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Chapter1: The Blade Sunk into Stone
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The line for the evening meal curved out from the front steps of Saint Orlan House and spilled onto the stone street like a tired river. Tin bowls, chipped cups, patched cloaks, boots with split soles, hands gone red from the harbor wind. I stood near the serving tables with a ledger board tucked under one arm, counting faces without looking like I was counting them.

The smell was the same as most cold-season evenings. Broth stretched thin with onion and barley, wet wool, river mud, smoke from cheap coal, old wood swollen from mist. Under it all sat the faint clean scent of lye soap drifting from the washroom windows and the sharper sting of lamp oil from the chapel porch.

Saint Orlan House always sounded busiest right before food touched hands. Children weaving between adults. Ladles knocking the sides of iron pots. A nun calling for people to form one line instead of three. Someone coughing too hard. Someone laughing anyway.

I knew the children by the noises they made before I saw them.

Lila Fen’s voice came first, quick and flat and too sharp for thirteen.

“You skipped, old man.”

“I’ve got one leg worse than the other.”

“You’ve got two lies worse than the other.”

I glanced toward the line. Lila was standing with her bowl hugged to her ribs, chin tipped up at a dockworker who looked too exhausted to be offended. Her dark hair had come loose again. She kept cutting it herself with the kitchen shears and pretending no one noticed.

“Lila,” I said.

She looked over at once. “I didn’t hit him.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“He started with the limp excuse.”

The dockworker snorted and moved back into place. Lila clicked her tongue, then carried her bowl toward the serving table with the suspicious care of someone already trying to steal an extra ladleful without getting caught. Good. If she was thinking about soup, she wasn’t thinking about other things.

Milo Crest should have been right behind her.

He usually was. Small enough to disappear in a crowd, polite enough that the crowd still made room for him. Narrow shoulders, pale hair that never stayed flat, eyes that always looked like he had one more question than he was brave enough to ask. He had a way of holding his wooden bowl with both hands even when it was empty, like the thing might try to escape.

I looked past Lila, then farther down the line.

No Milo.

I marked three names on the board and told myself he was probably in the washroom, or helping in the back, or late from hauling water. It was nothing. A child out of place for one minute was just a child out of place for one minute.

A woman near the front swayed on her feet. I put the board down and caught her elbow before she tipped into the person beside her.

“Easy.”

“I’m fine,” she said, then leaned more weight on me than fine should have needed.

Her cheekbones were too sharp. Fever shine in the eyes. Not drunk. Just empty in the way the city made people empty. I guided her to the bench nearest the clinic door and gave her spot in line to the man behind her with a look that stopped him from arguing.

By the time I stepped back toward the serving tables, Father Abram Holt had come out from the chapel side entrance, sleeves rolled to the forearms, white stole folded over one arm to keep it clean. He always moved like he had more time than the rest of us. Not slow. Nothing wasteful. Just steady enough that people near him started matching him without realizing it.

Someone in the line murmured, “Father.”

Then another voice picked it up, and another.

He smiled at them all with that warm, tired gentleness that made even the hardest men straighten their backs. A child with a runny nose rushed the last few steps and clung to his leg. Abram laughed softly, bent, and wiped the child’s face with his own handkerchief as if noble guests and gutter brats deserved exactly the same cloth.

They loved him for that. They always had.

He saw the woman I’d seated on the bench, changed direction without hesitation, and knelt in front of her so their eyes were level.

“You pushed too far again,” he said.

“I still had work.”

“There will be work tomorrow if you stay alive tonight.”

He touched two fingers lightly to her wrist, checked her pulse, then looked over his shoulder. “Sister Hale, broth first. Thin. And salt.”

The sister moved before he finished the sentence.

Abram rose and met my gaze across the yard. For a moment it was only that. A glance. Then his mouth softened at one corner.

“You’ve counted half the street already, Jonas.”

“Only half?”

“You’re slipping.”

“I’ll do better.”

“I know.”

That should have been all. Usually it was enough. A few words from him had always been enough to settle a room in me I never showed anyone.

Tonight it didn’t fully land. Not because of him. Because I still hadn’t seen Milo.

A boy I barely recognized from the neighboring ward ran too fast around the soup tables, collided with my hip, and bounced backward with more surprise than pain. He looked up, saw who he’d hit, and froze.

“Sorry,” he blurted.

“You still have all your teeth,” I said. “Go.”

He grinned in relieved confusion and darted off.

Another child came in at my side a heartbeat later, younger, maybe six. She threw both arms around my waist without asking because children at Saint Orlan House forgot, sometimes, that older boys weren’t built like walls and didn’t always want to be grabbed.

My body moved before thought did.

I stepped back.

Not hard. Not enough to throw her. Just enough that her fingers slid off my coat instead of locking into it.

The little girl blinked. Her face changed. Hurt first, then the quick embarrassed blankness children learned too early when adults flinched at them for reasons they didn’t understand.

Guilt cut cleaner than a knife.

I crouched and held out my hand instead. “Walk with me.”

She looked at it, then at my face, measuring whether this was pity or punishment. At last she put two fingers in my palm. I led her to the edge of the tables and found her sister carrying bread.

“There. Stay with her.”

The older girl nodded. The younger one let go without complaint.

When I stood again, Abram was watching from across the yard. Not judging. Never that. Just seeing too much, the way he always did.

He didn’t mention it. He only turned and picked up a ladle.

The sky over Ravenport had gone the color of old iron. The harbor bells carried thin through the damp evening. People shuffled forward, bowls rose, steam rolled. For a little while the night settled into its usual shape, and I let it carry me with it.

Then the shouting started at the far end of the line.

At first it sounded like any street argument. One man cursing, another telling him to move on, a woman snapping at both. The kind of noise that blew up over stale bread and died when someone remembered they were too hungry to fight.

This didn’t die.

A bowl hit stone and spun, ringing.

Someone screamed.

Heads turned. The line buckled sideways. I smelled it before I saw him.

Sweet. Thick. Wrong.

Dreamsmoke.

The scent slid through onion broth and lamp oil like colored dye in clean water. Sickly-sweet, almost floral, with something burned underneath it that caught in the back of the throat. I’d smelled traces of it before on dock alleys and clinic sheets, but fresh like this, clinging to skin and breath, it hit harder. It belonged to fever dreams and men who clawed at walls because the shadows were talking too loudly.

“Back!” someone shouted.

The crowd peeled away in a jagged rush. A man staggered into the open space they left, one hand knotted in the collar of a small boy’s coat. He dragged the child in front of him like a shield and swung a kitchen knife in wild snapping cuts that came nowhere close to skill and far too close to flesh.

The boy couldn’t have been more than eight.

His shoes scraped helplessly over the stone. He wasn’t even screaming, only making that animal breath children made when fear seized the throat too tight for sound.

The man’s pupils were huge. Almost no iris left. Sweat shone on his forehead. Pinkish smoke seemed to cling to the wool around his shoulders, though that might have been the drug smell turning the air into something my mind wanted to see.

“They’re under the floor,” he barked at no one. “You hear them? They sing, they sing, don’t let them take me—”

The knife jerked too close to the child’s cheek.

I was moving before he finished.

“Jonas,” Abram called.

Not to stop me. Just my name, steady and low.

I had already measured the yard.

Distance from me to the man. Three long strides, maybe four.

Distance from the blade to the boy’s throat. Less than a hand.

Crowd positions. Sister Hale with a tray to the left. Two old men frozen at the pump. Lila half-crouched behind a bread crate, eyes too wide and too angry to be called fear. Abram ten paces off, hands empty. Stone underfoot, level enough. No loose gravel. No slick patch from spilled broth near the target. Good.

The danger with force wasn’t force. It was spread.

Eight years old and I had learned that all at once with broken benches, ripped stone, children thrown through the air, Finn screaming with his arm bent wrong against the floor. Ever since then, every time the weight in me stirred, I counted edges. Walls. Bodies. The shape of what would break first.

The man saw me and flinched like he knew exactly who I was, though Dreamsmoke had probably stripped names from him and left only instincts.

“No!” he shrieked. “Stay back, stay back, he said I could bring one, he said—”

The knife twitched again.

I let the world narrow.

The sound of the crowd fell away. The harbor bells vanished. Even the child’s ragged breath blurred into the distance.

What remained was the man’s wrist. The angle of his shoulder. The boy’s heels skidding against stone. The exact place where weight met ground under the man’s left foot.

Gravity Hand.

I didn’t speak the name. I almost never did. The skill answered anyway, rising through me like a buried gate grinding open.

Pressure gathered around my arm, though I didn’t lift it. The air in front of me tightened. Not visible. Never visible, except in what it did to dust and loose cloth and the faces of people who felt a storm coming without wind.

I pinned the man’s knife arm first.

It happened in silence. One instant his elbow was jerked high, the next it crashed downward under an invisible force so abrupt his knees buckled. The knife slammed into the stones, skidding from his hand before he seemed to understand he’d lost it.

At the same time I caught the weight under his chest and drove it straight down.

The street answered with a crack.

Stone dipped around him in a shallow burst, not shattered, only depressed as if a giant hand had pressed wet clay. His body hit the pavement face-first so hard the air flew out of him in a grunt I felt in my own ribs. The boy tore free and scrambled away on hands and knees.

The crowd gasped as one body.

The man tried to rise.

I gave him more.

His shoulders flattened. His cheek ground against the stone. Fingers clawed uselessly. I kept the pressure narrow, centered on spine and hips, enough to hold, not enough to pulp. He shrieked once, then coughed pink spit onto the pavement.

A second shape moved at the edge of my sight. Another man, maybe a companion, maybe just a fool with a club who thought chaos made chances. He rushed from the side alley toward the serving tables where the children had scattered.

I turned without releasing the first.

Shock Press.

The force rolled out from me in a low forward wave, broad and blunt and timed to hit center mass, not heads. The air thudded. The rusher flew backward like a kicked door, struck the wall of the alley, and dropped in a heap. Two crates behind him rattled but didn’t topple. A hanging sign swung once on its chain. No one else fell.

Silence held for one impossible beat.

Then noise came crashing back all at once.

Someone shouted my name. Someone else shouted “Saint above.” A child started crying in great hiccuping gulps now that the danger had moved past the part of the mind where sound disappeared.

I walked to the first man slowly because running after a display of force always looked like bloodlust, and people mistook enough things about me already.

He was still pinned. I could have held him there with half the pressure, maybe less. Dreamsmoke made bodies strong in stupid ways, though, and stupidity broke more than strength did.

I crouched beside him and caught the sweet reek rolling off his clothes.

Close up, I saw the raw skin around his nostrils. Burn marks on two fingers. A bruise at the side of his neck shaped like a thumb pressed too hard. Dock scabs. Rope splinters in the palm. Not a street lunatic born from nowhere. A used man. Someone handled until he split.

“Can you hear me?” I asked.

His eye rolled toward me, red-rimmed and almost blind with whatever visions were still chewing through him.

“They’re singing,” he whispered. “Under the floor. The little ones. They said the small one wouldn’t cry if I brought another. Said I could breathe. Said—”

His face spasmed.

He started to convulse.

I shifted the weight instantly, rolling him onto his side without letting him rise. Foam and spit spilled from his mouth onto the stones instead of back down his throat. He gagged, coughed, whimpered. The smell of Dreamsmoke came harder.

Behind me, Abram’s voice cut through the crowd.

“Clear space. Give him air. Sister Hale, cloth. Brother Teren, take the child inside. Now.”

Boots slapped stone. People obeyed. They always obeyed him faster than they obeyed fear.

I glanced once toward the little boy the man had grabbed. One of the older sisters had him by the shoulders, checking for cuts. No blood. Shock, yes. Terror, yes. But standing.

Good.

I let out a breath I hadn’t known I was holding.

That was when the crowd started looking at me properly.

Not the passing looks I’d had all my life in Saint Orlan House. Not the glances that said orphan, helper, Abram’s capable shadow, the quiet one, the boy with the dangerous skill kept leashed by holy hands. This was different. Every eye fixed at once. Mouths partly open. Faces pale. Adults making the same calculations children did when they saw something too strong and tried to decide if it would turn.

The dipped stone under the man’s body helped.

So did the crack that ran two feet out from where I’d pressed him down.

A woman crossed herself.

A young laborer I’d seen here a hundred times took one step back before he caught himself.

Lila was still half-hidden behind the bread crate, staring at me as if she wanted to bite through whatever this moment meant before it bit her first.

I knew that look. Fear with anger in its mouth.

It was the same look I’d seen after the dining hall accident years ago, reflected in polished pot metal and terrified eyes and the crooked set of Finn’s arm.

My fingers curled once and then opened.

“It’s done,” I said to no one in particular.

My voice came out flatter than I meant it to. The wrong kind of cold.

Abram stepped into the space beside me, and the yard breathed again.

He knelt by the pinned man without any sign of flinching from the ruined stone or the drug stink or the spit on the ground. He laid one hand lightly on the man’s shoulder, the touch careful, human, almost unbearably gentle.

“This one too,” Abram said, not looking at the crowd. “Bring him inside when his body stops fighting itself.”

The murmur around us shifted.

Not from fear now. From shame.

Because of course. Of course the holy man would remember mercy faster than the rest of us remembered danger. Of course he would kneel beside the one who had taken a knife to a child’s throat and see suffering before sin. That was Abram. That was what people loved in him. He made everyone near him feel they had almost failed goodness, and then gave them a way to step back toward it.

He looked at me then, and there was no rebuke in his eyes. None. Only the grave calm I had known since childhood.

“You held the line,” he said quietly.

“He was going to cut the boy.”

“I know.”

The man on the ground shuddered and began to sob in broken wet sounds. Abram bowed his head. Right there on the stone street, with soup cooling in abandoned bowls and the mark of my force still cupping the pavement, he prayed over him.

Not loudly. Not for display. That almost made it worse.

The words were simple. Mercy for the afflicted. Rest for the frightened. Light for minds led into shadow. A plea that no one be reduced to the worst thing done in madness and pain.

People around us dropped their eyes. Some joined the prayer. Some cried. One old woman touched Abram’s sleeve as if the cloth itself might steady her.

I released Gravity Hand by degrees. The pressure lifted from the man like water receding from a drowning face. He didn’t spring up. He couldn’t. His limbs shook too hard. Two brothers from the clinic moved in with a stretcher.

As they rolled him, something small slipped from the fold of his coat and skittered across the tilted stone toward my boot.

A wooden tag.

It hit leather with a tiny dry click.

Most people didn’t notice. They were looking at Abram, or at the ruined shape of the moment, or anywhere except at me.

I bent and picked it up.

The wood was worn smooth from fingers. A drill hole at the top for string. One edge chewed, like someone had worried it with a thumbnail or teeth. Burned into the face in neat church script was a name.

Milo Crest.

The yard seemed to tilt without moving.

For a second I heard nothing again. Not the prayer, not the crowd, not the harbor. Only the inside of my own pulse.

Milo.

I closed my fingers over the tag so hard the edge bit skin.

“Jonas?”

Abram’s voice.

I looked up too quickly.

“What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said.

That lie came easier than it should have.

Abram studied my face the way he always did when deciding whether to press or wait. He chose wait. “See the child to the clinic, then eat before the broth goes cold.”

“I’m not hungry.”

“That has never stopped my orders from being sound.”

Under any other roof in the city that might have been a joke. Under his, it still almost was. A few people near enough to hear let out weak grateful laughs, eager for the yard to become ordinary again.

I tucked the tag into my sleeve.

The rest of the meal service went on because hunger didn’t care what had happened five minutes ago. Bowls were filled. Bread was cut. The child who had been taken hostage cried himself empty and fell asleep on a clinic cot. The second man I’d thrown against the alley wall woke long enough to vomit and curse and be tied to a bedframe for everyone’s safety, including his own.

I carried sacks, ladled stew, cleared broken crockery, and answered no one beyond what the work required. Too many people kept sneaking glances my way, then away again when I caught them. A few thanked me. One man clapped my shoulder and regretted it at once when my body went tight. Another woman blessed me in the same breath she told her daughter not to stare.

Lila came to return an empty bread basket and stood there too long.

“What?” I said.

“You made him sink.”

“Yes.”

She glanced toward the street where the stone still held the shape of the man’s body. “Thought the road was going to swallow him.”

“It didn’t.”

“No.”

She shifted her grip on the basket. “That little kid’s not bleeding.”

“No.”

“That’s good too.”

“Yes.”

Her mouth twisted as if she wanted to ask something mean and honest at once. In the end she only said, “Milo didn’t come back for afternoon chores.”

My eyes snapped to hers.

“When?”

“Don’t know. Before bells, maybe. He was supposed to peel turnips. I got his pile and mine because he wasn’t there.”

“Why didn’t you tell me earlier?”

She bristled. “Because there were twenty bowls to wash and then knife-man started screaming and maybe I didn’t think I needed to report every missing turnip peeler in the house.”

I almost apologized. Almost. The edge in me was cutting the wrong direction.

“Did you see him leave?”

She shook her head. “No.”

“With anyone?”

“No.”

Her gaze sharpened. “Why?”

I looked toward the clinic door where Abram was speaking with Sister Hale. His sleeves were pushed back. His hands were wet from washing the drugged man’s face. The lamp beside the door lit the lines at the corners of his eyes and made him look older than he seemed when he smiled.

The wooden tag in my sleeve felt heavy enough to drag my arm down.

“Go help in the washroom,” I said.

Lila didn’t move. “Jonas.”

“Go.”

She went, but not before giving me one last long look, the kind that said she knew I’d heard something bad and hated being left outside it.

Night settled by inches after the line finally thinned. The harbor wind sharpened. The last of the broth was scraped into smaller pots for tomorrow’s breakfast. Patients in the clinic were bedded down. Brothers latched shutters. The chapel lamps were trimmed.

I carried a crate of turnips through the side hall and passed the door to Abram’s office just as it opened.

He stepped out with a stack of folded blankets over one arm. “You haven’t eaten.”

“I had bread.”

“One heel stolen in passing does not count.”

“It wasn’t stolen.”

He lifted an eyebrow. “So you admit to taking it.”

I would have smiled on another night. Instead I stood there with the crate in my arms and the tag hidden against my skin and felt like the floor under Saint Orlan House had shifted half an inch out of true.

Abram noticed. He always noticed.

He set the blankets on the side table and came a step closer. “What is it?”

The right answer would have been everything. Milo. The tag. The drug stink. The man’s rambling about little ones singing under the floor. The way none of it sat right. The way it sat too right.

Instead I said, “The boy from the yard. He said strange things.”

“He was drowning in poison.”

“He mentioned a small one.”

Abram’s face stayed calm. “Dreamsmoke turns terror into shapes. It feeds on whatever fear can reach first.”

I knew that. Or had heard enough versions of it to know the outline. Still, something in me didn’t ease.

Abram studied me for another second, then reached out and took the crate from my arms with a strength people often forgot he had.

“You’re carrying too much tonight,” he said.

“I’m carrying vegetables.”

“You know what I mean.”

He always did that. Slid past whatever thin wall I put up and set his hand on the true thing beneath it.

I hated that it still worked.

He tipped his head toward the kitchen. “Come. There’s broth left, and Finn burned the onions again, which means he’ll need someone to suffer through them with him.”

A memory flashed so fast it almost felt borrowed from someone else. I was smaller. My hands were shaking. The dining hall floor was broken in three places. Finn was screaming. Children were pressed to the walls. Everyone looked at me like they had found a beast in the cradle.

Abram had crossed the wreckage without hesitation. He had put both arms around me while my own power still trembled through the room. He’d held me so tight I could barely breathe and said against my hair, steady as prayer, “The power itself is not your sin. Learn it. Hold it. Strong force exists to protect, not destroy.”

That sentence had built half the bones in me.

I followed him to the kitchen because of it, maybe. Or because habit was stronger than suspicion until it wasn’t.

Finn Quarry was sitting at the long prep table with his bad arm braced across his lap and a spoon clenched in his good hand. He looked up when I came in.

“There he is,” he said. “Saint of cracked pavement.”

“Don’t start.”

“I’m not starting. The whole front street is already started.”

His smile was crooked. The old scar at the edge of his brow caught the light when he raised it. He looked worn tonight, the kind of worn that settled deep in joints and didn’t leave when you slept. Too much lifting again. Too much pretending his left arm didn’t drag pain behind it when the damp came in.

Sister Miriam Ash stood at the sideboard sorting cups into neat stacks. She glanced over once, saw my face, and lowered her eyes without comment. Miriam missed almost nothing. That was one reason the accounts stayed as orderly as they did.

Abram set the blankets down by the rear door for morning distribution, then moved to the stove and filled a bowl for me himself.

“Sit,” he said.

I sat.

Finn sniffed at my bowl. “You got the better one.”

“You burned the first pot.”

“I flavored it.”

“With smoke.”

“Exactly.”

Abram laughed under his breath. Miriam did not, though the corner of her mouth softened.

For a few minutes the kitchen sounded ordinary. Spoon against bowl. Stove hiss. Finn complaining about a cracked roof tile over the laundry room. Miriam mentioning that flour stocks would dip before week’s end unless the next donation cart arrived on time. Abram listening to both at once, answering without making either feel dismissed.

I ate because my body knew how to obey warmth when it found it.

The broth tasted of onion, marrow, pepper, and the char Finn always denied. My hands were steadier around the bowl than they had been since the street.

“You did well today,” Abram said at last.

Finn grunted. “That’s one way to put it.”

“It is the accurate way,” Abram said.

I kept my eyes on the broth. “The child is alive.”

“Yes.”

“The second man?”

“Bruised pride. Split scalp. He’ll live.”

“The first?”

Abram’s pause was small. “We’ve bound him for the night. If the poison lets go before it stops his heart, he may survive too.”

May.

Finn’s spoon stopped. “Dreamsmoke?”

Abram nodded once.

Finn swore under his breath.

Miriam crossed herself.

The sweet smell seemed to come back to me just remembering it. Thick and wrong. I slid my thumb over the inside seam of my sleeve where Milo’s wooden tag rested hidden.

Abram watched me over the table. “You’re elsewhere.”

“Maybe.”

“Do you want to tell me where?”

There it was again. The open door. The hand extended without pressure, which somehow made refusal feel worse.

I should have put the tag on the table then.

I should have watched his face.

I should have asked.

Instead I heard myself say, “I want to check the dormitories before sleep bell.”

Finn snorted. “You always want to check the dormitories.”

“Then no one should be surprised.”

Abram’s gaze stayed on me a heartbeat longer. Then he nodded. “Go. But sleep after.”

I rose with the bowl still half full.

“Jonas,” Abram said.

I stopped.

He came around the table and stood close enough that I could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes and the single silver thread in his dark hair near the temple. Up close he smelled of wool, clean skin, lamp smoke, and the faint sharpness of the soap from the clinic basin.

Then he lifted a hand and settled it once on the back of my neck, warm and steady, the same touch he’d used since I was small enough to fit under his arm.

“Strong power is given for a reason,” he said quietly. “Use it to protect. Never let fear of it make you late when someone needs you.”

The old words, shaped a little differently.

My throat tightened for a reason I couldn’t sort.

“I know,” I said.

“I know you do.”

I stepped away before he could read more in my face than I wanted him to.

The children’s dormitory breathed differently after dark. Daytime made it a hive—boots, arguments, chores, crying, laughter, bowls, books, footsteps running where they shouldn’t. Night flattened it into a low soft world of blankets, drafty windows, old wood, and sleeping bodies trying to trust the walls around them.

I carried a single lamp and moved between rows of narrow beds.

Some children slept sprawled like they had wrestled the mattress into submission. Others curled into themselves so tightly the blankets might as well have been bandages. One boy mumbled in his dreams and kicked until I tucked the blanket edge under his foot. A girl had hidden crusts of bread under her pillow again. I left them there.

I was careful where I looked and where I didn’t. Children deserved privacy even when they had almost none.

Lila wasn’t asleep.

She sat cross-legged on her bed in the older girls’ row, arms folded, watching me through the dim like she had decided if anyone was bringing trouble in tonight it would be me, and she wanted advance warning.

“Sleep,” I said.

“You too.”

“Try it anyway.”

She wrinkled her nose and flopped down, though her eyes stayed open.

I moved on.

Milo’s bed was in the younger boys’ room near the far wall, third from the washbasin, under the window that never shut right in damp weather. I knew before I reached it that something was wrong.

Beds that had been left during evening disorder looked one way. Twisted blanket, dropped shirt, bowl forgotten under the frame, one shoe kicked farther than the other.

This wasn’t that.

The blanket lay folded back just enough to show the sheet underneath.

Too neat in the wrong places. Too untouched in others.

And his shoes were still there.

I set the lamp down on the floor by the bed.

The shoes sat side by side beneath the frame, toes pointed outward. Milo hated going barefoot on the corridor boards in winter. He would not have walked out willingly without them. His extra shirt was rolled at the foot of the mattress. The little cloth pouch where he kept buttons and string was tucked under his pillow. The pillow still had the hollow from last night’s sleep, not tonight’s.

Cold spread through my chest in a slow, deliberate sheet.

I crouched and touched the mattress.

Not recently warm.

I checked the washroom. Empty. The rear stairs. Empty. The corner by the laundry barrels where younger boys hid when they wanted to dodge lessons. Empty.

Back at the bed, I knelt again and searched more carefully.

Nothing dramatic. No blood. No torn fabric. No sign of a struggle obvious enough for a fool. But the absence was wrong in its details. He hadn’t packed. He hadn’t left a bowl. He hadn’t tucked his tag under the pillow the way some of the children did when they were afraid of losing the one thing with their name on it.

Because his tag had already been somewhere else.

On a drugged man’s body.

I took it out of my sleeve and held it in the lamplight.

MILO CREST.

The letters were rubbed smooth at the edges by use. I remembered him turning it over in his fingers during lessons, tracing the burned marks with his thumb when he thought no one saw. The string had broken last month and Finn had promised to replace it. He hadn’t yet. There was still a frayed bit of cord caught in the drilled hole.

A floorboard whispered behind me.

I turned.

Lila stood in the doorway in her nightshift, hair hanging loose, bare feet curled on the cold wood.

“Told you,” she said softly.

“Told me what?”

“That he didn’t just wander.”

I looked back at the bed. “When did you last see him?”

She hugged her elbows. The bravado she wore in daylight sat thinner now. “After noon meal. He was supposed to carry peel scraps to the pigs. He didn’t want to go through the lower hall alone.”

“Why not?”

Lila hesitated. “He said he heard singing.”

I stared at her.

“What kind of singing?”

She swallowed. “Not real singing. That’s what he said, anyway. More like... humming. Kids humming under the floorboards. He said it came up through the stone by the chapel passage.”

The lamp flame gave a small jump in the draft.

“When did he tell you?”

“Yesterday first. Then again today.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because I thought he was being weird.” Her voice sharpened at once, defense rushing in to hide fear. “He gets scared of stupid things sometimes. Pipes knocking, rats in walls, old women praying too loud. I thought it was that.”

I looked at the shoes under the bed again.

Lila’s voice dropped. “Jonas.”

“What?”

“He said somebody in black told him not to listen.”

The room seemed to shrink around the lamp.

“Did you see who?”

She shook her head quickly. “No. I didn’t see anyone.”

“Did he say man or woman?”

“No.”

“Did he say where?”

“He just said lower hall. Near the chapel turn.”

I stood too fast. The bedframe knocked my knee and rattled.

Lila flinched.

I forced my hands open.

“Go back to bed,” I said.

Her face hardened. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“That thing where your voice goes flat and you act like nothing’s wrong.”

“Something is wrong.”

“No.” She pointed at me. “Something’s wrong and you’re already halfway gone after it.”

I had no answer to that.

She lowered her hand slowly. “Milo hates the dark. You know that, right?”

“Yes.”

“Then find him before it gets colder.”

I picked up the lamp.

She moved out of the doorway to let me pass, then caught my sleeve for half a second before seeming to remember she didn’t like needing people. Her fingers slipped away.

“Don’t tell Father yet unless you have to,” she muttered.

I stopped.

“Why?”

Her jaw worked once. “I don’t know.”

That might have been childish suspicion. Or instinct. Children in places like Saint Orlan House learned to hear cracks long before walls fell.

I walked into the corridor with the lamp in one hand and Milo’s wooden tag in the other.

Below us, somewhere deeper in the building, pipes shifted with a hollow throat-sound. Old stone cooling. Water moving through the lower channels near the chapel cistern. I knew every ordinary sound Saint Orlan House made in darkness.

This one lingered a fraction too long.

Not singing.

Not really.

But close enough that a frightened child might have called it that.

I stood very still and listened.

From farther off came the low murmur of Abram’s voice from the chapel side, finishing late prayer for the sick. Warm. Measured. Familiar enough to have steadied me a thousand nights.

In my hand, Milo’s tag pressed a hard line into my skin.

I looked down the corridor toward the turn that led to the lower hall and the chapel passage, where the stones underfoot went older and the air always cooled a little too sharply after sundown.

Then I started walking.
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Chapter2: The Empty Bed
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The lower hall always held cold differently from the rest of Saint Orlan House.

Upstairs the chill came through window seams and old boards. Down here it climbed from stone, from mortar, from ground that had forgotten sunlight existed and did not care who shivered on top of it. The lamp in my hand threw a narrow gold path ahead of me, but it did nothing for the damp that pressed against my boots.

I moved slowly at first.

Not because I was afraid of whoever might be down there. I was listening. The building had habits. I knew where pipes knocked. Which chapel beams complained when the wind leaned off the harbor. How the wash cistern groaned before dawn when the first bucket chains moved. If something was wrong, it had to sit inside those sounds somewhere.

The corridor bent left toward the chapel passage.

Stone walls. Arched ceiling blackened by years of lamp smoke. Small alcoves where old saints stood with their faces worn soft by time and fingertips. The floor dipped a little near the inner turn where rain always found its way in during storm season. Nothing unusual. Just Saint Orlan House breathing through old bones.

I stopped at the chapel side door and held still.

Abram’s voice drifted through the wood, low and even, giving the last blessing over the sick beds by candlelight. He had that voice for prayer and deathwatch and fever panic. It could take the ragged edges off men who had spent all day cursing and women who had forgotten what quiet felt like. I had heard it over nightmare screams, over labor pains, over winter coughs that ended in blood.

Tonight it settled against my nerves and failed to smooth them.

I moved on.

The lower hall ended at the storage stairs and the old service rooms beneath the chapel. Dry goods. Lamp oil. Linen. Spare cots. A locked cellar Abram kept for sacramental wine, though the key to that one usually stayed with Miriam unless feast days were near. The darker stone under the chapel had once been part of something older than Saint Orlan House. The city liked doing that—stacking new purpose over old foundations and daring anyone to untangle the layers later.

I crouched at the corridor junction and set the lamp down.

The air smelled of damp plaster, dust, and cold iron.

No Dreamsmoke.

That should have eased something. It did not. Sweet smoke vanished. Missing children did not.

I touched the floor with my fingertips.

The stone held night’s chill and nothing else. No fresh scrape. No drag mark. No dropped string from Milo’s tag. A rat skittered inside the wall to my right, making quick dry taps behind the plaster. I waited to see if any answer came back.

Nothing.

At the far end of the passage the chapel bell rope hung through a narrow shaft from above. It swayed almost imperceptibly in the draft. For one second, with the light catching it wrong, it looked like someone standing motionless in the dark.

I rose and walked the length of the hall.

The storeroom doors were all shut. The linen room latch sat where it should. The grain room bolt was horizontal. The old coal alcove had not been opened since last week; I knew because Finn had cursed the rust in the hinge loud enough for three floors to hear it. The service door that led out toward the rear yard was barred from within.

I checked it anyway.

Still barred.

No sign a child had been led through here in a hurry. No sign at all. And yet Milo’s shoes waited by his bed, his tag had come out of a madman’s pocket, and the lower hall felt too empty in the way a church felt empty after an argument.

The chapel door opened behind me.

Warm candlelight spilled across the floor. Abram stepped out carrying the last of the vigil lamps on a tray, his sleeves down again, cuffs fastened. The gold thread at the edge of his stole caught the light and turned with him.

“You’re still awake,” he said.

“So are you.”

“One of us has seniority in foolish choices.”

His gaze shifted past me to the dark hall. “What are you looking for?”

That answer sat too close to the truth.

“Nothing yet,” I said.

Abram studied me, then the corridor, then me again. “You move like you expect the walls to answer.”

“Sometimes they do.”

His mouth almost curved. “And what do they say tonight?”

“Only that the building is old.”

“It has always said that.”

He set the tray on the chapel bench near the door and came toward me. Candlewax, wool, old paper. The smell of him when he had been working late for years. He looked tired now, genuinely tired, which made the lines around his eyes deepen and the white at his temples show more clearly.

“I checked the boy from the yard again,” he said. “He lives.”

“That’s good.”

“Yes.”

He stopped beside me and rested his fingertips against the cold stone wall as if feeling the building’s pulse for himself. “And you?”

“I’m standing.”

“That was not my question.”

I kept my eyes on the corridor. “Milo isn’t in his bed.”

That landed between us and stayed there.

Abram’s hand left the wall. “He may have been moved for a fever watch. Or taken to the clinic late.”

“He wasn’t.”

“You checked?”

“Yes.”

He nodded once, slowly. “Then I’ll have the sisters look at dawn.”

“Dawn is late.”

His face did not change, but I felt the shift in him anyway. Not anger. Not yet. Something more like caution. The kind adults used when deciding whether a frightened child needed soothing or a door needed barring.

“Jonas,” he said, very gently, “a missing child at night is not always a stolen child. We have seen wanderers return after midnight before.”

“Milo wouldn’t leave barefoot.”

That stopped him for a heartbeat.

“What?”

“His shoes are still under the bed.”

The candlelight from the chapel painted one side of Abram’s face gold and left the other in shadow. He did not look shocked. He did not look alarmed enough for what I felt. He only looked thoughtful, as if placing another stone in a wall already half-built in his head.

“I see,” he said.

The words were quiet. Too quiet.

“Did anyone sign him out?” I asked.

“At this hour? No records would be filed until morning.”

“Then I want to see the day ledger.”

Abram’s eyes flicked to the chapel, then back to me. “Tonight?”

“Yes.”

He let out a breath through his nose. “You are tired.”

“I’m awake.”

“That can be worse.”

“I want the ledger.”

The old instinct in me hated the bluntness the moment it left my mouth. Abram deserved better than a demand in a cold hallway. Abram had earned better from me a hundred times over and a hundred times more.

But Milo’s name on that wooden tag would not let me soften the edge.

Abram heard it too. I saw that much in the stillness that came over him. Then he nodded.

“All right,” he said. “Come.”

We crossed the lower passage together and went up the narrow back stair toward the administrative wing. Saint Orlan House had two faces after dark. The public one dimmed, but the other sharpened. The one made of ledgers, stores, medicine counts, donation tallies, intake forms, death certificates, blessing records, ward assignments, baptism lists. Miriam kept that second face in order the way other people kept shrines—daily, exactly, and without calling attention to herself for it.

Her office lamp was still lit.

I smelled ink before Abram knocked.

“Come,” Miriam said from inside.

She sat at the long records table with half-moon spectacles low on her nose and two ledgers open side by side, one hand resting on a stack of requisition slips as if she had been about to sort them and forgotten. Her veil had loosened near one ear. She looked at Abram first, then me, and whatever she read on my face made her mouth tighten.

“What happened?”

“A question about ward attendance,” Abram said.

“At midnight?”

“Near enough.”

Miriam slid a marker strip between the pages she had been checking and closed one ledger without haste. “Whose?”

“Milo Crest,” I said.

Her eyes sharpened at once. Not wide. Not startled. Sharpened.

That was enough to put something hard and cold under my ribs.

“Why?” she asked.

“He isn’t in his bed.”

Miriam took off her spectacles and set them carefully on the table. “Have you checked the infirmary?”

“Yes.”

“Kitchen corners, laundry room, chapel benches?”

“Yes.”

“Roof stairs?”

I looked at her.

Miriam’s face stayed composed. “Children hide in strange places when they are frightened.”

“He wouldn’t leave his shoes.”

That made her still.

Abram said, “Jonas wants the day ledger.”

Miriam looked from him to me and back again. A thin silence stretched. The sort that did not belong around missing children.

“It can wait until morning,” she said at last.

“No,” I said.

Her jaw tightened. “You are not entitled to records merely because you feel urgency.”

“Milo’s missing.”

“And urgency has never improved ink.”

I stepped forward before I meant to. Abram’s hand landed lightly on my sleeve, not restraining, only warning me that I had moved too quickly.

“Miriam,” he said, “show him the entry.”

She didn’t answer immediately.

Instead she rose, crossed to the shelf wall, and took down the attendance ledger for the younger boys’ ward. The leather cover was rubbed pale at the corners from use. She brought it back to the table, opened to the current week, and turned the book so I could read.

Her handwriting was as neat as church rails. Dates in one column. Names in another. Meal tallies, bed counts, work assignments, clinic transfers, all in a clean measured hand that made disorder look ashamed of itself.

There. Milo Crest.

Assigned to peel turnips before evening meal. Bed marked occupied previous night. Noon meal received. Evening meal—blank.

No transfer note. No clinic note. No sign-out to temporary labor detail. No burial notation, and God help me for my eyes looking for one.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Nothing filed,” Miriam corrected.

“Which means?”

“Which means exactly what is written.” She folded her hands. “That no formal movement of the child passed through me before evening close.”

Abram said quietly, “Could he have been collected by a sponsor or foster inquiry after noon?”

“Without entry?” Miriam’s tone was flat enough to sharpen paper. “Not lawfully.”

“Lawfully,” I repeated.

Her gaze flicked to mine and then away.

I leaned over the ledger and traced the blank space beside Milo’s evening meal line without touching the ink. Not because it meant much by itself. Because it should have held something. His bowl count. A notation. A fever mark. Even a line through the row if he had missed service for punishment, though Miriam disliked that practice and had argued it into rare use.

Instead the space waited there, empty as his bed.

“Show me the intake and placement file,” I said.

Miriam’s expression cooled another degree. “No.”

“Miriam.”

“No.”

Abram’s voice came mild. “If there is already a placement process on him, seeing the file may settle this faster than speculation.”

“There is protocol.”

“A child is gone.”

“And if word spreads that records are opened at midnight whenever Jonas Reed decides to look severe in my office, the next time there is a real breach I will have no office left to defend.”

I should have stepped back then.

I didn’t.

“What do you know?” I asked.

Her eyes snapped to mine. “Careful.”

“If you know something—”

“I know paperwork,” she said, clipped and cold now. “I know that half this city thinks signatures are decoration and seals are a kind of prayer. I know children disappear into labor contracts, noble kitchens, and temple houses by legal means every year, and every second person involved forgets to tell the clerk in time. I know missing can mean ten things before dawn.”

“Milo’s tag was on a man soaked in Dreamsmoke.”

The room went silent.

Abram’s hand left my sleeve.

Miriam stared at me as if I had struck the table.

“What?” Abram said.

I took the wooden tag from my pocket and laid it on the ledger between us.

No one moved for a moment.

Then Abram picked it up.

The candlelight touched the burned letters. His thumb ran over Milo’s name once. His face gave nothing away at first. Then something small pulled between his brows, so slight most people would never have seen it.

“Where?” he asked.

“From the man in the yard. When they rolled him onto the stretcher.”

“You did not tell me.”

“I wasn’t ready to.”

That answer hurt more than it should have, because it was true and because he heard the truth in it.

Abram set the tag down very carefully. “You should have.”

“Maybe.”

Miriam’s voice came lower than before. “Did anyone else see it?”

“No.”

“Good.”

The word came out too fast.

All three of us heard it.

Miriam closed her eyes for one brief second and opened them again. “Good,” she repeated more evenly, “because if it is unrelated, idle panic helps no one.”

“If it is related,” I said, “panic is the smallest problem.”

Abram’s gaze stayed on the tag. “Miriam. The placement file.”

She stood frozen for a breath, then another, before going back to the shelf wall. This time she took down a narrower ledger, then a tied packet of folded forms from the lower cabinet. She brought them to the table without speaking.

My pulse had started beating in my throat.

Please let it be some ugly mistake, I thought. Some sponsor inquiry done too fast, some messenger mixing tags, some fever-addled thief taking whatever fit in his pocket. Let me hate the city for being careless. Let me hate paperwork. Let me hate anyone except the walls around me.

Miriam untied the packet and found Milo’s file by the tab strip. She hesitated before handing it over.

I took it anyway.

The top sheet was the standard church placement notice. Name, age, blessing score summary, health marks, labor suitability, sponsor category. Milo’s name. Milo’s age. Milo’s ward designation. Three lines noting high tolerance to sedatives during prior minor procedures—stitching, fever extraction, one broken finger reset. That made me stop.

I read it again.

“Mild resistance to calming draft,” the note said in the small hand of a clinic assistant from two years earlier. “Watch dosage.”

My fingers tightened on the paper.

Below that sat the placement line.

Preliminary foster transfer authorized to a private household of means in the North Canal district.

Authorized this afternoon.

No sponsor names listed on the front sheet.

“North Canal?” I said.

Milo had never once spoken of wanting a rich house. He would have been terrified of a rich house.

“Turn it over,” Miriam said.

I did.

The back held the signatures.

Or rather, one signature and two seals. One the common ward office seal. The other the circular mark used for placement confirmation. Ink dark and a little too glossy in the candlelight, as if it had not dried at the same pace as the line above it.

I had spent enough time around work orders, supply receipts, and repair tallies to know when paper had been pressed too hard after the fact. Not because I cared about documents. Because hands left habits behind, and I had always watched for strain before collapse.

This page had strain in it.

The surface looked smooth until I tilted it toward the lamp. Then the scratches showed. A faint roughening where an earlier line had been scraped with a knife edge and re-inked. Seal impression slightly off-center from the usual placement square. One corner of the page bearing pressure dents from a stamp that had bitten deeper than the ink showed.

Abram saw me turning it.

“What is it?”

I slid the sheet toward the light. “This was altered.”

Miriam’s mouth tightened so hard the lines around it deepened. “You cannot know that by glare.”

“Yes, I can.”

Abram stepped closer.

I pointed with one finger and kept my hand from shaking by force. “Here. The fibers are lifted where something was scraped away. And the placement seal sits too high. Whoever stamped it pressed after the paper had already dried from the line above. The texture doesn’t match.”

Miriam said nothing.

“You knew,” I said.

She lifted her chin. “I suspected the entry had irregularities.”

“Suspected?”

“I had not completed comparison.”

“It says he was transferred this afternoon.”

“Yes.”

“He wasn’t.”

Her eyes flickered once toward Abram and then back to the document. “I do not think he reached any lawful foster house.”

The room felt smaller by half.

Abram rested both hands on the back of the chair beside him, knuckles pale against dark wood. “How many more?”

Miriam’s eyes closed briefly again.

The answer did not come at once. That frightened me more than any number might have.

“A handful that trouble me,” she said. “Across the past year. Perhaps more if I compare older packets.”

My gaze snapped to her. “Why didn’t you say anything?”

“To whom?”

“To him.” I looked at Abram.

Miriam gave a quiet laugh with no humor in it. “And say what? That I have anxieties about misplaced flour tallies, duplicate hands in clean margins, and seals I dislike the look of? Do you know how many children pass through these records in a year?”

“No.”

“Too many. Enough that suspicion without proof becomes slander before breakfast.” She folded her hands once more, tighter now. “I needed certainty.”

“Milo may be gone while you chase certainty.”

“And if I had spoken too early, a frightened rumor could have driven every irregularity deeper underground.”

That word caught.

Underground.

Maybe it was nothing. A clerk’s phrase. A city phrase. Still it sat wrong beside the lower hall and the madman in the yard and the sound Lila had described.

Abram straightened slowly. “You should have told me at least.”

Miriam looked at him then with something like pain and something harder behind it. “Should I have?”

A silence opened.

I turned from one of them to the other.

Too much in the room suddenly had weight I had not placed there.

Abram answered with care. “Yes.”

Miriam held his gaze for a long moment, then lowered hers first. “Then I was wrong.”

I should have been relieved. The answer should have settled the room back into shape. It did not.

“Show me the comparison files,” I said.

Miriam hesitated.

Abram said, “Do it.”

She crossed to the shelf again, slower this time, and returned with three more packets marked from previous months. One by one she laid them out.

A girl sent to a weaving household with no listed trade contract number.

A boy transferred to a river shrine with an intake seal pressed over the old line so carelessly half the previous wording still ghosted underneath.

Another foster placement where the sponsor name changed ink halfway through the surname.

I read each page twice. Not because the lies were hidden well. Because once I saw them, I could not stop seeing the hands behind them. Someone working in haste, but practiced enough to think most people would never tilt the page to the light. Someone who knew which blanks mattered and which looked busy enough to go unquestioned.

“Milo’s isn’t the first,” I said.

“No,” Miriam said.

“And not just clerical slop.”

“No.”

“How long?”

“I told you. Months, at minimum. Perhaps longer.”

Abram’s face had gone very still, the kind of stillness that made him look like carved oak instead of flesh. “Who has access to the placement seal?”

“Officially?” Miriam said. “My office, ward administration, and your countersign when needed.”

“Unofficially.”

She looked at the door as if she half expected the answer to walk in and hear itself spoken. “Anyone who can lift a key, copy wax, and survive where questions travel.”

“That narrows nothing.”

“In this city?” she asked. “No. It narrows very little.”

I went back to Milo’s file.

The note about sedative resistance sat there like a nail in the page. Not enough to matter to a lawful foster house. More than enough to matter to someone handling children like cargo and dosage problems.

My stomach turned.

“Milo didn’t cry much when he was scared,” I said without meaning to speak aloud.

Abram looked at me.

“He just went quiet,” I said. “When the storms rattled the windows. When the older boys shouted. When he thought he’d done something wrong. He’d go so still you had to touch his shoulder to check if he was breathing.”

No one answered.

My finger moved down the page to the placement seal again.

“What household in North Canal?” I asked.

Miriam pulled a second folded sheet from the packet. “A charitable inquiry filed three weeks ago under the name Darnel House.”

“Is that real?”

She gave me a look. “That is precisely the question.”

I took the inquiry sheet.

Fine paper. Better than Saint Orlan House used on anything that wasn’t legal correspondence. A respectable house crest printed in pale blue at the top. Penmanship smooth enough to pass for educated but too careful at the capital loops, like someone performing gentility from memory instead of habit.

Address listed near North Canal.

No servant references attached. No temple witness note. No prior fostering history.

“Why would this pass?” I asked.

“Because half the rich on that side of the city believe paperwork itself is virtue,” Miriam said. “And because when donations are generous, other questions are often asked more softly.”

Abram’s mouth flattened.

I turned the inquiry sheet over and found the pressure marks before the actual writing. The name line had been practiced once on another page underneath. Too light to read fully, but there. Whoever wrote it had rehearsed.

My thoughts started moving faster.

Not because I understood yet. Because the structure of it had started to show. Bad paperwork. Fake destination. Missing child. Drugged man with Milo’s tag. Something or someone inside the chain making children vanish under lawful language.

In my previous life, collapse never began with the spectacular crack. It began with load sent where load should not go, pressure hidden under clean surfaces, numbers signed off by men who would not stand under the roof they approved.

This felt like that.

A house already leaning, everyone still calling it safe.

“I want to see the key logs,” I said.

Miriam stiffened. “For what?”

“The records room.”

“There is no formal key log.”

“Then who holds them?”

“I do. Sister Hale holds a spare for emergencies. Father Abram has master access to this wing.”

I looked at Abram.

He didn’t look away. “As do I to every locked room in Saint Orlan House.”

“I know.”

The words came out flatter than I intended.

Miriam heard it. “If you are about to imply—”

“I’m implying nothing yet.”

Yet.

The room went quiet again.

Abram said, “Jonas.”

I kept looking at the file. “This says he was moved this afternoon.”

“Yes.”

“But his bed wasn’t stripped.”

“That could mean haste,” Miriam said.

“Or that whoever filed it never came upstairs.”

She did not answer.

I picked up the attendance ledger again and checked the meal lines before and after Milo’s name. Noon meal marked. Afternoon peel duty noted. Then nothing. If someone had truly taken him by lawful transfer after noon, word should have reached the ward before nightfall. His blanket would have been folded and reassigned. His trunk space emptied. Lila would have seen sisters packing his things. Children always noticed departures. They hovered around them like flies around lamplight, half jealous, half terrified their own turn might come next.

No one had noticed because no one had been meant to notice until later.

Abram said, “We wake Rhys.”

I looked up at once.

Miriam inhaled sharply. “No.”

Abram’s expression did not change. “A child is missing under probable falsified transfer. I will not bury that inside internal review.”

“And if you bring the city watch onto church property on forged paperwork alone, this house will drown in scandal before sunrise,” Miriam said. “You know what that does to the children, even if you clear it later.”

Abram’s voice stayed calm. “What do you suggest instead?”

“Quiet verification. Send someone to the North Canal address. Check whether Darnel House exists, whether any child arrived, whether the inquiry can be tied to a real family. By dawn we may know whether this is fraud or incompetence.”

“And if Milo is moved again before dawn?”

The question hung there.

Miriam’s fingers pressed into the ledger edge.

I said, “I’ll go.”

Abram looked at me. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“Alone?”

“Yes.”

“No.”

My head snapped toward him.

“The North Canal district at this hour, with your temper already ahead of you?” Abram said. “No.”

“He’s a child.”

“And you are not thinking clearly.”

“I’m thinking just fine.”

“You are thinking like a blade.”

The words should have checked me. Usually they would have. Tonight they landed wrong. Maybe because Milo’s tag still lay on the table between us. Maybe because I had started to hear every caution as delay.

“Would you rather I wait until the file writes itself cleaner?” I asked.

Abram’s face hardened a fraction. Not much. Enough.

“That is not what I said.”

“No.”

I heard the edge in my own voice and hated it. Hated the room for making me use it.

Miriam gathered the loose packets into a neat pile with movements too controlled to be natural. “If he goes,” she said, “send him to look, not to strike. If this is a foster fraud front, it will not hold only one child and one drunken courier. People will be watching.”

“I know how to look,” I said.

“Yes,” she said. “That is what concerns me.”

Abram rubbed a hand once over his mouth and jaw, weariness finally showing in the motion. “Then I go with you.”

“No.”

“Jonas.”

“No. If this address is false, whoever built the lie might have eyes on the street. If they see you with me, the whole house is involved before we know what we’re walking into.”

“That may already be true.”

“Maybe. But not visibly.”

Abram went quiet.

He hated visible risk to the house. He hid it better than most people breathed, but I knew it. Every choice he made bent toward keeping Saint Orlan House standing one more winter, one more scandal, one more budget cut, one more hungry week.

At last he said, “Take the side gate. No insignia. No church cloak.”

I met his eyes. “You’re agreeing.”

“I’m choosing the least foolish version of a bad night.”

Miriam muttered something under her breath that sounded like prayer and disapproval braided together.

Abram turned to her. “Prepare copies of these irregular files. Sealed, notated, and separate from the originals.”

Her head came up. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“If this becomes formal, chain of custody—”

“Will matter,” Abram said. “Which is why I want your hand on the copies before anyone else touches the shelves.”

Miriam held his gaze, then nodded once. “Very well.”

He looked back at me. “And you do not open doors with your skill unless a life is directly under your hand.”

“I know.”

“You do not startle half of North Canal because a forged placement file offended your sense of paper grain.”

“I know.”

“You come back before dawn whether you find something or not.”

I looked away first. “Fine.”

Abram reached out as if to stop me again, then let the hand fall. “Jonas.”

I waited.

“If there is ugliness in this, you bring it back. You do not carry it alone.”

That should have sounded like comfort.

Instead it scraped against something raw in me, because I wanted to believe him and because belief had started to feel expensive.

“I heard you,” I said.

I took Milo’s file copy, the inquiry sheet, and the wooden tag. Miriam protested the last packet leaving her room until Abram told her to mark the removal and stop wasting breath. Then I went to change.

The dormitory corridor had settled into deeper quiet by then.

I passed the younger boys’ room and stopped anyway. Milo’s bed sat dim in the dark, a shape among shapes. I could not leave without seeing it once more.

I stepped inside.

The room smelled of sleeping bodies, wool, soap, and a little mildew from the window frame. Someone snored softly near the far wall. Another child whimpered in a dream and turned over.

Milo’s shoes were still there.

I crouched and touched one.

Cold leather. Worn toe. Right shoe patched at the seam where he dragged it when tired. Finn had promised to fix that too and had not gotten around to it.

I slid two fingers under the mattress edge and felt the straw ticking. Nothing hidden. I checked the bedpost grooves where children scratched marks for height when they thought no one would notice. Milo had one from spring, one from late summer, and a third shallow line that he must have started and stopped before it was finished. Maybe he had decided he had not grown enough to deserve the mark.

My chest tightened until breathing felt like work.

A floorboard creaked behind me.

Lila again.

She leaned in the doorway with a blanket around her shoulders this time and sleep nowhere near her face.

“You’re still here,” she whispered.

“So are you.”

“You’re loud when you’re trying not to be.”

I rose. “Go back to bed.”

She ignored it. “Did you find something?”

I looked at her, at the stubborn line of her jaw and the way fear kept making her meaner instead of smaller.

“Maybe.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the one you get.”

She stepped into the room and came close enough to lower her voice further. “Miriam came up earlier.”

“When?”

“While you were in the office, probably. She looked at his bed and didn’t touch anything.”

That made me still.

“Did she say anything?”

“No. Just stared.” Lila shifted the blanket tighter around herself. “Then she asked me again what he said yesterday.”

“What did you tell her?”

“The same thing I told you.”

“Which was?”

She watched my face before answering, like she had learned that adults only listened properly if they thought the next word might matter.

“That he heard singing under the floor.”

I kept my voice low. “From where?”

“Near the lower hall.” Her eyes flicked toward the boards as if hearing could travel through them if she let it. “He said it sounded like kids humming inside the stones.”

The room seemed to lose another degree of warmth.

“He told you yesterday?”

“And today.”

“Why didn’t you tell me before tonight?”

Her mouth tightened. “Because everybody says stuff in this place. Pipes, rats, chapel drafts, dead saints walking, soup that screams if you boil it wrong. I thought it was one of those.”

“Milo doesn’t make things up.”

“I know that now.”

I studied her face.

There was no performance in it. Just anger at herself for missing what she thought she should have caught.

“Did he say anything else?” I asked.

She hesitated.

“Lila.”

“He said,” she whispered, “that once the humming stopped when he stepped on the stone by the chapel turn. Like whoever was under there heard him too.”

I did not like the way my pulse answered that.

“Anyone in black?” I asked.

She nodded once. “He said a black sleeve went around the corner when he looked up. But when he chased it, there was nobody there.”

The hair at the back of my neck stirred.

I thought of the lower hall. The service rooms. The old foundations under the chapel. The way sound carried through stone if you knew where hollows ran.

“You tell anyone else?”

“Only Miriam.”

“Not Father?”

Her eyes narrowed. “No.”

“Why?”

Lila gave a small, unhappy shrug. “I don’t know.”

That answer again.

Children knew things sideways. Smelled shifts adults talked over. Heard the scrape in a kind voice before anyone else admitted there had been one.

I exhaled slowly and looked once more at Milo’s untouched bed.

He had gone quiet when scared. He had heard humming under the floor. He had vanished before evening meal. A false file said a rich family had taken him. A drugged courier carried his tag. The pieces did not fit yet, but they belonged to the same ruin. I could feel the load passing through them.

“I’m going out,” I said.

Lila’s eyes widened. “Now?”

“Yes.”

“To find him?”

“To start.”

She bit the inside of her cheek. “Then don’t go by the front. There were two men near the well after supper asking which rooms the younger boys sleep in.”

That stopped me hard.

“What men?”

She flinched at the force in my voice and then stiffened with anger. “I don’t know. Men-shaped men. One with a split ear. One with gloves even though it’s not that cold. They acted like they were waiting for charity but never got in line.”

“Why didn’t you report them?”

“I told Brother Teren. He said beggars linger.”

I shut my eyes for one breath.

“Did they leave?”

“I think so. I didn’t keep staring. I’m not stupid.”

“No,” I said. “You’re not.”

Her fingers tightened in the blanket. “Bring Milo back.”

The words came out small in spite of her.

Something in my chest gave under them, not enough to break, enough to change weight.

“I’m going to try,” I said.

She looked like she wanted a promise bigger than that and hated
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