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Chapter 1: The Doll on the Disposal Shelf
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The lowest vault always smelled colder than stone should.

Not damp. Not exactly. Damp had life in it, a soft rot, a hint that something was still changing. The air down there had already finished changing years ago. It sat in my throat like powdered chalk and old prayers, dry enough to crack the inside of my nose if I breathed too fast.

I kept my lamp low and my head down as I moved along the narrow passage between sealed alcoves. White stone walls. Iron rings driven into mortar. Strings of bone tags that clicked whenever the draft found them. Every few steps, the wick in my lamp bent toward some hidden current and trembled.

No one liked sending lower apprentices into the disposal corridor before dawn.

That was why they sent me.

“Logs first. Then the red-mark shelf. Don’t open anything. Don’t name anything. Don’t think you’re special because the vessels don’t scream at you as much.”

Taren had said that without even looking up from the sealing slips in his hand. His voice was smooth, too smooth for the hour, every word placed like a tile in a floor no one was meant to disturb. He was only a few years older than me, but he already stood with the calm weight of a true Breathbinder, blue cords at his sleeves, the seal-thread ring around his thumb, the sort of face people trusted because it never seemed uncertain.

I had bowed, because I was expected to.

Then I had taken the cart and come below.

The cart’s wheels rasped over the stone. On its shelves sat three wrapped bundles for the ash pit and one crate of cracked household ward dolls whose bindings had failed so badly they were no longer worth repairing. Worth. The temple used that word often.

Worth saving. Worth sealing. Worth preserving. Worth the trouble.

Down here, most things had already been judged.

I stopped at the red-mark shelf.

Disposal shelves were built waist-high, three tiers deep, fitted with narrow drains cut into the stone beneath them in case anything leaked, bled resin, wept oil, or grew a second mouth overnight. The tags tied to the shelf edge were faded with handling. THREADBURNT. HOLLOW-RESPONSE.

MISFIRED HEAT DRAW. UNSAFE FOR CHILD USE. RETURNED FROM LOWER DISTRICT. The usual dead language of failed work.

My job was simple. Verify the tags. Copy the marks into the ledger. Move the week’s rejects toward final destruction.

My hand moved over the first bundle, then the next.

Clay child-form, split through the chest.

A bridge-keeper with one eye sunk inward and no response to breath.

Three fever cloths gone stiff and black at the hems.

Then I touched the doll on the far end of the middle shelf and stopped.

It was so small I could have missed it if the lamp had been brighter.

A cloth doll, no longer than my forearm, sewn from rough beige linen gone gray with dust. Its head was slightly crooked, one button eye missing, the other clouded by ash. Someone had wrapped red thread around its waist once, maybe to stabilize the middle seam, but the thread had frayed and loosened. A tag hung from one wrist.

FAILED FEVER RECEIVER. OVERDRAW / RETURN / DISCARD.

I knew the type. Heat-taking dolls were common in houses that could afford even a small blessing. You laid one near a sickbed, pressed your palm to its chest, asked it to bear a little of the fever, not enough to save a dying body, only enough to help someone through the night. The good ones warmed steadily and went slack when full. The bad ones either did nothing or took too much too fast and burst their stuffing black.

This one should have felt like dead cloth.

Instead, the instant my fingers brushed its arm, something faint dragged across my skin.

Not a voice. Not words. Just a shape.

Thin hands smoothing a child’s blanket.

A forehead too hot.

Someone whispering, please, just until morning.

I didn’t move.

The lamp flame hissed softly. Far behind me, water thudded through the old channels in the walls, the temple’s buried veins carrying runoff toward the lower cisterns. I let my hand stay where it was, because when I pulled away too quickly these things vanished. Most people didn’t feel them at all. For me they came as afterimages in the bones, dull impressions snagged in wood grain, cloth weave, tooth, wax, clay.

Trace Sense, Elma called it when she was in a rare mood to call anything by its proper name.

Creeping around in trash and making up stories, she called it when she wasn’t.

I slid the doll closer to the lamp and looked at the stitchwork. The seams were crude in places, but not careless. Whoever made it had doubled the underarm joins and hidden tiny bone beads in the chest cavity to help the vessel hold a steadier breath line.

That was not beginner work. Someone had tried. More than that, someone had known what the doll was for.

Then why had it failed?

I brushed the thumb of my left hand across the doll’s sternum and let myself sink into that almost-feeling again.

Not empty.

Not finished.

That certainty arrived before any reason for it did.

I should have written the shelf mark and moved on. If a Keeper caught me lingering over a discard, there would be questions, and I was tired of questions that began with why are you always. But the doll sat in my palm with a strange, stubborn weight, as if the last prayer tied to it had not realized the work was over.

I checked the corridor behind me.

Empty.

I slipped the doll into the inner fold of my work robe.

My pulse jumped hard once, not from fear, exactly. More from the knowledge that I had crossed one of those lines no one bothers drawing on the floor because everyone is expected to know where it lies.

Take nothing from the disposal shelf.

Especially not from the red-mark shelf.

The ledger on the cart waited open.

I bent over it and, after a moment, drew a dry line through the doll’s entry as if the ink had smeared beyond reading.

It was a weak lie.

It was the lie I had.

By the time I finished the rest of the shelf, my robe felt warmer where the doll rested against my ribs.

I did not think it was my imagination.

***
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Morning in the Sanctum of Quiet Vessels never began all at once.

It seeped upward.

First the lower channels groaned as cistern gates shifted. Then the kitchen fires woke and sent cumin, stale onion, and scorched grain drifting into the work corridors. Then the first brass bowl sounded in the east court, one strike only, thin and bright. By the time sunlight reached the high cut windows above the shaping rooms, half the temple had already been working for hours.

I rolled the empty disposal cart into the storage recess and tried not to look guilty.

Brann Heddor was standing by the archway with two guards, checking delivery seals from the outer district. He was a broad man built more like a gate than a person, shoulders square enough to block a cart on his own. He disliked vessels, breathwork, charms, sealing wax, whispered names, and most of the people who handled them. He tolerated the temple because the kingdom needed it and because his post required it.

He noticed me and frowned as if I had personally offended the concept of sunrise.

“You’re late.”

“It took longer below.”

“Trash doesn’t walk slower in the dark.”

“No, Captain.”

His eyes lingered on me a little too long. I kept my face empty and both hands visible on the cart handle.

One of the guards beside him snorted. “Maybe the dead dolls wanted a chat.”

Brann didn’t laugh. “Move.”

I moved.

The main shaping hall opened on my left, alive with the day’s first noise. Wood shavings on the floor. Clay dust hanging pale in the shafts of light.

Racks of half-finished household wards drying on strings. A Craftsman at the far table shaved a sliver from a bone core while muttering to himself. Two apprentices stitched tiny mouth seams into dream-avoidance dolls and pretended not to watch Elma Dore terrorize a set of noble-funded commission pieces.

She held a half-carved bridge ward in one hand and a knife in the other.

“This curve is lazy,” she said, and thumped the wooden body against the table hard enough to make the nearest apprentice jump. “If the weight tips left when the flood season hits, it won’t hold the line and then what? You’ll apologize to the river?”

The apprentice flushed. “No, Master Dore.”

“Then carve like you plan to outlive your own stupidity.”

Elma had iron-gray hair braided back tight enough to pull the corners of her eyes sharp. Her fingers were scarred, broad-knuckled, and never still unless she was listening to something inside a piece of work. She saw me in the doorway, saw at once that I was pausing instead of moving, and curled her lip.

“If you’ve got time to hover, Nareth, I’ve got sweepings with your name on them.”

I stepped in. “I finished the lower route.”

“And?”

“And the disposal ledger’s updated.”

“That was not a difficult question.”

She turned back to the bridge ward, then stopped. Without looking at me, she sniffed once and said, “You smell like lower shelf dust.”

“I was in the lower shelves.”

“You smell like you stayed too long.”

I said nothing.

Elma glanced sideways, quick as a knife flash. Her gaze dropped to the front of my robe, not long enough for anyone else to catch the meaning in it, then returned to the wood in her hand.

“Since you’re here,” she said, voice suddenly flat, “take that stack of heat cloths to the front court infirmary table. And if one of those bright blue idiots asks where the registration tags are, tell them I buried the tags in their mothers.”

One of the upper apprentices at the seal basin coughed hard to cover a laugh.

I gathered the folded heat cloths from the bench. Elma’s knife clicked against wood again.

As I turned away, she muttered, low enough that it reached only me, “If you stole something stupid, don’t do it with your whole spine showing.”

My hand tightened around the cloth stack.

I kept walking.

Outside the shaping hall, the temple corridors were already filling. Petitioners waited under shade awnings with tied offerings in their laps—salt bundles, bone whistles, dried flowers, bits of blue cloth. A woman from the southern district held a doorway ward wrapped in a baby blanket, asking for its binding to be checked before the dust storms deepened. Two field hands argued quietly over whether their well-keeper had started humming at night or whether one of them was simply lonely enough to imagine it. A father carried a child whose cough had settled wet and deep. Near the kitchen passage, a line of novices carried trays of blank body forms toward the blessing room, all heads bowed.

The temple was never separate from the city. That was what outsiders misunderstood.

People liked to talk about the Sanctum as if it floated above ordinary life, white stone and ritual silence and high doctrine. But all morning it swallowed the kingdom’s small damage. Bad sleep. Frightened children.

Bitter wells. Unquiet corners. Heat that wouldn’t break.

A dead husband’s ring that started whispering to the widow at dusk. A front step where three miscarriages had happened and no one wanted to enter that house after sunset. It all came here.

And then, if the day went well, it went somewhere else.

I passed the front court threshold and stepped into brightness.

The courtyard had been paved in pale stone generations ago, polished by feet and weather until it reflected light upward in a way that always made me squint. Blue shade cloths were stretched between columns. Water ran in narrow channels along the edges, feeding hand basins and the shallow bowl where people washed dust from their fingers before speaking to a temple worker. At the far side, a row of little ward figures hung from the lintel above the public aid station—household-grade dolls, each marked for heat, sleep, doorway luck, or bad dream turning.

This was where I spent too much of my time.

Not because I was especially kind.

Because lower apprentices who weren’t trusted with anything important were useful where there were too many people and too many simple tasks.

I set Elma’s stack of heat cloths on the infirmary table. Sister Vey, one of the temple attendants who actually liked children, gave me a distracted nod and immediately put me to work filling wash bowls. I did it.

Then I hauled a crate of used fever wrappings to the rinse trough. Then I cleaned ash from the base of a cracked doorway idol. Then I stood near enough to the aid station to be summoned if someone needed a runner and far enough away that no one mistook me for a real decision-maker.

Taren crossed the courtyard an hour later, and the space around him shifted the way it always did around competence.

Petitioners straightened. Novices moved from his path without being told. One of the senior attendants hurried over with a tablet of pending seal checks. He took it with a brief nod and began asking questions in that crisp, measured way of his that made everyone else sound either too slow or too emotional.

He stopped near the fever table when a mother knelt there with a child slumped against her shoulder.

The boy looked seven, maybe eight. Too thin. Hair shaved close for heat. Lips cracked white at the edges.

Fever Ash had been spreading in the lower streets for six days, not a full outbreak yet, but enough cases to set the whole front court on edge. Fever Ash never arrived like an army. It seeped. One family first.

Then the neighbors who sat too long in the same room. Then the woman who washed their sheets in the common basin. Then the boy who carried water to all three houses because no one else was strong enough.

The attendants had started hanging ash charms at every entrance.

No one felt safer because of it.

Taren touched two fingers lightly to the child’s brow, then drew them away and looked at the gray residue on his skin.

“Too hot,” the mother whispered. “He won’t wake right. He talks like he’s somewhere else.”

“When did the shaking start?”

“Before dawn.”

“Dreaming?”

She swallowed. “Screaming.”

Taren’s face did not change. “Get him into the shade. We’ll bring a receiver.”

Receiver.

The word made my ribs go tight where the hidden doll rested.

One of the attendants hurried toward the supply shelves and came back moments later with a temple-made heat receiver wrapped in clean cloth. Taren examined the seal seam, frowned, and set it beside the boy anyway. He pressed his thumb to the doll’s chest and began the standard settling breath, low and slow.

The receiver twitched once.

Then again.

Then a dark line spread from its stitched mouth.

Taren stopped.

The mother made a broken noise. “What does that mean?”

“It means this vessel won’t hold,” he said. “Bring another.”

The second one lasted less time than the first.

By then the air around the cot had changed. Not in a way most people would notice. The sunlight was still bright. The water still ran.

But the pressure in my ears thickened, and the boy’s breaths came with that awful dry catch as if his lungs were trying to inhale sand. Fever Ash always carried a flavor with it too, for those who worked around it enough. Burnt herbs. Old smoke trapped in wool.

I knew that taste.

A younger novice leaned toward Taren and whispered, “Should we call a Keeper?”

“For one child? No.”

“But if it’s a flare—”

“Then panic helps nothing. Bring proper sealing salts.”

The mother’s hands shook so badly she nearly dropped the boy when trying to turn him. He moaned, head rolling, eyes slitted but blind with heat. A faint gray ash had begun collecting along the base of his neck where sweat soaked the blanket.

I knew that too.

If the residue reached the chest and settled there, the fever sometimes stopped being only fever.

People talked about curses as if they arrived whole, dramatic things with shape and intent. Most did not. Most began as leftovers. A little suffering with nowhere to go.

The heat of too many sickbeds. The panic of a district that had watched three children burn with delirium in one week. The prayer that had not been answered, then another and another.

It clung. It thickened. It learned the shape of a body by being feared inside one.

The temple’s answer was always the same.

Contain. Transfer. Seal. Remove.

Usually, that worked.

Usually.

The hidden doll felt warmer against me.

I stood very still.

This was the moment when sensible people did nothing outside their place.

A lower apprentice did not interrupt an upper Breathbinder in the front court. A lower apprentice who had already bent one rule before breakfast certainly did not pull a tagged discard vessel from his robe and attempt unauthorized work in public.

The sensible part of me spoke first.

Not yours.

Not your decision.

If you’re wrong, the boy dies in front of everyone and you go below for good.

Then the boy arched hard enough to strike the cot frame with the back of his skull.

His mother cried out.

Taren took the third receiver from the attendant, saw the slight mis-stitch at its throat, and threw it aside before it even touched the child. “Get me a sealed one from inner stock.”

“That will take time.”

“I am aware.”

The boy’s face had gone frighteningly pale beneath the flush, his breath now too shallow between the sudden jerks in his limbs.

Something in me tipped.

Not a brave thing. Not grand. More like the final shift of weight before a shelf gives way.

I stepped forward.

“Taren.”

He did not look at me. “Not now.”

“I have a vessel.”

That got his eyes on me.

Cold blue irritation first. Then disbelief. Then a sharper glance downward as I opened my robe and pulled out the small cloth doll from the disposal shelf.

The tag still hung from its wrist.

FAILED FEVER RECEIVER.

For one clean second, the whole world seemed to go quiet around the cot.

Taren said, very softly, “Put that away.”

“It’s not dead.”

“It is condemned.”

“It can still take a role.”

The novice beside him stared at me as if I had started speaking in the old burial tongue. The mother looked between our faces without understanding, seeing only that one temple worker was refusing and another had made the refusal worse somehow.

Taren held out his hand. “Give it here.”

No.

The word rose at once, too quick to say aloud, but it was there. Heavy. Certain.

He wasn’t a cruel man. That almost made it harder. Cruelty would have been simple.

Taren believed in the walls. Believed the lines were there because every time someone crossed them, something innocent paid for it. In most cases, he wasn’t wrong.

But the doll in my hand was not empty.

And the child on the cot was running out of time measured in breaths, not policy.

I heard Elma in my memory, mean and dry as old bark: If you’re going to do a stupid thing, boy, do it before fear makes you clumsy.

I stepped to the cot.

Taren moved to block me. “Nareth.”

“He’s burning.”

“And you will kill him faster with scrap.”

“Then stop me.”

That surprised him.

Not because I sounded fierce. I didn’t. My voice came out rough and thin. But I had never said anything to him that didn’t bend.

For a heartbeat he just looked at me.

The boy convulsed again.

Taren swore under his breath and shifted aside—not permission, not agreement, only the choice of a man who had reached the same edge and hated all available roads.

“Then do it clean,” he said. “And if it turns, I break it from your hands.”

I knelt beside the cot.

The doll was hot now. Not physically, not yet, but full of that pressing almost-response, as if it had been waiting for someone to stop calling it finished. My fingers shook once. I pressed them harder into the cloth until the shaking settled.

Trace first.

Always trace first.

I let my breath slow and touched the doll’s chest seam with two fingers, then the child’s wrist, then back to the doll. The front court noise pulled away around the edges. Water. Sandal scrape.

Distant birds. A woman muttering prayers under her breath. Under all of it, the heat itself had texture. Jagged.

Hungry. Not only the boy’s fever, but the ash-laden residue clinging to him from other beds, other nights, other failed recoveries. Too much for one weak vessel if handled the usual way.

If I tried to force it in, the doll would blacken and split.

So don’t force.

Soft Binding was the first thing I had ever done better than badly, which was perhaps why everyone thought so little of it. It lacked the visible clean authority of sealing. It made no sharp light, no satisfying lock, no hard stop.

It was coaxing. Making space. Letting a vessel accept what would make a harsher bind rupture.

Useful for unstable scraps.

Not impressive.

I laid the doll against the boy’s sternum and put one hand over both.

The cloth was rough under my palm. I could feel the tiny bone beads hidden in the chest cavity, a maker’s attempt to help the body hold shape through strain. Good. That mattered.

Shape mattered. Weight mattered. The center had to know what it was being asked to be.

The boy’s skin scorched my wrist.

I leaned close enough that only the doll would hear me if hearing mattered.

“Take the heat,” I whispered. Then stopped.

Too broad.

A role had to be tighter than desire. Vessels failed when asked to be vague, because vague things leaked.

The prayer I had felt below returned in a rush: just until morning.

Not cure.

Not save forever.

Bear this much. Hold this line.

I drew a breath, shallow at first, then deeper. The kind taught in the novice halls was crisp and counted, fit for repetition and clean records. Mine never sat right in that shape. When I tried to breathe like the instructors, my chest turned wooden and the vessels went dull in my hands.

So I breathed the way I had learned alone among broken things.

Slow enough to listen.

I let the doll feel the path in my breath, the boundary of the task, the narrow gate.

“Heat-taker,” I said.

The cloth tightened under my hand.

Not enough.

The boy gave a cracking cough that sprayed gray onto his own collar.

I sharpened the line. “Take the fever. Hold the child.”

The missing button eye twitched.

Someone gasped behind me.

The ash at the boy’s neck shivered, then drew inward as if a small invisible mouth had opened in the doll’s chest. Not all at once. That would have burst the seams. It came in ragged pulls, each one making the doll’s linen darken by shades. Gray first. Then smoke-streaked. Then hot enough that I could feel the cloth drying further beneath my palm.

Softly, softly.

Do not crush the flow. Do not drag.

Let it settle where the maker left room for it.

My own breath started to hitch. Heat climbed my arm in ugly little needles. Blowback.

Expected. The vessel was weak. Or maybe not weak—maybe simply unfinished, forced once beyond what it was shaped to carry and condemned for surviving badly.

The boy’s body stopped jerking.

His breathing caught again, but this time in a deeper rhythm. Not good. Not safe. Better.

I could feel Taren near me now, ready to strike the doll apart if the line turned wrong. Good. Let him. If it started to overdraw, he’d be faster than me.

The doll’s remaining button eye snapped open.

It did not look alive.

That would have frightened me more.

It looked focused.

The little cloth body pulled itself a finger’s width higher on the boy’s chest and went still there, as if settling into the place it had been meant to occupy from the start.

Gray heat continued to thread out of the boy in fine strands, each one sinking into the doll’s chest and arms. The red waist thread glowed faintly, not with light but with strain.

I heard myself whisper, almost without meaning to, “Easy.”

The doll obeyed.

That was the strangest part.

Not obedience exactly. More like recognition. It accepted the pace I offered and held it there, no faster, no deeper, no reaching for more than it had been named to take.

Minutes passed.

Or maybe less. Fever work changed time.

When I finally lifted my hand, the boy was still burning, but no longer disappearing inside it. His mouth had unclenched. The gray at his collar had stopped spreading. His next breath came wet, shaky, real.

His mother dropped to both knees so hard I heard bone strike stone.

“Is he—”

“He’s here,” I said.

That was all I trusted myself to promise.

She made a sound I never know what to do with, half sob, half prayer. Her hands hovered over the child and then over the doll, not daring to touch either.

Taren crouched beside me and examined the vessel without speaking.

Sweat ran cold down my spine now that the work was done. My hand had begun to tremble again. I tucked it under my sleeve.

The doll sat on the boy’s chest, blackened at the seams but intact. Its single eye had gone still. Yet I could still feel the role in it, stable as a pebble in my palm.

Heat-taker.

Not a scrap of dead cloth.

Not disposal.

The certainty that had first caught me in the lower vault returned, no longer a feeling alone.

Proof.

Taren touched the air above the doll, reading its line without direct contact. His expression had gone so controlled I knew he was angry.

“At minimum,” he said quietly, “that should have burst.”

“It didn’t.”

“I can see that.”

The novice nearby crossed himself in the old river gesture.

Sister Vey stepped closer, eyes fixed on the boy. “His temperature’s dropping.”

Not fully. Not safely. But enough that everyone around the cot could see the turn.

The front court had gone too quiet.

That kind of quiet never lasted. It was only the held breath before a crowd decided what it had just seen.

Around us, petitioners had stopped pretending not to stare. A woman with a doorway ward in her lap was whispering to the man beside her. One of the lower district runners leaned on the basin rail with both eyes wide. At the shade cloth line, two old men had risen to their feet.

People did not come to the front court expecting miracles. They came for procedures. Measured help. Things stamped, tied, sealed, scheduled.

Not this.

Brann strode across the stone before the whispers could organize into words.

“What happened?”

No one answered fast enough, so the runner did it for them. “The apprentice used a reject.”

Brann’s face turned toward me with immediate disgust. “A what?”

Taren stood. “Back off the cot.”

That was for everyone, not only Brann. He had already shifted into control, and I could almost see him rebuilding order from the edges inward.

“Clear space,” he said. “No one touches the vessel. Sister Vey, monitor the child. You—” His gaze pinned me. “Do not move.”

Brann stopped two paces from me and looked from the blackened little doll to the boy, then to the child’s mother, who now clutched the cot rail as if someone might drag it from her.

“Did it work?” He asked.

The question seemed to offend Taren more than anything else.

“It is unstable.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Taren’s jaw tightened. “For now, the child is improved.”

Brann looked at me differently then. Not kindly. Not with respect. But with the first hard crack in something that had previously been solid.

Before he could say more, a little girl near the basin began crying. A merchant’s wife hushed her too sharply. The whispers broke open.

“He named it.”

“With no ward circle?”

“Was that from the lower shelves?”

“Who let him?”

“Did you see its eye move?”

“That’s not allowed.”

“My sister had a fever last winter—”

“Keep the children back.”

I was still kneeling.

My legs felt slow. Heavy. The aftermath of breathwork always found me harder than it seemed to find the others. Not collapse, not dramatic weakness, just a leaden drag through the joints and a ringing in the ears that made distant speech sound underwater.

Sister Vey touched my shoulder. “Sit down before you fall.”

“I’m fine.”

“Sit.”

I sat back on my heels because arguing would have taken more strength than I had.

The boy on the cot stirred and made a small sound, not words, but enough to bring his mother bent over him again in relief. She reached toward the doll with one shaking fingertip, asking permission without knowing if she asked. I gave a small nod.

Her finger brushed the doll’s foot.

“Warm,” she whispered.

The single word spread through the people nearest her faster than any sermon.

Warm.

Not cursed. Not dead. Not screaming.

Warm.

I should have felt triumph then. Something bright. Vindication, maybe. Proof that all the useless drifting hours I spent among scraps and rejected things had not been madness or waste.

What I felt instead was a hard, thin line of fear running directly through the center of the relief.

Because I knew exactly what I had done.

Not the mechanics. I understood those only partly, and less elegantly than I wanted. But I knew the rule I had broken. A disposal vessel had been logged, condemned, removed from sanctioned use, and I had taken it back into function in the public court without Keeper oversight.

Even if the boy lived, the act itself would not become allowed just because it had worked.

Especially because it had worked.

A bell rang.

Not the small brass bowl of routine hours.

A deeper bell. Bronze, hanging somewhere above the inner gate. One strike, then another, each blow broad enough to vibrate in the stone under my knees.

The entire courtyard froze.

Brann swore.

Taren’s head snapped toward the eastern colonnade where the Keepers’ entrance lay beyond the white screen wall. “Who called that?”

No one admitted it.

The second bell still seemed to hang in the air when the first two Keepers entered the court in gray-white robes with the quiet seal stitched at the throat. They moved with that particular stillness temple authority favored, not hurried because hurried men looked fallible. Behind them came a third carrying a recording slate.

My stomach dropped.

The lead Keeper was not one I knew well, but I knew his type. Narrow face. Thin hands. Eyes that made every object, person, and event around him look like an item already halfway into storage. He took in the scene in one sweep—the crowd, the cot, the blackened cloth doll, me on the ground, Taren standing over it all—and his expression changed not at all.

“Who activated the vessel?” He asked.

No one answered at first.

The mother clutched the cot rail harder. Taren’s silence lasted one beat too long.

I stood.

“I did.”

The Keeper’s eyes settled on me. “Name.”

“Cael Nareth.”

“Rank.”

“Lower apprentice Breathbinder.”

A slight tightening at his mouth. Not surprise. Recognition, perhaps. Or the satisfaction of placing a rumor into flesh.

“And the vessel?”

“From disposal.”

The words landed like dropped iron.

The crowd recoiled from me before they even meant to. Tiny movement. A half step. Shoulders folding inward. I felt it more than saw it.

The Keeper beside the first spoke to the recorder. “Unauthorized reactivation of condemned vessel by lower apprentice in public aid court. Possible contamination event. Secure all witnesses.”

The mother made a sound of panic. “No, please, my son—”

Sister Vey moved between the cot and the Keepers with more courage than rank should have allowed. “The child needs rest, not questioning.”

“He may be transferred.”

“He is not an object.”

The lead Keeper ignored both of them.

“Remove the vessel from the child.”

My skin went cold.

“No,” I said before I thought better of it.

Several heads turned toward me at once.

The Keeper’s gaze sharpened. “Explain.”

“It’s still working. If you break contact too early, the fever can surge back.”

Taren inhaled once, slow. I could feel him deciding whether to support me, contradict me, or distance himself entirely.

The Keeper said, “You are in no position to determine protocol.”

“No,” I said, because my mouth had chosen its road now and apparently meant to die on it. “But I’m the one who set the role. It has to be eased off, not torn loose.”

That was true. Or true enough that I was willing to stake the next hour of my life on it.

The lead Keeper took one step toward the cot.

Then stopped.

His head turned slightly, as though listening to something beyond the court.

At the same moment, the hair on my arms rose.

Pressure changed.

Not everywhere. Only near the south gate, where the outer street opened into the court through two carved stone guardians and a hanging line of household wards meant to soften whatever the city brought in on its breath.

Those little hanging figures all darkened at once.

A murmur moved through the crowd.

I felt it before I saw her. Not a curse striking, not a sudden eruption. More like a hundred faint unpleasant traces in the court all leaning the same direction. Old fear from a widow’s shawl.

Bitter sickness from a used fever cloth. The dull grief caught in a funeral bracelet at someone’s wrist. The lingering bad temper crusted into a market porter’s charm. None of it exploded.

It thickened. Gathered. Drew toward one point as if iron filings had found a hidden magnet.

Then the people nearest the gate stumbled back, and she was there.

A girl. About my age, maybe a little younger. Hard to tell beneath the grime.

Ash streaked one side of her face and neck as if she had slept in a hearth or come through a smoke trench. Her clothes were travel-worn, neither proper village dress nor city-cut, layers in dust-muted brown and blue with a torn wrap around one forearm. Her dark hair had half come loose from a tie and hung in rough strands against her cheek. She was thin in the way people got when they had spent too long deciding which meals were worth stealing.

She wasn’t beautiful in the polished way nobles liked to write about in temple donation poems.

She was arresting in the way a knife left on the wrong table was arresting.

Still. Watchful. Ready to bolt before anyone finished thinking about grabbing her.

The crowd saw only the ash.

Someone hissed, “It’s her.”

Another voice, sharper with fear, “The disaster girl.”

I didn’t know her.

But the moment she stepped fully beneath the gate, the sense of pressure in the court deepened until my teeth hurt.

Not coming from her.

Toward her.

That difference landed in me so suddenly I nearly forgot to breathe.

The lead Keeper’s face had gone cold in a new way.

“There,” he said.

His companions turned at once.

The girl’s gaze moved across the courtyard without hurry. Over the crowd. Over the Keepers. Over Taren, Brann, the cot, the blackened ward dolls at the gate.

Then it found me.

Maybe because I was standing too close to the only thing in the court that had just done the impossible.

Maybe because the scrap doll on the child’s chest still held a line she could feel in whatever strange way I felt traces.

Maybe for some other reason that would matter later.

At that distance, I couldn’t read her expression cleanly. But I knew this much: she was not startled by the Keepers. Not in the ordinary way.

This was an old danger to her. Familiar. Calculated.

And she was looking not at the rescued child.

Not at the crowd recoiling from her.

At me.

At the doll.

At what I had done.

Brann swore again, lower this time. “Don’t start a scene.”

Too late for that.

The whispers around the court shifted shape with frightening speed.

“She came with the ash.”

“Of course she did.”

“That’s why the wards blackened.”

“I told you.”

The girl did not defend herself. She did not plead, protest, or turn wild under accusation. She just stood with her shoulders angled slightly, like someone who had learned long ago how to start running before the first stone flew.

The lead Keeper took another step, this time not toward the child.

“Seize the girl.”

Brann didn’t move immediately. “On what order?”

“Keeper authority.”

“I heard you. I asked what order.”

The Keeper’s eyes narrowed. “Do your duty.”

Around us, the air felt wrong. Busy. Thick. Every petty trace in the courtyard was still drawing inward, gathering near the ash-streaked girl without touching her, as though held in an unseen orbit.

And suddenly I knew two things at once.

First: the pressure had changed the instant she arrived.

Second: if everyone here believed she was the source, no one would look close enough to notice she might not be.

The doll on the boy’s chest twitched.

I turned, startled, but it was not failing. Its single eye had shifted toward the gate.

Toward the girl.

A failed fever receiver from a disposal shelf had just saved a child and now seemed to be reacting to a stranger everyone else feared.

For the first time that morning, relief gave way to something sharper than fear.

Interest.

The dangerous kind.

The Keeper pointed. “Now.”

Brann took one step toward the gate because refusing directly would have torn the court open faster than anything else. The girl took half a step back in answer, weight already moving.

Her gaze never left mine.

Then the boy on the cot coughed, dragged in a full breath, and whispered hoarsely, “Hot’s gone.”

His mother broke into sobs.

Everyone looked.

Just for a second.

Just enough.

When the court’s attention snapped back to the gate, the ash-streaked girl was already gone, slipping sideways through the startled bodies at the entrance with the smooth speed of someone who trusted gaps more than doors.

A cry went up.

“Stop her!”

Two guards lunged after her.

The Keeper whirled on Brann as if the man himself had opened the route. Taren took one sharp step toward the cot, then toward me, then checked himself, trapped between the child he could now not publicly abandon and the fleeing girl the Keepers had decided mattered more.

The lead Keeper pointed at me instead.

“Secure him. He made contact with the vessel at the moment of contamination.”

“That’s not what happened,” I said.

But no one in the court was listening to what had happened anymore.

They were listening to the bell still ringing in their bones, to the words disposal and contamination and disaster girl, to the old human hunger for a shape simple enough to fear.

I looked once more toward the gate where the crowd was still breaking around the path of her escape.

Ash on her cheek.

A torn blue wrap.

Eyes that had measured the court in a single glance and found the one impossible thing in it.

Then Keepers were coming toward me, and the little cloth doll on the child’s chest held its place, warm and blackened and not at all finished, while somewhere beyond the white stone walls of the Sanctum, the girl everyone feared ran into the city with half the court’s unease pulling after her.
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Chapter 2: The Girl Who Drew Disaster
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By the time they got a hand on my arm, the girl was already halfway into the outer street.

A Keeper seized me above the elbow with the grim little confidence of a man who expected obedience to do half his work for him. I twisted on instinct and nearly lost my footing on the court stone. Around us, people were still shouting toward the gate, half terrified, half thrilled to have a direction for that terror. The boy on the cot had started crying weakly, which should have brought relief to the front court, but relief had been shoved aside by fear’s louder cousin.

“Stand still,” the Keeper snapped.

“I’m not running.”

That was true for exactly one breath.

Because the lead Keeper, the narrow-faced one with the slate recorder behind him, took three rapid steps toward the gate and said, without raising his voice, “Do not let the girl leave the market quarter.”

The words struck me harder than the grip on my arm did.

Not let her leave.

Not check her condition. Not contain the crowd. Not make sure the fevered child survived the vessel I had activated. The priorities had shifted so fast the shape of them showed clear.

The girl mattered first. What people were saying about her mattered second. Everything else came after.

The little cloth doll was still on the boy’s chest.

I looked at it once, and it looked back with its single button eye, blackened and steady. The role held. The line held. It had done what I’d asked. Maybe that should have been enough to keep me rooted where I belonged, waiting to be questioned, punished, logged, whatever came next.

Instead I heard one of the women near the gate cry out, “She’s heading for the spice lane!”

Then someone else shouted, “The ward dolls are turning!”

The Keeper holding me shifted, just slightly, the way men do when attention leaves one danger for another.

That was enough.

I drove my shoulder hard into his chest and tore free.

He cursed and grabbed for my sleeve. The fabric ripped at the seam instead. I ducked past him, nearly collided with Brann, and heard Taren bark my name behind me in a tone that was not quite a command and not quite warning.

“Cael!”

I did not stop to find out which one he had meant.

I ran through the south gate into full daylight and heat.

The city outside the Sanctum rose in pale stone and dust-worn color, the market quarter spreading downhill in stepped lanes between whitewashed walls, cloth awnings, carved lintels, and the bright slash of hanging blue banners meant to turn bad fortune from household thresholds. Dry wind came across the high plain in restless gusts, carrying cumin, hot oil, goat dung, river mud from the lower channels, and the sweet-sharp smell of crushed citrus from the fruit sellers’ carts. Under any other morning, it would have felt almost ordinary.

This morning every head was turning the same way.

I caught sight of her at the far end of the first market bend.

Mira—though I did not know her name yet—slipped between a basket seller and a rack of dyed cloth as if she had grown up in alleys narrow enough to skin the careless. Two temple guards were pursuing her, heavy boots slamming against stone. They were faster in a straight line, but there were no straight lines in the lower market. She knew that. She didn’t look back once.

People saw the guards first, then saw what they were chasing, and the street reacted the way dry brush reacts to a spark.

A woman snatched her child close. A porter hauling sacks of salt flattened himself against a wall. Someone near a tea stall muttered a curse-prayer and spat over his shoulder. Then the first stone flew.

It was no larger than a walnut. It struck the wall beside the girl’s head and burst into chalky fragments.

She flinched, not in surprise but in recognition. Familiar danger again.

A boy at a fig stall shouted, “Blight-bringer!”

Then more stones came.

Not many. People were still too uncertain for a full attack. But enough. Enough to turn fear into permission. Pebbles skidded along the paving. A bit of broken roof tile clipped her shoulder. She stumbled, caught herself, and kept moving.

Along the lintel of the nearest shop, three tiny ward dolls blackened at once.

That stopped me colder than the stones did.

They were cheap household things, knotted cloth and straw, stitched with ash beads to catch a little spite, a little envy, a little threshold rot. They should not have failed together. One going dark after an ugly argument, yes. One splitting during a death vigil, yes. But three at once, simply because the girl ran beneath them?

No. Not simple. Not from nowhere.

I forced myself not to chase her blindly.

Trace first.

Always trace first.

That rule had saved me from more mistakes than any lecture. I slowed just enough to breathe around the noise and let my senses do the harder part. The market felt filthy in the way all crowded places did if you knew how to listen to vessels and charms. The old widow’s grief tied into a prayer ribbon over a fruit stall. Sharp trader greed on a polished counting bone tucked into a merchant’s sash. Old blood memory sunk into a butcher’s drain stone. Sweat, worry, hunger, impatience, half-spoken wishes, tiny bad lucks hanging off people’s household wards.

And through all of it, the currents bent.

Not outward from the girl.

Toward her.

I stared.

It would have been easier if the flow had matched what everyone shouted. Easier if she shed blight the way sick coal sheds sparks. But the traces in the market did not bloom at her passing.

They leaned, narrowed, gathered. The blackening ward dolls were not catching what she flung. They were straining because the loose rot in the street kept tipping in her direction all at once.

A guard nearly crashed into me from behind. “Out of the way!”

I moved on instinct and watched him barrel past. His belt charm, a little bone-carved travel ward, knocked against his hip and gave off a sour note through my senses, already irritated by the same pull.

She reached the spice lane intersection just as a second wave of shouting broke ahead of her. Someone recognized her. Or thought they did. That was enough.

“There!”

“Don’t let her touch the well!”

“Keep her away from the children!”

The stones started again.

I swore and ran harder.

The guards were still after her, but they were forcing the crowd poorly, all rush and no thought. Every panicked body they shoved aside made more fear. Fear made more blight residue. More residue thickened the pressure around the girl. I could feel the whole lane beginning to wind itself wrong.

If nobody broke the shape soon, something small and ugly would happen.

Markets never needed much.

A charm turned spiteful.

A sealed knife woke up mean.

A child’s fever rag carried yesterday’s sickness into today’s panic.

I rounded the spice stall just in time to see the something choose its form.

An old hanging ward above a brazier seller’s awning split down the middle and dropped into the coals.

The brazier belched a puff of greasy smoke, the metal pan beneath it rattled, and a wave of heat rolled sideways into the lane. The vendor jerked back with a shout. A stack of oil jars clipped by his elbow toppled toward a toddler crouched beside the stall leg.

I was closer than the guards. The girl was closer than me.

She moved first.

Not away.

Toward.

She lunged through the smoke, seized the child by the back of his tunic, and yanked him clear as the first jar shattered where he had been. Oil spread across the paving, dark and slick. The brazier tipped. Flame kissed the puddle and ran.

People screamed.

The girl shoved the child toward his mother so hard he nearly slid across the stones. Then she sprang backward from the fire just as one of the guards reached for her arm.

He missed because she twisted under his hand like a fish, but his momentum carried him straight into the burning oil. He swore, staggered, and kicked the brazier over completely.

This was exactly how city blight accidents started. Not with monsters. With panic choosing speed over sense.

I threw myself forward, snatched a crate lid from a nearby stall, and slapped it over the worst of the flame. The wood scorched at once. Another lick of fire slipped around the edge.

“Sand!” I shouted.

The vendor stood stupidly clutching his own apron.

“Sand, you idiot!”

That woke him. He kicked over the emergency bucket kept under every brazier seller’s table in dry months, and grit hissed across the oil. The flame died down enough to breathe through.

When I straightened, the girl was gone again.

Only not gone far. I spotted her slipping into a narrow cut between two market houses, one hand clamped hard against the shoulder where the roof tile had hit her. The guard with the singed boots limped after her cursing vengeance, but the alley was too tight. He slammed shoulder-first into the wall and lost ground.

A woman grabbed my sleeve. “Temple boy, my child—”

I turned.

The toddler Mira had yanked out of danger was wailing in his mother’s arms, face wet and furious but unhurt.

Not him.

The mother herself was clutching her wrist. Around it hung a cheap thread doll, the sort sold in the lower market for restless sleep and bad heat. It had gone stiff-black at the chest in the last ten breaths.

The lane had too much loose Fever Ash in it already. A week of bad sickness, too many people crowding the market anyway because staying home didn’t fill the grain jars, and now panic on top of panic. The broken ward over the brazier had shaken it loose. I could feel the hot wrongness climbing the woman’s skin.

I looked up the alley after the girl.

I looked down at the blackened sleep doll on the woman’s wrist.

Then I swore again and reached inside my robe.

The cloth doll I had activated in the temple court was warm against my ribs.

Too warm. It had already taken one child’s burden. Asking it to work again so soon was reckless. Maybe stupid. Maybe impossible.

But when my fingers closed around it, the role inside it stirred instead of collapsing.

Heat-taker.

Hold the child.

The wording mattered. I had named it for a single child. A narrow task. A vessel stayed stable because of that narrowness.

But roles could be guided, not only repeated word for word. The intent settled into the structure. That was the whole point of Role Naming, though most instructors spoke of it like a simple shelf label instead of a thing that changed how a vessel understood its own shape.

The woman stared as I pulled the doll free. “That thing?”

“It can still work.”

She looked unconvinced. Fair. It looked half-burned and barely held together.

I took her wrist gently and pressed two fingers over the pulse there, then touched the doll’s chest. Trace. Fever residue. Not full sickness yet, but the lane was thick with it and her own panic was feeding the line hotter. If it settled into her blood, she’d spend the night burning and maybe wake speaking to things that weren’t in the room.

“Listen to me,” I said. “You hold your son. Don’t move. Don’t run.”

“What are you doing?”

“Keeping today from getting worse.”

I placed the doll against the inside of her wrist where the blackened thread charm had failed. Its button eye seemed to stare past me into the heat itself.

“Take the spill,” I whispered, then corrected. “Take the scattered fever. Hold what does not belong.”

The doll tightened.

It was rougher than before. Less smooth acceptance, more a sharp tug up my arm as if the vessel objected to being widened from the first role. Fair enough. So did I. I breathed through it, softened the line, let the task narrow around the exact problem instead of the whole lane.

Not cure.

Not carry everyone.

Take what had splashed onto this woman.

The stiffness in the blackened wrist doll cracked. Gray heat rose off her skin in a faint wavering strand and sank into my cloth doll’s chest. The woman gasped. Her pulse slowed under my fingers.

A boy at the spice stall whispered, “It moved.”

“Shut up,” I muttered without looking at him.

The heat-taker went still.

Functional again. Not cleanly. Not elegantly. But functional.

The woman stared from her own wrist to the doll and back. “What is that?”

“A better answer than stones.”

I tucked the doll back inside my robe before anyone else could get ideas. Then I turned toward the alley where the girl had gone.

The limping guard had failed to get through the cut and was circling the long way. Good. That gave me a chance.

I slipped into the alley.

It smelled of old dust, stale urine, fennel seed, and damp stone where the underground channels sweated through the walls. Market houses in this quarter leaned toward each other at the upper stories, their whitewashed sides bridged by beams, laundry lines, and hanging beads meant to ward off spite. The strip of sky overhead was bright and thin. My sandals scuffed over broken pottery and swept straw.

At the alley’s bend, a few drops of blood marked the wall at shoulder height.

Not much.

Roof tile, then.

I followed.

The pressure in the air deepened as I went. Not because more blight had appeared, but because this narrow passage trapped all the city’s small leftovers and fed them forward. A child’s abandoned doll under a crate, still prickling with last week’s nightmare residue. A cracked water cup by the wall carrying the dull ache of a man who had died thirsty two summers before. Something bitter in a knotted charm stuffed into a drain hole.

The currents all leaned the same way.

Toward the girl.

I found her at the alley’s end beyond a collapsed arch where the passage opened into a service court behind the dye sellers’ row.

She had cornered herself without meaning to.

Not fully—there was another exit through a low gate—but an overturned cart blocked half the space, and three market men had come in from the street side ahead of her. None of them wore temple colors. None of them looked brave enough to approach if they had been alone. Three together, though, and with the city already telling them what she was? That was enough to turn ordinary men ugly.

One held a shovel. One a broom handle. The third had only a fist-sized stone and the sort of expression that suggested he hoped the others would go first.

“Stay back,” the girl said.

Her voice was rough and flat. Not pleading. Not shrill. The voice of someone already saving breath for running or biting.

The man with the shovel barked a laugh too loud to be real. “Hear that? It talks.”

“Don’t let her touch you,” said the one with the stone.

“She was near the spice fire.”

“She brings it.”

No, I thought.

You bring it. The lane brings it. Your fear brings it. She just catches the weight.

The girl backed one step toward the low gate and winced. Her left shoulder wasn’t right. Not broken, I thought, but bruised badly enough to make climbing or shoving difficult.

I could have called out then. Temple authority, weak as mine was, might have startled the men long enough to change the angle.

I didn’t.

Instead I listened.

The traces around us were tightening in all the wrong places. The stone in the third man’s hand carried old riverbank spite from wherever it had been picked up. The shovel blade had once been used to bury something in anger. Above the low gate hung a tiny doorway doll so oversaturated with years of household worry it hummed like a trapped fly. And under the overturned cart there was another note, low and wet and waiting.

Drowned Prayer.

Only a smear of it. The kind that collected where runoff met a forgotten offering and someone’s plea to survive the dry season sank into the same basin often enough to learn how to stay.

If one of those men kicked the cart wrong or broke the drain seal beneath it, the service court would turn nasty in seconds.

The girl knew something was wrong too.

I could tell from the way her eyes kept flicking, not only to the men but to the blocked ground near the cart wheels, as though danger had a scent she could follow better than the rest of us.

“Move,” she said.

The man with the broom handle stepped forward.

He never reached her.

A clay jar, dropped from somewhere above by some unseen hand or loose sill, smashed between him and the girl. Purple dye exploded across the paving and his legs. He shouted and jumped back. The girl used the opening at once, lunging for the low gate.

The man with the shovel reacted badly and fast. He swung.

I didn’t think. I ran.

The shovel struck the gatepost where her head had been a blink earlier and bit deep into old wood. The impact jolted the buried drain line beneath the court. I felt the Drowned Prayer under the paving wake like something turning in sleep.

“Down!” I shouted.

No one listened.

Of course they didn’t.

The stones at the base of the overturned cart bulged. A dark ribbon of water, far too much for a dry service court, punched up through the cracked drain and snaked across the paving in three jerking lines. It was not real water, not fully. It carried the weight of water memory—suffocation, pleading, the cold clutch of a well bucket slipping from someone’s numb hands. The nearest man stumbled into it and went to his knees with a choked cry, clawing at his throat as though the lane had filled over his head.

The other two panicked beautifully.

One dropped the stone and bolted for the alley. The other ripped at the shovel to free it and only wedged it deeper. The girl had spun, half through the gate, and now stood frozen with her bad shoulder braced to run either way.

The dark water spread.

A little Drowned Prayer could drown a room without filling it. That was the nature of it. It did not need depth. It only needed fear and the body’s old certainty that breath could be taken.

I knelt by the overturned cart and shoved my fingers into the gap under the axle.

There. A rotted offerings basin, forgotten under the drain line. Cracked terracotta. The residue had been collecting in it for years. The jar strike and the shovel blow had broken the last stable seam.

I did not have a proper water vessel.

I did not have Elma.

I had one overheated cloth doll, half a morning’s worth of terrible choices, and a service court full of idiots.

The man on his knees gagged, eyes bulging. The dark ribbon was climbing his arms now.

The girl moved then, quick and low. She seized the broom handle from where it had fallen, braced one foot against the wall, and jammed the end under his elbow to lever him sideways out of the worst of the flow.

Not away from danger. Not away from cursed water.

Toward a stranger choking on it.

That told me more about her than any rumor could have.

I tore the small failed sleep doll from the woman’s wrist charm memory out of my thoughts and scanned the court. Something. Anything vessel-shaped.

My gaze landed on a row of tiny dyers’ rinse dolls hanging on a line by the wall.

Not sacred craft. Cheap working things made to sit in rinse basins and hold stain traces so expensive pigments didn’t muddy. Cloth bodies. Pebble weights. Mouth seams stitched shut.

Not made for blight.

Made to absorb residue.

Close enough.

I snatched three from the line.

The girl shot me a look sharp as broken glass. “What are you doing?”

“Trying to stop it.”

“Those are rags.”

“So am I. Help me.”

That surprised her more than the answer probably deserved. She blinked once.

Then the kneeling man convulsed and all hesitation burned off her face.

I jammed the first rinse doll into the crack where the basin had split and pressed my thumb to its chest. “Hold the spill.”

Nothing.

Too vague, too fast.

The second I named more narrowly. “Catch the rise.”

It tightened, then immediately twitched wrong, trying to pull everything at once. I snatched it back before it blackened.

The third was lighter in the hand, with a stronger stitch through the belly.

I traced the shape of the problem again. Not water as such. The upward surge. The panic. The false drowning clinging to the seam.

What did I actually need this miserable little thing to do?

Not stop all of it.

Mark the edge. Slow the spread. Hold the line long enough for the trapped residue to settle.

“Shore,” I whispered.

The doll shivered.

I fed it breath, low and steady, not trying to force sacred function into cheap workcloth, only asking the structure it already had—take stain, keep basins clean, hold the worst of the runoff—to lean sideways into a cousin shape.

“Be the bank. Shore.”

The pebble in its belly went cold.

Then the dark ribbon hitting the doll’s little body flattened, widened, and slowed, as if an invisible edge had risen beneath it. Not enough. But enough for the girl to yank the choking man the rest of the way clear.

He collapsed against the wall hacking dryly at nothing.

The other flow lines still writhed across the paving.

I slammed the second doll into one and named it again, this time not for hunger but for limit. “Brim.”

It held better. Ugly, but better. The third I tied with the first using the last bit of red waist thread still hanging from my heat-taker, making a hasty knot across the basin crack. That almost made me laugh from pure desperation. Elma would have used the knot to strangle me if she saw it.

The service court shuddered once.

Then the false flood stopped climbing.

The dark water lay trembling in a rough crescent around the cracked drain, no longer spreading, no longer trying to pull breath from everyone in reach. Not gone. Just pinned.

Pinned was enough.

I sat back hard on my heels, lungs burning.

The girl kept the broom handle between us and the men, though two of them were now too busy coughing or swearing to charge anyone. Dye ran down the wall in slow purple tears. Somewhere above us, someone shouted to ask what had happened, then wisely decided not to come down.

The girl stared at the three rinse dolls wedged around the drain seam.

Then she stared at me.

“You named laundry scraps.”

“Dyers’ rinse dolls.”

“That was not the useful part of that sentence.”

I wiped sweat from my mouth with the back of my wrist. “They were what I had.”

She looked toward the alley mouth. Voices. More than before. The guards had circled. Market folk were following them because market folk always followed anything that sounded like trouble.

“We need to go,” she said.

“Are you always this popular?”

Her mouth flattened. “You were the one who followed me.”

Fair enough.

I pushed to my feet and nearly swayed. The service court spun once, then steadied. Blowback from the improvised bindings dragged at my joints and left a sour taste under my tongue. The heat-taker against my ribs had gone almost painfully warm, which meant the vessel was near its present limit. I would have to rest it soon or risk burning the role crooked.

The girl saw the moment I fought my balance. Her eyes narrowed with quick calculation.

“You’re not supposed to be able to do that twice in a row,” she said.

“I don’t remember asking permission.”

For the first time, something almost like amusement flickered across her face. It vanished too fast to trust.

The voices in the alley drew closer.

One of the market men, the one who had run first, had found his courage again now that other people were arriving. “There! Don’t let her out the back!”

He pointed at the girl, not at me, though I had just wrestled three household scraps into containing a half-born Drowned Prayer in front of him. That told me enough about where fear liked to settle. People wanted a face. She fit better than I did.

The girl shifted toward the gate again.

“If I run, they chase me,” she said. “If I stay, they call the temple.”

“They’re already calling the temple.”

Her gaze flicked to my torn sleeve, temple gray beneath the dust and dye. “You are the temple.”

“Not the part you need to worry about first.”

Something moved in the low gate shadow.

Not a person. A small ward figure tied there long ago, one of those crude threshold dolls households hung to catch spite before it crossed into a service passage. It had gone black from head to waist in the time we’d been talking. Not from the Drowned Prayer.

Wrong texture. Hotter. Fever residue still wandering the market and finding this court because fear kept opening paths for it.

The girl saw it too.

“That one’s going.”

“I know.”

The shouting reached the alley mouth just as the little threshold doll split its seam.

Ash puffed out like breath from a dead mouth.

Then the service court became a problem again.

The kneeling man screamed that he was drowning even though he wasn’t near the drain anymore. The one with the shovel started babbling prayers. From the alley, a market woman wailed that the blight-girl had done something to Jorin’s back court. Several people surged into the opening all at once and then recoiled when they saw the blackened threshold doll.

Too many bodies.

Too much fear.

The hot ash from the split ward curled through the court in a thin stream, seeking a place to land.

It would choose the weakest lungs. The already frightened. The coughing man by the wall.

Or the girl, because the currents around her were already bent hard enough to make any leftover trace want to settle near her.

I ripped the cloth doll from my robe again.

The girl’s eyes widened, and this time it wasn’t disbelief. She recognized the same little blackened body from the temple court. Maybe she had seen more there than I’d thought.

“You brought that with you?”

“Move.”

I lunged between her and the ash stream, pressed the heat-taker into the flow, and drove breath into the role before my own fear made the line blur.

“Take the hot spill. Hold the fever.”

The doll convulsed.

Too much. Too broad again. The market’s leftover residue wanted in, not only the ash from this one broken ward. I tightened the line with all the control I had left.

“Only this,” I hissed. “Only what breaks here.”

The remaining button eye snapped toward the ash plume.

Then the stream folded.

Not gone. Folded. Drawn into the doll in jerks so violent the red thread I had stolen from its waist tore free entirely and whipped across my knuckles. Heat knifed up my arm. I bit my tongue hard enough to taste blood.

The girl caught my wrist before I fell.

Her grip was wiry and strong despite the bad shoulder. “Stop.”

“Can’t.”

“It’s burning you.”

“Yes.”

That answer seemed to anger her for reasons I didn’t have time to ask about.

She planted herself behind me, one arm bracing my back without ceremony, and used the broom handle in her other hand to keep the nearest market men from surging closer. “Do it faster,” she said.

“Excellent advice.”

The doll drank the last of the ash spill.

Then it sagged in my hand like wet laundry.

I nearly did the same.

The service court went abruptly, eerily normal by comparison. Purple dye on stone. Broken jar. Coughing idiot by the wall.

Three rinse dolls holding a trembling line over the cracked drain. No swirling heat. No false flood. Only the ordinary aftermath of people making terrible decisions in close quarters.

A child’s voice from the alley whispered, “That temple boy used a cursed doll.”

A woman answered, “No, he’s with her.”

That struck deeper than I expected.

With her.

As if one act beside the wrong person shifted me cleanly out of every category I had lived inside my whole life.

The girl heard it too. Her jaw tightened. She let go of my wrist at once, as though the contact had become dangerous by being seen.

Boots sounded in the alley.

Not market guards this time.

Temple Keepers moved differently. Less crash. More purpose.

The girl heard them and pivoted for the low gate.

I caught the edge of her wrap. “Wait.”

She spun so fast the broom handle nearly broke my fingers.

“What?”

I should have said I’m trying to help.

I should have said
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