calling me.

The beast was turning toward the west steps now, dragging its ruined side, mouth opening wider than before. The people there had nowhere left to go.

A man in church robes stood near the far archway, raising a silver ring seal with both hands. His voice shook through a prayer. White light formed, thin and trembling.

The beast ignored him.

The seal broke like glass.

The man fell backward.

I pushed myself up.

My leg slipped.

The water below slapped stone.

The second pulse came slow.

Thum.

I hated it.

I hated how good the heat felt when it returned.

I hated how my torn side stopped hurting.

I hated how clear the path became.

There. Under the beast’s chest, a knot of black light pulsed behind layers of bone and tar. I did not know how I saw it. I just did.

Hit that.

Burn that.

Eat that.

The last thought did not feel like mine.

I spat blood onto the stone and climbed.

The beast reared over the west steps.

I ran at its back.

“Kyle!” Nia’s voice cracked.

I jumped onto a fallen stall frame, kicked off, and drove the iron bar into the beast’s spine.

Black flame erupted.

The beast arched so violently the bar nearly tore from my hands. I held on. The heat surged through my arms, into my chest, around that second pulse until my whole body rang with it.

The knot inside the beast throbbed.

My flame reached for it.

I pulled back, not with my hands but with something deeper, something that had to clench before the fire obeyed.

Not eat.

Burn.

The black flame narrowed.

For a moment, it became a spear.

It punched through.

The beast screamed into the festival sky.

Every lantern above the square went out at once.

Darkness dropped.

Then the beast split open from the inside.

Black fire poured through the cracks in its hide. It did not scatter like normal flame. It folded inward, chewing through the tar, the eyes, the wrong bones. The creature collapsed around the burning spear in my hands, shrinking and thrashing, clawing at the stones.

I fell with it.

The impact drove my knees into the plaza. The iron bar snapped. I kept my hand pressed against the burning wound because if I let go, the flame would spread. I knew it. I felt it straining toward the stalls, the people, the ward stones, the old channels below.

“Stop,” I hissed.

The flame crawled up my arm.

“Stop.”

My fingers went numb.

The beast’s scream thinned into a wet rattle.

The black knot inside it cracked.

A rush of cold hit my chest.

For an instant, I felt something small and hard pull toward me from inside the corpse.

My mouth filled with the taste of iron.

No.

I tore my hand free.

The remaining fire snapped back into my skin.

The beast sagged, dead or close enough that it stopped moving.

Silence spread faster than the smoke.

I stayed on my knees, one hand braced on the stone, the other curled against my chest. My sleeve was gone. Black-red lines pulsed under the skin from my wrist to my shoulder, fading slowly with each beat.

My beat.

The other beat.

Around me, people stared.

No cheers.

No prayers of thanks.

A child whimpered, and his mother covered his eyes.

The injured knight near the trough tried to lift his sword, saw me looking, and dragged it closer to his body instead.

Someone whispered the word again.

“Demon.”

Nia pushed through the frozen crowd.

I tried to stand. My leg failed, and I caught myself on one hand. The stones under my palm were warm enough to steam.

“Kyle.”

She reached for me.

Half the square flinched.

I saw it hit her. The way her hand stopped in the air. The way her jaw tightened.

“Nia, don’t,” I said.

Not because I did not want her near.

Because I did.

Because if she touched me and coughed less again, I did not know what that meant.

She ignored me.

Her fingers closed around my left hand.

The second pulse softened.

Her breathing eased.

I stared at our hands.

So did she.

Boots struck stone behind us.

“Everyone back,” a woman ordered.

The voice cut clean through the smoke. Not loud. Sharp enough that people obeyed before deciding to.

I turned.

She wore a healer’s gray cloak with the Holy Ring stitched at the shoulder, but the hem was muddy and one sleeve had ink stains near the cuff. Her pale hair had come loose from its tie. She looked about my age, maybe a little older in the eyes.

Her gaze was not on my face.

It was on my chest.

Then my arm.

Then the dead thing behind me.

All the color had gone from her skin.

She lifted one hand, and a ring of blue-white sigils formed around her fingers. They shook.

“Nia,” I said quietly, “behind me.”

Nia’s grip tightened. “No.”

The woman heard that. Her eyes flicked to Nia, narrowed, then came back to me.

“What did you do?” she asked.

My throat felt scraped raw.

“I don’t know.”

The honest answer made her look worse.

Two church guards came through the smoke behind her. One held a hooked restraint pole. The other had a silver chain wound around both fists.

My burning arm twitched.

The woman noticed and stepped forward fast.

“Do not move.”

The guards froze at her tone.

I did not.

I shifted enough to put more of myself between them and Nia.

The sigils around the woman’s fingers flared brighter. Fear flashed across her face before she buried it under control.

“I said don’t move.”

The second pulse rolled under my ribs, slow and deep.

The dead beast’s cracked core hissed behind me.

The woman swallowed.

“Listen to me,” she said. “If that opens any farther, no wall in Grayhail will matter.”

Nia’s hand shook in mine.

The woman’s voice dropped, and the words came out almost breathless.

“Don’t move. That thing has reached your heart. If it opens all the way, this city disappears.”
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Chapter2: A Life Under Watch
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Nia slept without coughing.

That should have been the first good thing in days. Weeks, maybe. I sat on the floor beside her cot with my back against the wall and counted each quiet breath like it might turn on me if I stopped watching.

The room smelled of old smoke, boiled cloth, and the bitter syrup the lower clinic sold in cracked brown bottles. Morning light slipped through the torn curtain and laid a thin line across Nia’s cheek. She looked smaller asleep, her hand curled under her chin, hair loose over the pillow we had stuffed twice and still could not make soft.

No rattle in her chest.

No wet hitch.

No hand clawing at the blanket while she tried to pretend she was fine.

My own chest answered with two beats.

One was mine.

The other sat deeper, slower, as if something had curled around my ribs during the night and decided to stay.

I pressed my palm to the bandage under my shirt.

The wound in my side should have been worse. I remembered the beast’s claw. I remembered blood running hot into my belt. I remembered the black flame crawling over my arm like it belonged there.

Now the cut was closed.

Not healed cleanly. The skin around it had gone dark at the edges, thin black-red veins fading into my ribs. When I touched it, the second pulse stirred.

I took my hand away.

Nia’s eyes opened.

For a breath, she only stared at me. Then her gaze dropped to my shirt, to my arm, to the place where the sleeve had burned away and I had wrapped it with spare cloth before bringing her home.

“You stayed awake.”

“So did you, apparently.”

“I just woke up.”

“You make that face when you’re checking if I’m lying.”

She tried to sit. I reached for her shoulder, but she lifted her brows at me.

“I can sit up.”

I let my hand drop.

She pushed herself up slowly, waiting for the cough that did not come. Her surprise was too quick to hide. She touched her own throat.

“It doesn’t hurt.”

“Good.”

“That sounded angry.”

“It wasn’t.”

“It was.”

I looked toward the small stove instead of at her. The fire had gone out hours ago. We had no more coal until I got paid for the last night watch, if they still paid a man the church might chain.

Nia pulled the blanket over her knees. “Kyle.”

“Don’t.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“You were going to.”

“You don’t know that.”

“I know you.”

Her mouth pressed into a line. She always hated that answer because it was usually true.

Outside, Grayhail was too quiet.

The lower district never woke gently. It coughed, cursed, hammered, yelled for water, slammed shutters, dragged carts over stone. This morning, the noise came in pieces. A door opening and closing fast. Low voices under the window. Boots stopping near our building and moving on.

People were watching the door.

Nia heard it too. Her fingers tightened in the blanket.

“Do they think you caused it?”

I did not answer fast enough.

Her face changed.

“You saved them.”

“I burned a deep beast in the middle of the festival square.”

“You saved them.”

“I know what I did.”

“No, you don’t.” Her voice cracked. “You keep looking at your hand like it stole something from you.”

My right hand lay on my knee. The fingers moved when I told them to, but the tips felt wrapped in snow. Every few breaths, a second echo of my heartbeat reached them late.

I curled them into a fist.

Nia leaned forward and caught my wrist.

Her palm was warm.

The second pulse softened again.

We both froze.

Her breathing stayed clear.

I wanted to pull away. I wanted to keep her hand there forever. Both wants twisted together until I had to look at the floorboards.

“Does it hurt you?” I asked.

“No.”

“Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.”

“You said that about your cough.”

“That was different.”

“You keep saying that too.”

She gave me a faint glare, but it faded. “Kyle, when I touch you, it feels... quiet.”

The word settled badly in the room.

I had felt many things since the festival. Heat. Hunger. Pressure. A thing under my ribs turning toward anything rotten and black. Quiet was not one of them.

A knock struck the door.

Not our neighbor’s quick tap. Not Mistress Halven’s knuckle-and-call. Three measured hits, hard enough to make the latch jump.

Nia’s hand slipped from my wrist.

The second pulse thudded.

I stood and put myself between the cot and the door.

“Kyle Arden,” a man called from outside. “By authority of the Holy Ring Church and the Grayhail ward office, open.”

Nia’s blanket rustled behind me.

I looked at the window. Too narrow. We could get Nia out if I broke the frame, maybe. Then where? The alley had eyes. The roofs were slick. She had no boots on.

The knock came again.

“Kyle Arden.”

I reached for the iron poker by the stove.

Nia whispered, “Don’t.”

I did not pick it up.

When I opened the door, five people stood in the hall.

Two church guards in white leather with silver ring clasps. One ward officer with a scroll case under his arm and sweat shining above his lip. A priest in black-trimmed robes, older, narrow-faced, smelling faintly of incense and rain.

And the young woman from the square.

She wore the same gray healer’s cloak. Her pale hair was tied tighter today. Ink stains still marked her sleeve.

Her eyes went to my chest before my face.

The priest noticed.

His mouth thinned.

“Kyle Arden,” he said. “You will step outside.”

“No.”

The nearest guard’s hand moved to his chain.

I did not look at him. Looking at weapons made men think you were counting them.

“My sister is sick,” I said.

The priest’s gaze slid past me into the room. “Nia Arden, fourteen, ward charity record number seven-two-nine. Yes. She will be examined.”

Nia made no sound.

Something hot moved under my ribs.

The young woman’s fingers twitched. A faint ring of blue-white sigils flickered once around her knuckles, then vanished.

The priest looked pleased by that. Not at the danger. At the measurement.

I hated him immediately.

“You can examine her from the door,” I said.

“That is not how this proceeds.”

“It is today.”

The guard on the left stepped forward.

A heavier voice came from the stairwell. “If you start a chain pull in this hallway, you’ll lose the elbow before you finish it.”

Everyone turned.

The man climbing the stairs had to duck under the cracked beam at the landing. Broad shoulders, old cuirass with dents no polish could hide, a red scarf stuffed loose at his throat, sword at his hip worn from use instead of display. His beard was cut short, his hair shorter, and his eyes moved over the hall once like he had already decided where everyone would fall if the floor gave way.

The priest stiffened. “Captain Roke Den.”

“Still using the title when it suits you, Father Pell?”

“This is a church matter.”

“It became a street matter when your deep beast crawled out under a festival.”

“Our beast?”

Roke smiled without warmth. “You want me to call it mine?”

The ward officer tried to make himself flatter against the wall.

The young woman watched Roke with the look of someone seeing a blade placed on a table.

Roke stopped beside the guards and jerked his chin at me. “This him?”

Father Pell drew himself up. “That is the contaminated individual.”

Nia’s breath caught.

My fingers curled.

Roke’s eyes flicked down once to my hand. “He looks like a boy with no sleep and bad bandages.”

“He manifested black flame in public.”

“I heard.”

“He survived direct contact with a calamity-grade abyssal organism.”

“I heard that too.”

“He may be a vessel.”

The hall went very still.

The word struck the young woman hardest. Her jaw tightened, and she looked at the priest like he had said too much.

Roke rubbed one hand over his beard. “Then why are your guards standing close enough for him to spit on them?”

The left guard took half a step back before he caught himself.

Father Pell’s nostrils flared. “The subject is to be transferred to a sealed chamber beneath the local chapel until further instruction arrives from the Holy Capital.”

“No.”

The word came from Nia.

I did not turn.

The priest did. “Child, this is not—”

“He saved me.”

“Nia,” I said.

“He saved everyone he could.” Her voice shook, but she pushed the words out. “You didn’t open the inner gate. I saw it. The guards shut it while people were still outside.”

The ward officer flinched.

Father Pell’s face cooled. “Fear causes many errors.”

“Then why is only Kyle being punished for being afraid?”

For a second I could not breathe right.

Roke barked a laugh. One sharp sound. “Good question.”

“This is not a trial,” Father Pell said.

“No,” Roke said. “It’s starting to smell like a disposal.”

The priest turned on him. “Captain, you have no authority over a church-class contamination.”

“I have authority over bodies that can stand on a wall and keep my people alive.” Roke pointed one thick finger at me. “Did he kill that thing?”

Father Pell hesitated.

“Did he?”

“He repelled it.”

“Dead enough?”

The young woman answered before the priest could. “The core collapsed. Residual matter remained, but the active threat ended.”

Roke looked at her. “Name?”

“Elris Morn.”

“Church scholar?”

“Healer assigned to the lower ward clinic.”

“That wasn’t what I asked.”

Her silence said enough.

Roke nodded once, then looked back at Father Pell. “If he can kill what your seals barely slowed, cutting him open before we know anything is stupid.”

The priest’s voice lowered. “You would keep a possible demon vessel alive because he is useful?”

“I would keep a breathing asset breathing until I know whether he’s a blade, a bomb, or a scared fool with bad luck.”

“Captain Den.”

“And if he’s a bomb,” Roke added, “I’d rather not set him off in a tenement hallway.”

My skin prickled under the bandage.

Nia pushed herself off the cot behind me.

I shifted to block the doorway more fully. “She stays out of this.”

Father Pell’s eyes sharpened. “Your sister is already in this.”

The second pulse hit hard enough that I had to brace one hand against the doorframe.

Elris saw it.

“Everyone stop talking.”

No one moved.

She stepped closer, slow, like I was an injured dog with its teeth bared. Her gaze stayed on my chest.

“Kyle,” she said.

I did not like my name in her mouth. It sounded too careful.

“What?”

“Did your heartbeat change when he mentioned your sister?”

I stared at her.

“That’s your question?”

“Yes.”

Roke’s expression shifted. He was listening now.

Elris lifted her hand. The blue-white sigils returned, circling her fingers in small, precise rings. “I am not asking to provoke you. I need to know whether the response is emotional, abyssal, or both.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“Good. Then answer the simple part.”

Nia touched the back of my coat.

The second pulse eased a little, then pushed again, confused or angry or hungry. I could not tell. I hated that I could not tell.

“Yes,” I said.

Elris let out a slow breath.

Father Pell seized on it. “You see?”

“I see a partial awakening,” Elris said. “Not a full opening.”

The priest stared at her. “You are not cleared to classify—”

“No, but I can read a pulse array without mistaking panic for possession.”

His face darkened.

A small, vicious satisfaction passed through me. It did not last.

Elris looked at my bandaged arm. “I need to examine the marks.”

“No.”

“If they are spreading toward the sternum—”

“No.”

Nia whispered, “Kyle.”

I closed my eyes once.

Smoke in my nose. Red light. A child’s hand slipping.

Not here.

I opened them and held out my right arm.

Elris did not step close until Roke moved between me and the guards. She untied the cloth with careful fingers. The skin beneath was not burned. That would have been better.

Black-red lines branched from my wrist to my elbow, faint now, like cracks under glass. At the center of my palm sat a dark mark shaped almost like a ring bitten open at one side.

Elris went pale again.

Father Pell murmured a prayer.

Roke leaned in. “That bad?”

“That old,” Elris said.

The priest snapped, “Morn.”

She ignored him. Her fingers hovered above my palm without touching. The sigils around her hand trembled, then tightened.

Under my ribs, the second pulse turned toward her magic.

My fingers jerked.

Elris pulled back fast.

“Not yet,” she whispered.

“What?”

She swallowed and raised her voice. “There are seals.”

That word meant more to them than to me. Roke’s eyes narrowed. Father Pell’s shoulders stiffened.

“How many?” the priest asked.

Elris looked at me as if she wished I were not standing close enough to hear.

“I can only see the outer impression.”

“How many?”

“Seven.”

The hall seemed to shrink.

Nia’s hand twisted in my coat.

I stared at the mark in my palm. “Seven what?”

Elris’s mouth opened, then closed.

Father Pell answered instead, and I wished he had not.

“Restraints.”

The second pulse dragged slow against my ribs.

Roke said, “On his heart?”

Elris nodded once.

“Not physical iron,” she said. “Layered seal rings. Old pattern. Not modern church work.”

“Meaning?” I asked.

No one answered fast enough.

I pulled my arm back and wrapped the cloth around it myself, badly.

“Meaning what?”

Elris’s eyes met mine.

“Something is sealed inside you. The seals are still mostly intact. Last night, the outermost layer loosened.”

Nia made a small sound.

I heard the words. I understood each one. They still did not fit inside my head.

Inside me.

Sealed.

Mostly intact.

Father Pell lifted his chin. “All the more reason for immediate containment.”

Roke grunted. “Or all the more reason not to poke it with holy brands until it wakes up angry.”

“I will not be lectured on abyssal doctrine by a field butcher.”

Roke’s smile vanished.

The air in the hall went hard.

Before either of them moved, Nia coughed.

It was small compared to her usual fits. Just one rough catch in the throat. But everyone looked.

The priest’s gaze sharpened with the wrong kind of interest.

“Bring the girl,” he said.

The second pulse slammed open.

Not fully. Not like the square. But enough that heat crawled up my neck and the guard’s silver chain rattled in his hands.

Roke’s sword cleared an inch from its sheath.

Elris stepped between me and Father Pell.

“Do not threaten her.”

The priest blinked, more offended than afraid. “Morn.”

“You want him calm? Stop reaching for the only stabilizing factor in the room.”

Stabilizing.

The word scraped across my skin.

Nia heard it too. Her fingers fell away from my coat.

“What does that mean?” she asked.

Elris looked at her. The cold scholar mask cracked for a breath, and something tired showed beneath.

“It means your proximity may be affecting his pulse.”

“I’m making it worse?”

“No.”

Nia’s face loosened, just a little.

Elris did not look relieved. “You may be making it safer.”

Father Pell’s eyes gleamed.

I saw it. Roke saw it. Elris realized what she had said a moment too late.

I stepped back into the doorway until my shoulder touched Nia’s.

“No one takes her.”

The guard with the chain lifted his hands. “Orders—”

Roke moved.

He did not draw his sword. He caught the guard’s wrist, turned, and put the man face-first into the wall hard enough to crack plaster. The chain hit the floor.

The other guard grabbed for his weapon and stopped when Roke’s dagger appeared under his chin.

“Bad hallway,” Roke said. “Poor choice.”

Father Pell went red. “This is obstruction.”

“This is me preventing your man from starting a massacre.”

“Massacre?”

Roke nodded toward my right hand.

Black heat had leaked through the bandage. Thin smoke curled from the cloth.

I clenched my fist until the mark burned.

Nia whispered, “Kyle, look at me.”

I did.

Her eyes were wet. She looked scared. Not of me. For me. That made it harder.

“Breathe,” she said.

“I am.”

“No, you’re doing that thing where you pretend.”

A laugh almost broke out of me. It came as a rough exhale instead.

The heat pulled back.

Elris watched every inch of it.

Roke released the guard and shoved him toward the stairs. “New plan. We talk downstairs, with air, without idiots waving chains at a sealed heart.”

Father Pell shook with rage, but he was not blind. He looked at the smoking bandage, then at Nia, then at Elris.

“Very well,” he said. “The girl will be examined here. The subject comes with us.”

“I go where she can see me,” I said.

“You are in no position to bargain.”

Roke snorted. “He’s the only one in a position to burn the building down by accident.”

Father Pell’s mouth tightened.

Elris said, “The captain is right.”

He turned on her. “You forget your station.”

“No. I remember exactly where my station sent me.”

That landed. I did not know why, but Father Pell’s face closed like a slammed door.

The talk moved downstairs.

Not because anyone trusted anyone. Because Roke stood at my left, Elris at my right, and Nia refused to stay in the room unless she could sit on the bottom step with a blanket around her shoulders and see me through the open door.

The building’s common room had three tables, all scarred, and a shrine shelf with a cheap wooden ring on it. Someone had taken the prayer candle away.

Neighbors watched from doorways until Roke looked at them. Then most vanished.

Most.

Old Bren from the end room stayed where he was, arms folded, cloudy eyes fixed on me. I had carried coal for him twice last winter and fixed his latch for half pay. Now he looked at my bandaged hand like it might open and bite.

I kept my hand under the table.

Father Pell unrolled a document.

The ward officer stood behind him, sweating harder.

“Subject Kyle Arden,” the priest read, “manifested abyssal combustion, survived contamination contact, disrupted public warding stones, and remains at risk of further opening. Under the Black Force Doctrine and the Emergency Abyssal Containment Articles—”

Roke groaned. “Skip to what you want.”

“Containment.”

“No.”

“Isolation.”

“No.”

“Execution if transformation signs progress.”

Nia stood so fast her blanket fell.

I put one hand flat on the table.

The wood smoked.

Everyone stopped.

I lifted my hand. A black print remained.

“Don’t say that in front of her again,” I said.

My voice was quiet.

I barely recognized it.

Roke shifted his weight, ready. Elris’s sigils flickered under her sleeve. Father Pell stared at the handprint, throat moving once.

Nia slowly sat back down.

Elris spoke before the priest could recover.

“There is another option.”

He looked like he might strike her.

She continued anyway. “Controlled observation under military field authority. Restricted movement. Daily pulse readings. Seal mapping. Combat exposure only under command.”

“You want to put him near monsters?”

“I want to know whether the heart reacts more violently to restraint or to directed threat.”

“You want research.”

“Yes.”

The honesty startled me.

Elris looked at me. “And you want leverage.”

I hated that she was not wrong.

Roke leaned back in his chair. “He wanted into the candidate trials before this mess.”

My head turned.

“How do you know that?”

Roke tapped his own boot. “Testing notice. You folded it badly. Also, you keep looking at my sword like it’s a meal.”

Nia made a faint sound that might have been a laugh if the room had been different.

Father Pell’s expression sharpened. “Absolutely not.”

Roke ignored him. “Boundary Knights take candidates from any birth if they pass field evaluation.”

“He is a contamination risk.”

“So are half the men who patrol the ash ditches. We don’t get clean wars out here.”

“This is not a ditch fever case.”

“No. This is something that killed a calamity-grade beast before it ate the lower square.” Roke leaned forward. “You seal him under the chapel, and if he opens, you lose the chapel, the ward ring, and your nice little record room. You cut him down, and maybe the thing inside him wakes up in the blood. You put him under people who know when to retreat, when to strike, and when to knock a recruit unconscious, you might get time.”

The priest’s fingers tightened around the document. “Time for what?”

Elris answered. “To determine whether the seals can be stabilized before the first ring fully releases.”

First ring.

The words crawled under my shirt and settled over my heart.

“How long?” I asked.

Elris did not pretend not to understand.

“I don’t know.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It is the only honest one.”

Nia pulled the blanket back around herself. Her face had gone pale again, but she had not coughed since touching me.

Father Pell noticed that too.

I saw the thought move behind his eyes.

Use her.

My chair scraped back.

Roke’s hand landed on my shoulder. Heavy. Warning, not restraint.

“Sit,” he said.

“I need air.”

“You need not to give him a show.”

I stayed standing.

Roke did not push me down. After a moment, he took his hand away.

Father Pell rolled the document with slow precision. “The Holy Ring Church will not release an awakened vessel into military hands without guarantees.”

“Name them,” Roke said.

The priest smiled thinly.

I did not like the shape of it.

“Residence of the sister under church-approved ward supervision.”

“No,” I said.

He kept going. “Daily examination of the subject by assigned seal specialist.”

Elris’s mouth tightened.

“Movement restricted to barracks, assigned field zones, and approved medical sites.”

Roke grunted. “Expected.”

“Use of black flame prohibited except under direct order.”

Roke looked at me. “Possible?”

Elris said, “If he is about to die, no.”

“Then write that.”

Father Pell’s eyes flicked to her. “You are eager to assist him.”

“I am eager not to be vaporized by sloppy doctrine.”

Roke’s mouth twitched.

The priest continued. “If the subject shows signs of full opening, the Church retains right of termination.”

“No,” Nia said.

This time her voice did not shake.

Father Pell did not look at her. “The subject does not have the authority to refuse.”

I looked at the burn mark on the table. My hand still smelled faintly of smoke. The second pulse sat quiet now, listening.

“What does my sister get?”

The priest finally faced me. “Pardon?”

“You want me watched. Tested. Used in field zones. Maybe killed if your papers say so.” I nodded toward Nia without taking my eyes off him. “What does she get?”

Nia whispered my name.

I did not stop.

“Second ward residence,” I said. “Not the inner wall. I know what we are. But real ward stones. Clean well. Medical allotment. No mold rooms. No dye smoke. No basement cot.”

The ward officer looked like I had asked for the moon.

Father Pell’s face hardened. “You bargain boldly for a contaminated man.”

“I am standing in a room full of people who have not decided whether I’m a man at all. So yes.”

Roke’s chair creaked as he leaned back. “Second ward vacancy opened last month over Miller’s Row.”

Father Pell shot him a look.

Roke shrugged. “Widow died. Nephew didn’t want the rent.”

“That unit is under civic assignment.”

“And the civic office owes the Knights three favors after last winter’s breach.”

The ward officer made a strangled noise.

Father Pell looked from Roke to me to Nia.

Elris said, “Keeping the sister stable may help keep him stable.”

I hated her for saying it that way.

I needed her to say it.

The priest’s smile returned, smaller and worse. “Then the sister will remain accessible for observation.”

The second pulse stirred.

Elris cut in. “Non-invasive observation.”

“Seal readings.”

“Non-invasive.”

“Blood tests if required.”

“No,” I said.

Father Pell’s eyes cooled. “You do not understand the generosity being extended.”

“I understand blood.”

The room went silent again.

I had not meant to say it like that.

A flash of white tile crossed my mind. Not a room I knew. Small beds. A child’s thin arm. Nia crying without sound.

It vanished when she stepped closer.

“Kyle?”

I blinked hard.

Elris was watching me too carefully.

“Non-invasive,” she said, softer. “I will write it myself.”

“You?” I asked.

“If this arrangement is accepted, I will be assigned to monitor you.”

Father Pell said, “That has not been decided.”

Elris looked at him. “No one else in Grayhail recognized the ring pattern before naming him a demon.”

His jaw tightened.

Roke slapped the table once. “Done, then. The boy comes under provisional Boundary authority. The girl gets second ward housing and treatment. Church gets daily readings and a stack of reports thick enough to smother itself.”

“Captain,” Father Pell said coldly, “you do not dictate Church approval.”

“No. But you came here before the Holy Capital answered. Which means you don’t have a clean order, just panic and a doctrine book.”

The priest’s silence told me Roke had hit bone.

Roke stood. “Send your raven. Dress it up. Until a higher seal says otherwise, I’m taking custody before your men make a mistake.”

The guards bristled.

Roke looked delighted by that.

I did not.

Custody.

A different word for a hand around the throat.

Nia came to my side. She was steady on her feet, which should have made me glad. Instead it made the second pulse turn, slow and pleased.

I wanted to claw it out.

“Can I see the place first?” Nia asked.

Everyone looked at her.

She lifted her chin. “If you are making my brother do this because of me, I want to see the room.”

Father Pell frowned. “This is not a market negotiation.”

“No,” she said. “Markets are fairer.”

Roke barked another laugh.

Even Elris’s mouth moved like she nearly let something through.

The priest looked at Nia for a long moment. “You will see it after medical assessment.”

“With Kyle.”

“No.”

“With Kyle,” I said.

Roke scratched his jaw. “Let him walk her there. Half the district is already watching. If we drag him away from the girl now, we look like fools and invite a riot.”

“There will be no riot for a vessel.”

Roke glanced toward the windows.

Outside, shapes shifted behind curtains. Lower district people might fear me. They might whisper demon. But they hated the Church stepping over their thresholds more than they hated a boy who had hauled their coal.

“Want to test that?” Roke asked.

Father Pell did not.

We left under guard.

Grayhail looked wrong in daylight after the festival.

The square was sealed off with white cord and church stakes. The broken fountain lay in pieces. Black stains marked the stones where the beast had burned, and a team of masked workers shoveled remains into iron-lined barrels while a priest chanted over each scoop.

People stopped talking when I passed.

Some stared at my face.

Most stared at my bandaged arm.

A little boy I had pulled from the crack hid behind his mother’s skirt. She saw me recognize him and put both hands on his shoulders, not pushing him forward, not pulling him away. Just holding him there.

I looked away first.

Nia walked close enough that her sleeve brushed mine.

“Stop making that face,” she murmured.

“What face?”

“The one where you decide everyone is right to hate you.”

I nearly tripped on a loose stone.

“I don’t make that face.”

“You do.”

Roke walked ahead with Father Pell. They argued in low voices that still sounded like stones grinding.

Elris stayed beside me, a little behind, far enough not to crowd, close enough to watch my breathing.

“You’re staring,” I said.

“Yes.”

“At least lie.”

“I’m bad at comforting lies.”

Nia glanced at her. “Are you good at any kind?”

Elris looked surprised, then thoughtful. “Technical ones.”

Nia nodded like that made sense. “That sounds lonely.”

Elris missed half a step.

I looked at Nia.

She looked innocent.

The second ward gate stood beyond a row of bakeries and a laundry court. I had walked past it many times and pretended not to look too long. The ward stones here did not flicker. Their blue light ran in smooth lines through the curb, up the gateposts, across the arch.

A guard checked our papers twice and avoided my eyes.

Inside, the air changed.

Less damp. Less rot from the canal. Chimneys drew smoke upward instead of letting it sink into alleys. The streets were not rich, but they were repaired. Window boxes hung from three houses. A woman swept her front step and stared at us with open curiosity until she saw the church guards.

Miller’s Row had narrow houses pressed shoulder to shoulder. The empty unit sat at the end, two rooms over a cobbler’s storage space, with a real window facing west.

Nia stepped inside and stopped.

I watched her take in the small iron stove, the dry walls, the bedframe with no sag in the middle, the clean basin near the corner.

Her hand rose to her mouth.

No cough came.

“This is too much,” she whispered.

“It has one bed,” I said because my throat had gone tight.

“There’s floor space.”

“I’m not sleeping here.”

She turned too fast. “What?”

Father Pell stood in the doorway. “The subject will reside at the Boundary barracks.”

Nia’s face drained.

I had known. Of course I had known. Custody did not mean walking home at night.

Still, seeing the room between us made it real.

“No,” she said.

“Nia.”

“No. That was not—”

“It was.”

“You didn’t say it.”

“I knew.”

“You always do that.” Her voice rose. “You make the worst part quiet and expect me to thank you after.”

The words hit harder than the beast’s claw.

Roke looked away. Elris did not.

I stepped inside and lowered my voice. “If you stay here, you breathe.”

“If you leave, I don’t.”

“That’s not true.”

“You don’t get to tell me what keeps me breathing.”

I had no answer.

The second pulse moved under my ribs, uneasy.

Nia heard my silence and wiped her face with her sleeve before any tears fell. She hated crying in front of strangers.

Elris stepped to the threshold. “The ward stones here will reduce miasma exposure. I can arrange medicine delivery without requiring her to work in contaminated districts.”

Nia looked at her. “And Kyle?”

Elris’s gaze shifted to me. “I can try to keep him alive.”

“Try?”

“Yes.”

Nia stared at her for a long second, then nodded once. “I like that better than a technical lie.”

Elris had no idea what to do with that.

I almost smiled.

Then Father Pell said, “The girl’s belongings will be inspected before transfer.”

“No,” Nia and I said together.

The priest’s patience cracked. “This indulgence has limits.”

Roke stepped inside, filling most of the doorway. “A cot, two shirts, three books, and probably a jar of roots. If your men need an hour to search that, I’ll start worrying about church education.”

Nia gave a small, fierce sniff. “Four books.”

Roke looked at her. “My apologies.”

Father Pell’s face could have soured milk.

We returned to our old room with two guards, Elris, and Roke. Nia packed in silence at first, then with sharp little movements that made every folded shirt an accusation.

I lifted the loose floorboard under the stove and took out our coin pouch.

Too light.

I handed it to her.

She pushed it back. “You need food.”

“I’ll be fed.”

“In a barracks.”

“Food is food.”

“That is how people who have never cooked say stupid things.”

Roke coughed into his fist. It sounded suspicious.

I tucked the pouch into her bag anyway.

She took out three coins and shoved them into my pocket so hard it hurt.

“For stupid food.”

I let them stay.

Elris stood near the window, looking at the room without touching anything. Her eyes paused on the wall where Nia had pinned little bundles of dried herbs by string. Then on the cracked basin. Then on the damp corner behind the cot.

“You lived here through winter?” she asked.

Nia tied her bag shut. “The wall only froze inside twice.”

Elris went quiet.

I did not want her pity. I did not want her adding our room to whatever list she kept in her head of things the Church had failed to notice.

A bell rang outside.

Roke’s expression changed. “We need to move.”

Nia hugged her bag to her chest. “Already?”

“Before Pell finds another form to wave.”

I carried the heavier bundle. Nia tried to take it twice. I ignored her twice.

At the door, she stopped and looked back at the room.

I waited.

There was not much to mourn. A cot, a stove, a bad roof, a table with one short leg. But it had held us. Poorly, maybe. Still.

Nia reached to the shelf and took the chipped cup with the blue line around the rim.

“The rest can rot,” she said.

We walked out.

The neighbors watched again.

Old Bren stood by his door. His cloudy eyes went to Nia’s bag, then to my face.

“You burn my latch, boy, I’ll charge double.”

I stared at him.

He spat to the side. “And don’t let church rats tell you that thing in the square didn’t have teeth. I saw teeth.”

My throat tightened.

“Your latch was already crooked,” I said.

“Then come back and fix it.”

Nia made a sound that was half sob, half laugh.

Roke looked down the hall like he suddenly found the plaster interesting.

Outside, the church guards seemed less sure of their chains.

We settled Nia in the second ward room before dusk.

Settled was too large a word. Her bag sat by the bed. The chipped cup stood on the basin. Elris placed two packets of medicine on the table and wrote instructions in small, sharp letters.

Nia read them once and corrected her measurement mark.

Elris blinked. “You know herb weights?”

“I know when healers overestimate how much poor people can afford to waste.”

“I did not—”

“I know.”

Another awkward silence.

I stood near the window, watching the street below. A boy rolled a hoop past the ward stone and did not cough once.

Nia came beside me.

“You’ll come back?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“I don’t know.”

“Kyle.”

“I’ll come back when they let me. Or when I can.”

“That is not comforting.”

“I’m bad at comforting lies too.”

She leaned her forehead against my arm.

I went still.

The second pulse softened.

Her breath eased.

For a moment the room was quiet in the way she had named earlier. Not safe. Not fine. Just quiet.

Then Elris said, “We need to take the first reading before you enter the barracks.”

Nia lifted her head. “Here?”

“No. At the lower chapel annex.”

I looked at her.

She added, “Not the sealed chamber.”

“Why should I believe you?”

“You shouldn’t.” She closed her satchel. “Watch the doors. Count the guards. Ask Captain Den before stepping into circles drawn on the floor.”

Roke, from the doorway, grunted approval. “Good advice.”

Father Pell had not come to the room. That made the air easier and worse.

Nia caught my hand before I left.

Hard.

“You are not a thing they get to measure until you break.”

Elris’s face tightened.

I looked down at my sister’s fingers around mine. Thin. Warm. Alive.

“I know.”

“No, you don’t.”

A laugh scraped out of me. “You keep saying that.”

“Because you keep needing it.”

Roke cleared his throat. “We move.”

Nia let go slowly.

The second pulse returned to its heavy place under my ribs.

The chapel annex stood behind the main ward shrine, a low stone building that smelled of salt, ink, and old wax. Roke entered first. He made the priest inside move three stools, one brazier, and a rack of silver tools before he let me cross the threshold.

Elris did not object.

That helped a little.

The reading circle on the floor was painted in blue chalk, not carved. I looked at Roke.

He crouched, touched one line, sniffed his finger, and shrugged. “Chalk.”

“That tells you it’s safe?”

“No. Tells me I can ruin it fast.”

Elris set a slate on the table. “Stand in the outer ring. Not the center.”

“What’s in the center?”

“A place I do not want you standing.”

I stepped into the outer ring.

The chalk symbols reacted to my weight with a faint glow. My chest tightened. The second pulse lifted its head.

“Breathe normally,” Elris said.

I gave her a look.

She sighed. “Breathe as normally as possible while everyone stares at you.”

Roke leaned against the wall. “That’s healer humor, Arden.”

“She should stop.”

“I agree.”

Elris ignored us and raised both hands. Sigils formed around her wrists, cleaner than before, rotating in thin bands. The light touched my chest without touching my skin.

The second pulse struck.

The chalk flared black.

One of the priests gasped and backed into the tool rack.

Roke’s hand went to his sword.

Elris did not move. Her face went pale, but her voice stayed steady.

“Outer response only. No breach.”

The pressure crawled under my ribs. It felt like fingers pressing outward from inside my chest.

I clenched my jaw.

“Pain?” she asked.

“No.”

“Do not lie.”

“Pressure.”

“Heat?”

“Some.”

“Hunger?”

My eyes snapped to hers.

She wrote something down.

“I’ll take that as yes.”

“I didn’t say yes.”

“You looked like you wanted to bite the word.”

Roke muttered, “Definitely healer humor.”

The pressure shifted toward the table where a sealed iron jar sat among Elris’s tools.

I stared at it.

The second pulse pulled.

“What is that?”

Elris stopped writing.

“Elris,” I said.

“A residue sample from the beast core.”

The room dropped away except for that jar.

Inside my chest, the thing leaned forward.

My mouth filled with iron again.

I stepped back.

The chalk ring flashed. A sharp sting snapped up my legs, and black heat burst across my palm.

Roke moved between me and the priests.

Elris snatched the jar and shoved it into a lead-lined box. The pull cut off.

I bent over with one hand on my knee, breathing hard.

“What,” I said, “was that?”

No one answered.

I looked up.

Elris closed the box with both hands. Her knuckles were white.

“What was that?”

“Core attraction,” she said.

The second pulse still strained toward where the jar had been.

“Speak plainly.”

“The heart recognized the remnant.”

“As what?”

Her mouth tightened.

“As food.”

I nearly laughed. There was nothing funny in it, so the sound came out wrong.

Roke swore under his breath.

Elris stepped closer, then stopped before the chalk. “You refused it last night.”

“I don’t know what I did last night.”

“You pulled away from the core before absorption completed.”

“Absorption.”

The word tasted worse than blood.

“The heart can draw power from abyssal cores,” she said. “Maybe recovery. Maybe progression. Maybe both.”

“Progression toward what?”

Her eyes flicked to my chest.

I knew before she answered.

“The seals opening.”

The annex felt too small.

I thought of Nia’s clear breathing. The way the second pulse softened under her hand. The way the beast had turned toward her.

“If I take one,” I asked, “does Nia get better?”

Elris went still.

Roke’s head turned slowly toward me.

“I asked a question,” I said.

Elris’s voice came carefully. “There is not enough evidence.”

“That wasn’t no.”

“It was not yes either.”

“But it might.”

“Kyle.”

It was the first time she said my name without making it sound like a case label.

I hated that too.

“If the heart strengthens,” she said, “it may stabilize nearby resonance. It may also make you less able to stop the next opening. It may help her and destroy you. It may help her because it is destroying you.”

The second pulse beat once, deep and pleased.

I pressed my fist to my chest hard enough to hurt.

Roke pushed off the wall. “Reading’s done.”

Elris looked like she wanted to argue. Then she saw my face and nodded.

Outside, the sky had gone purple. Festival lantern scraps still hung from roof corners, torn and blackened by last night’s smoke. No one had taken them down yet.

Roke walked me toward the Boundary barracks without the church guards close enough to touch.

That was his doing.

Elris followed with her slate against her chest.

For a while, no one spoke.

Then Roke said, “You want advice?”

“No.”

“Good. Means you’ll hear it anyway.”

I kept walking.

“If your first thought in every fight is how to spend your body, you’ll die quick and make everyone around you clean up the mess.”

“I didn’t have a choice.”

“You had choices. Bad ones. You picked one that kept the girl breathing. I’m not spitting on that.” He stepped over a broken festival frame in the street. “But if you join my candidates, you learn to come back alive. Not gloriously. Not cleanly. Alive.”

“I’m not a knight.”

“No. You’re a problem with boots.”

Elris made a small sound behind us.

Roke glanced back. “Am I wrong?”

“No,” she said.

I looked between them. “You two are very comforting.”

“You are not being recruited for comfort,” Roke said.

The barracks stood near the outer wall, squat and ugly, with a training yard full of mud and weapon racks. Men and women in patched armor moved between buildings. Some stared at me. A few had been at the square. I could tell by how quickly they looked away.

At the gate, Roke stopped.

“You enter here, you follow orders in the field.”

“I know.”

“No, you don’t. You think following orders means obeying when it makes sense. That’s the easy kind. The hard kind is stepping back when every bone in you wants to jump into the fire.”

Smoke. Red light. A small hand.

I looked away.

Roke saw too much.

“Elris says the heart picked up on threat and emotion. Fine. Then we keep you from feeding it every heroic impulse you’ve got.”

“I’m not heroic.”

“I didn’t say smart.”

Elris stepped beside us. “There will be daily seal checks. If the outer ring loosens further, I need to know before you use black flame again.”

“I don’t know how to use it.”

“Good. Do not practice alone.”

Roke snorted. “That one you should actually obey.”

The gate guard opened the way.

Inside, the yard smelled of sweat, leather, wet earth, and steel. Normal smells. Human smells.

The second pulse seemed quieter here, or maybe I wanted it to be.

Roke pointed toward a long building. “Temporary bunk. You sleep where I can find you. You eat what’s given. You don’t leave without escort. You don’t punch priests unless they touch your sister.”

Elris looked at him.

He shrugged. “What? I’m setting realistic rules.”

I should have felt trapped.

I did feel trapped.

But somewhere beyond the second ward, Nia sat in a dry room with a working ward stone under her window and medicine on the table.

So I walked through the gate.

The moment I crossed, a bell rang from the chapel tower behind us.

Once.

Twice.

Three times.

Elris stopped so suddenly I nearly turned into her.

Roke’s face hardened. “What now?”

A church runner stumbled through the barracks gate, breathless, waving a sealed strip of white parchment.

“Order from Father Pell
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