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Chapter1: Beneath the Golden Miracle
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When Saint Corwin March raised his gloved hand, the square fell quiet enough for me to hear the wind worrying at the cathedral banners.

Golden light spilled from his fingers in a broad, gentle wave, warm as late afternoon sun on stone. The crowd breathed in like one body receiving a blessing. To them it must have looked flawless. To me it split open halfway down and showed the rot underneath.

Black lines moved inside the gold.

They were thin at first, hair-fine fractures threading through the holy glow, but as the miracle descended they thickened into branching veins, dark and hungry, crawling in patterns no healing should ever take. The light touched polished armor, white steps, lifted faces, and every place it passed it made the lie prettier. It did not remove the damage. It dressed it.

I had seen shallow healing before. I had seen pain numbed, fever pressed down, and dying men turned presentable for grieving families who could not afford answers. That was common enough in Varest. The Church called it mercy, the nobles called it order, and everyone who had never watched a body fail from the inside called it a miracle.

This was worse.

Below the cathedral stairs, on the broad ceremonial platform built for the victory rites, Damon Cross stood bareheaded in black-and-silver armor, the kingdom’s bright young war hero made into a public offering. Even still, he looked like he had walked out of a sword tale told by drunks and boys. Tall, hard through the shoulders, straight-backed despite the old blood under the bandage at his side, chin lifted as if pain were something other men carried for him. The crowd loved him for that before they even loved him for winning.

I knew better than to trust how a man stood.

The first thing I had ever learned that mattered was not from the Church but from Jonas Grell, long before they erased his name from the better rooms. Before you close the wound, see why it broke. If a man says he can breathe, listen to the breath, not the words. If he says the leg bears weight, watch the hip, the jaw, the hand that reaches for nothing because he wants no witness.

Damon Cross was smiling for the capital. His pulse was a ruin.

I stood three tiers below the platform with the other lesser hands in faded gray-white coats, close enough to move if one of the senior healers demanded water, cloth, salve, or a fresh basin, far enough to be invisible unless something went wrong. That was where people like me belonged in Church ceremonies. Behind the beauty. Beneath the names. Near enough to clean the blood nobody wanted remembered.

The novice at my left whispered a prayer under his breath. At my right, an older temple attendant leaned forward, hungry for spectacle, his eyes bright with the same childish anticipation I had seen in crowds at public executions. Healing was supposed to be gentler than killing, but Varest liked them for the same reason. Both gave people the comfort of hierarchy. Someone above, someone below, and a clear answer about who had the right to touch life.

High above us, Corwin March turned slightly so the light struck his white robes and made the gold thread burn. He was beautiful in the way expensive things were beautiful—precise, polished, almost too clean to be real. His face carried that calm expression Church painters loved, the one that made old women weep and young nobles lower their heads. His right hand was bare. His left wore a pale glove despite the mild spring day.

That glove bothered me the first time I saw it. It bothered me more now.

“Behold,” one of the herald-priests cried, voice rolling across the square, “the grace that returns strength to the defenders of Varest.”

The crowd roared. Bells answered from the eastern towers. Somebody threw flower petals from a balcony. Children near the barriers climbed onto their fathers’ shoulders for a better look.

Corwin descended one step, stopping just above Damon. The knight bowed his head enough to honor the rite without truly yielding. Even hurt, he radiated impatience. He looked like a man who would rather have been back on a field with mud on his boots than standing under banners while a saint performed peace over him.

That, at least, I respected.

Corwin placed his gloved hand lightly over Damon’s breastplate, just above the damaged side. The gold deepened. The square glowed. Women cried out in praise. Several people near me dropped to their knees.

I opened my sight and let the world sharpen where it hurt.

Faults bloomed.

Damon’s body lit itself to me in layers: bone, muscle, blood, the dense river-work of flow that ordinary healers could only guess at from symptom and guesswork. He had fresh trauma from the campaign, yes. Torn tissue under the ribs. Strain along the right shoulder. A web of older impact scars through the spine and hip that any fighter might carry. But that wasn’t what held my eyes.

It was what the miracle was doing to him.

The holy current entered clean at the surface and then met resistance deeper in. His channels did not receive it like healed tissue welcoming restoration. They buckled. The reinforcement already inside him—older, embedded, set deep around the spine, sternum, and major pulse lines—caught the new grace and forced it through unnatural routes. The black veins there were not random curse traces. They were stress fractures in living flow, dark seams where too much had been demanded and then plated over. Corwin’s light pressed those seams flat.

The damage vanished from public sight. The damage did not leave.

I felt my jaw tighten.

On the platform, Damon inhaled. The crowd reacted as if a dead man had risen. His shoulders straightened further. He rolled his wounded arm once, flexed his gauntleted hand, then set his feet with the tiny, instinctive adjustment of a swordsman testing balance. To the square, he looked renewed. To me, several of the black seams had just burrowed inward.

It was not healing. It was pressure.

A true restoration settles the body. The pulse lengthens, then evens. Distress unwinds in order. Distorted flow eases back toward its natural course. What I saw in Damon was the opposite. A surge, then a forced compliance. A lock holding under strain. A tower made to stand by tightening cracked beams until they screamed.

The people around me saw only gold and victory.

“Saint March!” someone shouted.

“Blessed be the hand of salvation!”

Damon turned, and for one brief moment, as he faced the crowd, his eyes moved across the lower tiers where the support staff stood. He did not see me specifically. Men like him rarely did. But I saw the split second where the muscles under his left eye pulled too hard. Saw the minute delay before he put weight fully through his right leg. Saw the pulse at his throat kick once, ugly and fast, before he swallowed it.

He was breaking standing up.

Then I saw the second line.

It ran beneath the miracle like a dark thread pulled under cloth. Not inside Damon this time. Away from him. Outward.

I narrowed my focus and traced it.

The black line flickered through the holy light, almost hidden by the glare. It went from Corwin’s gloved hand, spread across the platform, split into several hair-thin paths, and reached the edges where attendants, choir children, incense carriers, and low-ranked service hands had been lined up to make the ceremony look grander. Most people would never have noticed those children at all. They were props in brown and cream, faces scrubbed clean, wrists ribboned for the occasion.

One boy near the western edge swayed.

I knew that sway. I had seen it in fever wards, alleys, poorhouse bunks, and once, in my own home, just before Milo’s knees buckled under him and he tried to smile because he didn’t want me frightened.

The gold on the platform brightened again as the crowd rose into thunder.

The boy dropped the silver basin he had been carrying.

It hit the stone with a flat ringing crack and rolled away in a flashing circle. A few people flinched at the noise. Most laughed or hissed in annoyance, their eyes still on Damon and the saint above him. The boy himself folded like wet cloth.

I was moving before the basin stopped.

Someone caught at my sleeve and missed. I took the lower steps two at a time, cut hard across the side aisle, shoved through a pair of choir boys, and hit my knees just as the servant struck stone. His head had missed the edge of a lower riser by less than a hand’s breadth. He couldn’t have been more than twelve.

His skin was already going gray around the mouth.

“Back,” I snapped.

The nearest attendants froze at the tone more than the words. One of them recognized me a moment later and scowled. “You weren’t called.”

The boy convulsed once. His fingers clawed against empty air. Beneath the skin of his throat, dark lines pulsed and spread.

I threw his collar open and pressed two fingers under his jaw.

The pulse almost vanished under my touch.

Not stopping. Being pulled.

I let Pulse Trace sink in. The world narrowed to rhythm and route, to blood under skin, to magic threading through the living lattice every body carried whether they knew it or not. The boy’s flow was collapsing inward from three directions at once. Something had ripped through his reserves, not fully draining them, but stripping enough from the supporting pathways to leave the rest in violent confusion. His heart was trying to outrun a loss that had already happened.

A senior cleric hissed behind me, scandalized. “Remove him from the sightline.”

“He dies if you move him now,” I said.

The answer came down from above me cold and immediate. “The saint’s rite is concluded. Do not disrupt the ceremony further.”

I did not look up. “Then stop talking and let me work.”

That silence after was small but real. Nobody used that tone on a ceremonial platform. Certainly not a low-ranked Church labor healer with no family backing, no noble sponsor, and no talent for swallowing stupidity in silk wrappings.

The boy’s eyes rolled. Black flooded the whites in thin branching shadows then retreated. Not a natural curse manifestation. Not poison. Not even battlefield residue. I had seen all three. This was loaded strain, transferred burden, the body turning itself inside out because something had been shoved into the wrong place and then yanked half away.

He made a choking sound.

I slid one hand under the base of his skull and turned him before the spasm locked his throat. Dark fluid splattered over the stone beside us, too thin for blood alone, too black for bile. Gasps went through the nearby rows.

Now they were looking.

Good.

I pressed my palm flat to the boy’s sternum and followed Pain Map through him. Hidden strain lit under my hand in cruel clarity: chest, throat, lower spine, inner wrists. There. The wrists. Both of them carried tiny points of concentrated distortion, almost invisible beneath the ceremonial ribbons tied for the pageantry.

My stomach turned cold.

Not now. Later. Save him first.

“Cael.”

The voice came from above and to my right. Calm. Controlled. Dangerous because of how little it needed to prove.

I looked up then.

Corwin March stood at the edge of the upper step, gold still fading from around him, the crowd held in suspension by the fact that he had not yet dismissed the moment. Up close, the beauty was worse. His face was perfectly composed. The gloved left hand rested against his side. His bare right had not a mark on it. But under my sight, below the white and gold, black crept from the wrist beneath the glove and ran in deep, disciplined lines up the forearm like cracks sealed under lacquer.

He was part of it.

Not untouched. Not above it. Part of it.

“What are you doing?” he asked.

The question would have sounded gentle to anyone else. To me, it landed like a lid.

“Stopping your miracle from killing him,” I said.

A wave of noise hit the square and broke apart at once. Shock. Outrage. Disbelief. Somebody cursed me aloud. Somebody else shouted for guards. The novice from below made a strangled sound like he wanted to pretend he had never stood near me in his life.

Damon Cross came down two steps in a controlled, predatory pace that drew every eye again. Even freshly “healed,” he moved like a man testing each motion against concealed resistance. He was fast enough that most people would never notice the caution. I did. When he stopped, his shadow fell across the boy and me.

“What’s this?” he said.

“Transferred collapse,” I said without taking my hand off the patient. “He carried part of the burden.”

Damon’s mouth hardened. “Speak sense.”

“I am.”

The boy spasmed again, harder. Conversation ended.

I opened my case.

It was an old tool case, leather darkened by years of use and careful repair, not the polished silver-framed kits the high sanctuary healers carried during public appearances. The straps were cracked. The hinge stuck in damp weather. Jonas had once laughed at it and said a decent healer should look like his tools had survived him at least twice.

Inside lay the things the Church valued least because they were too useful when beauty failed: narrow needles, thread soaked in cleansing tincture, chalk, two binding strips, one vial of bitterroot sedative, one of drain-salt suspension, a hooked probe, folded gauze, three marked ampoules, and the smallest copper focus I owned. Nothing glorious. Everything honest.

“Confiscate that,” a cleric barked.

“Try,” I said.

I snapped one ampoule against the stone edge and poured the clear solution over my fingers. The smell of sharp herbs and metal rose at once. The boy’s breathing hitched. I pressed two points along the side of his neck, then along the sternum, forcing the most violent surface spasm to loosen enough for air to pass.

Pulse Trace again.

The distortion was coiled around the major channels like wire cinched too tight. If I merely flooded healing into him, I would drive the damage deeper. If I cut blindly, I would shred what little stable flow remained. This needed precision. Extraction first. Stabilization second. And all of it before the heart decided the body was no longer worth the effort.

I set the copper focus over the center of his chest and fed a narrow current through it.

“Breathe,” I said, though he was far beyond obeying words.

The copper rang softly under my palm as the inner routes brightened to my sight. I caught the first black knot where it had lodged near the upper channel and pulled.

Toxin Draw did not feel like most people imagined holy healing felt. There was no warmth. No soothing glow. No music from the heavens. It was work. Resistance. Contamination coming free a grain at a time while your own head rang and the patient tried to seize himself apart. A healer who enjoyed it was a danger to everyone around him.

The black knot resisted, then tore loose.

The boy arched under my hand and coughed a second spray of dark fluid across my sleeve. This time the crowd screamed instead of gasping. Someone stumbled backward off a step. One of the ceremonial girls burst into tears. A knight swore and half drew his blade before common sense returned and he remembered steel was useless against a child’s failing body.

“Hold him still,” I said to nobody in particular.

For one moment, nobody moved.

Then Damon Cross dropped to one knee beside me.

The motion startled half the square more than my accusation had.

He was close enough now for me to smell steel, oil, old blood, and the faint incense-cold residue of Church rites still clinging to his armor. Up close, the damage in him was harder to ignore. The false reinforcement embedded along his core made every healthy line in his body look overruled by something harsher.

“How?” he said.

“Shoulders,” I said.

He obeyed. Not because he believed me. Because the boy was dying and warriors understood command when it arrived in the right voice.

I anchored one hand at the base of the servant’s throat and one at the sternum again, then dug deeper.

There. The second knot.

This one had roots.

The blackness had not merely entered and stayed. It had attached where the body was weakest, using strain lines already opened by hunger, overwork, and poor prior treatment. Of course it had. Bodies of the poor were always easier for systems to use. Less reserve. Less scrutiny. Fewer names remembered afterward.

A memory hit me so hard I almost lost the line.

Milo on a narrow cot with a blanket too thin for winter. Milo grinning with cracked lips because the Church charity rite had touched him that morning and he thought that meant things would get better now. Milo saying he felt lighter. Milo sleeping too deeply that night. Milo’s wrists bruised where no one had restrained him.

I forced the memory down with my teeth clenched.

Not him. This boy.

I hooked the blackness with my focus and drew.

Pain climbed my arm as if I had grabbed a live wire. The boy screamed once, thin and terrible, then sucked in a full breath for the first time since he had fallen. The lines at his throat receded a fraction.

“Again,” Damon said, hearing the change even if he did not understand it.

“Yes.”

I shifted techniques. Clean Stitch after extraction, but not broad. Threadwork only. Tiny repairs where the false load had split the natural lines. Too much and I would smooth over the evidence. Too little and he would collapse again before sunset.

My fingers moved by habit older than most of the prayers shouted over us. Press, align, release. Trace, correct, bind. Not mending flesh this time. Mending flow. Joining what had been forced apart so the body could remember its own shape.

The boy’s jaw unclenched. His pulse stumbled, caught, and steadied into a miserable but living rhythm.

Around us the ceremony had ceased to exist.

I felt it in the silence first. The kind that spreads through a crowd only when people realize the story they were promised has gone off its rails. Then the muttering began—angry, frightened, confused, eager. Nothing makes people more attentive than a crack in something they were told was untouchable.

One of the senior sanctuary healers finally forced himself down the steps, robes gathered in one hand to keep them off the stained stone. His face had gone the hard pink of a man embarrassed in public and searching for a subordinate to punish.

“What have you done?” he demanded.

“Saved him,” I said.

“You performed unsanctioned extraction before the saint.”

“He collapsed during the saint.”

His mouth twitched.

That was the point where the lie had to choose its next shape. Admit nothing and call the boy weak. Or admit a problem and risk the spectacle. I could see the decision happening behind his eyes, not because I had any gift for politics, but because bodies told the truth even when mouths tried not to. His neck had tightened. His pulse had jumped. He wanted the clean answer. The one that protected the institution and buried the child.

I hated how familiar that calculation looked.

The boy whimpered. Good. Pain meant presence.

I slipped two fingers under the ribbon at his left wrist to check distal flow and felt rough skin, heat, and something slightly raised under the ceremonial band. The ribbon came loose too easily. I pushed it back.

There, on the inside of the wrist, almost faded to the color of old ash, sat a small circular mark made of four intersecting strokes around a hollow center.

The square tilted.

Not physically. The stone under me was solid. Damon’s grip on the boy’s shoulder was solid. The cold spring air was real. But the shape on that wrist tore a seam straight through time and put me beside a different bed in a different room, watching my brother lift a trembling hand while afternoon light climbed the wall.

Milo had the same mark.

Not similar. Not close. The same.

He had gotten it three days before he died, after the public blessing rounds for the poor district. I had asked one of the temple aides about it and been told not to fuss. A pressure seal, they said. A temporary rite tag. Means he was treated. Means he’s lucky. Means you should be grateful.

I had believed them long enough to fail him.

The noise of the square came rushing back with a physical force that made my temples pound.

“Where did he receive treatment?” I asked.

The nearest attendant blinked. “What?”

“This boy. Where?”

“No one asked you to question—”

I grabbed the front of his robe and hauled him down far enough that he had to look at the mark on the boy’s wrist. “Where.”

His face drained. That was answer enough.

“Free quarter blessing,” somebody farther back muttered before he could stop them. “Three days ago. For service children.”

My hand loosened.

Three days. Exactly.

The pattern clicked into place with an ugly, perfect sound inside my head. Public healing. Quiet aftermath. One body restored for the eyes. Another body cracking somewhere cheaper, smaller, easier to discard. Damon Cross standing renewed in the heart of the capital while a servant child at the edge of the same rite collapsed with borrowed ruin in his veins.

Not accident. Structure.

I looked up at Corwin March again.

He had not moved from the step where I first saw him. The crowd’s fear and outrage rolled around him and somehow made him look calmer, not less. If he was surprised, his face gave none of it away. The gloved hand remained still against the white folds of his robe. Under my sight, the black under that glove moved like roots in deep water.

He knew.

Maybe not every name. Maybe not every boy. But he knew.

“You,” one of the priests said, pointing at me now as if naming a plague. “You overstep yourself.”

I rose slowly from the stone, leaving one hand on the boy’s shoulder until I was sure his pulse would not drop again. Damon stood at the same time. We ended up almost level, the knight and the low-born healer, both spattered with the same dark mess. That alone felt like an offense the square did not know how to hold.

“What is his condition?” Damon asked me, quieter than before.

“Alive,” I said. “For now.”

“For now?” the senior healer snapped. “He suffered a reaction. Nothing more.”

“No.” The word came out flat enough that the people nearest us fell silent to hear the next one. “He didn’t.”

The priest stiffened. “Mind your tongue.”

I should have. A better survivor would have. A wiser man with ambitions, patrons, or a future worth preserving in Church walls would have lowered his head, offered a softer explanation, and lived long enough to investigate in secret.

But Milo’s wrist burned in my memory. The boy’s mark sat dark against skin still cold from almost-dying. Damon’s body still held that same hidden fracture-work beneath his polished victory. And above all of it stood the shining miracle everyone had already agreed to praise.

Unease had died several minutes ago. Certainty was what remained.

Then anger came up behind it and shoved.

“That was not healing,” I said.

The words were not loud. They did not need to be. The square had narrowed to listening.

The senior healer stared at me as if he had misheard something impossible. All around the lower steps, mouths opened. Priests recoiled. The novice behind me whispered a horrified prayer. Somewhere out in the crowd a woman said, “Blasphemy,” with the shaky thrill of someone seeing disaster from a safe distance.

I kept going.

“You covered damage,” I said, looking not at the priest now, not even at Damon, but directly at Corwin March. “You forced the visible wound quiet and pushed the burden elsewhere. He”—I pointed at the boy on the stone—“collapsed at the same moment your miracle was praised. If this is your salvation, it feeds on the unseen.”

A sound went through the square like cloth ripping.

Damon’s face changed first, not into belief, not yet, but into a harder kind of attention. He turned his head toward Corwin with the reflex of a man who suddenly suspects the shape of the weapon pointed at his back. Then his jaw locked again. Pride fought understanding there, and pride was faster.

Corwin descended one more step.

I thought the crowd would part at once for him. It did not. Even saints lose something when blood and dark fluid stain the bottom of their perfect ceremony. People made room, yes, but with a ripple of hesitation. They had seen too much to return cleanly to adoration.

“Your name,” Corwin said.

He knew it. I was sure of that the moment he asked. Men in power often asked for names not to learn them but to pin them to the wall.

“Cael Danner.”

His gaze lingered on my face, then my stained hands, then the servant boy breathing raggedly at my feet. “You accuse the Church of false mercy before the capital.”

“I accuse this rite of what it did.”

“A wounded child collapsed during the strain of a public event.”

“He was carrying marked distortion at both wrists.”

“A conclusion made in heat and spectacle.”

I almost laughed at that, but there was no humor in me. “Heat and spectacle are yours.”

That finally drew an audible reaction from Damon—a short breath, sharp with disbelief that I would say it, perhaps also with the first unwilling respect. The senior priest beside us went white with rage. Two cathedral guards started down the side steps at a run.

Corwin’s expression did not change. If anything, it softened, which was worse. “You are young,” he said. “And frightened by what you do not understand.”

The line was perfect. Publicly generous. Private dismissal wrapped as pity. He had used it before. Men like him always had. Speak softly enough, and anyone who resists you looks wild by comparison.

My hands shook then, not from fear, but from how badly I wanted to tear the glove off his arm in front of everyone and make them look.

I held still.

“I understand a body in collapse,” I said. “I understand hidden strain. I understand what that boy would have been called if I had let him die here. Weak. Unfortunate. A regrettable complication beneath a holy success.”

The guards reached us.

One seized my upper arm. The second went for my case. Damon moved faster than I expected and caught the second guard by the wrist before the man could touch it.

The entire lower stair froze.

Damon let go at once, but the message had landed. He looked at the guard as if only now remembering where the man belonged in relation to him, then said, “The boy lives because of that case. Don’t be a fool.”

The guard backed off. The first did not release me.

Interesting.

Damon straightened, and I saw pain flick across his face and vanish again under discipline. The rite had shored him up enough for spectacle. It had not made him sound. Under my sight, the black reinforcement along his core throbbed once in ugly answer to the movement. He was a disaster waiting for an order.

“Saint March,” one of the priests said, voice thin with urgency, “this should be ended.”

“Yes,” Corwin said.

His eyes never left mine.

“Bring him in,” he said. “He is distressed and has spoken beyond his place.”

Distressed.

There it was. Another clean label. A small institutional box with a lid already measured.

The guard tightened his grip.

I looked down one last time at the servant boy. His breathing was rough but stable. He would need observation, broth, salt, warmth, and someone who would not hand him back to the same structure that nearly spent him. Not here. Not inside cathedral care. If they took him, the mark would disappear, the record would smooth itself, and by tomorrow this whole square would retell the event as an overzealous assistant panicking during a flawless rite.

Unless I broke something first.

I crouched fast, too fast for the guard to stop me cleanly, and pulled the boy’s wrist fully into the light.

“Look,” I said, turning not to Corwin now but to the nearest witnesses—the attendants, the choir boys, the lower clerics, anyone whose eyes still worked. “Look at this mark. He was treated before. He carried it into your miracle.”

A few leaned in despite themselves.

The ash-faded circle sat there, undeniable now that the ribbon was gone.

I heard somebody inhale sharply behind me. Not recognition from everyone. But from someone. Good enough.

The guard wrenched me upright.

“Enough.”

My shoulder burned. I did not resist yet. I kept my eyes on the mark as long as I could, fixing every line of it so deep into myself that no correction, no denial, no rewritten ledger would be able to blur it later.

Milo had lifted his hand the same way on the last day.

Not because he was showing me anything. Because he was trying to scratch at the place where the mark had gone hot.

I had told him not to worry.

The memory hit harder than the guard’s grip.

For one rotten second the square vanished and I was back in the poor room with damp walls, with Milo breathing too slowly, with Church charity already spent and no one important left to call. I remembered how still his fingers became. Remembered the temple woman saying some lives were simply too burdened to keep. Remembered believing, just for an hour, that maybe she was right.

Never again.

The need to speak had been bad before. Now it became physical, an ache behind the teeth, a pressure under the ribs, something with claws.

“This is not over,” I said.

The priest nearest me sneered. “It is if you enjoy keeping your tongue.”

“No,” I said, and looked directly at Corwin March as the guards began dragging me up the side steps toward the cathedral doors. “Now it starts.”

He watched me without blinking.

The last thing I saw before the great bronze doors swallowed me was the servant boy on the stone, Damon Cross standing over him instead of stepping away, and that faint ash mark on the boy’s wrist burning in the spring light exactly where it had burned on Milo before death.
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Chapter2: The Healer Told to Shut Up
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Hilda Crane ordered me to call it a misunderstanding before the tea on her desk had gone cold.

The room was meant to soften people. That was the first thing it did wrong.

Everything in it had been arranged to say reasonable, orderly, temporary. Pale walls scrubbed clean of incense smoke. Tall windows facing the eastern courtyard where the morning light landed on trimmed hedges and made the Church look harmless. A rug thick enough to quiet angry footsteps. Shelves of bound medical codes and licensing manuals whose pages were touched far less often than the bodies those books claimed to protect. There was even a painted vase of white flowers on the side table, probably set there because someone had decided anxious petitioners spoke more gently around delicate things.

I was still wearing yesterday’s coat.

The blood and dark fluid had dried in ugly black-brown streaks at the cuff despite the basin one novice had pushed at me before dawn. My shoulder ached where the guard had hauled me up the cathedral stairs. I had not slept. I had been placed in a holding room overnight with a stool, a cracked wash jug, and enough silence for Milo’s last week to come back in pieces every time I closed my eyes.

Hilda sat opposite me behind a narrow desk and folded her hands as if we were discussing a scheduling error.

She was not a woman people remembered as beautiful or frightening. That made her more dangerous than either. Middle years, iron-gray hair pinned without vanity, dark robe cut in the practical administrative style of hospital overseers, no jewelry except the seal-ring that marked her office. Her face looked composed in the way walls looked composed. Useful, solid, and built to keep trouble where it belonged. I had spent years under that face.

“Cael,” she said, like she was doing me the favor of familiarity. “You had a strain response to a ceremonial environment. We all understand how public pressure can distort perception.”

My throat still tasted like the holding room dust. “No.”

“You interrupted a state rite.”

“I stopped a child from dying.”

“A child suffered a fainting incident. You escalated it into theater.”

The word sat between us.

The funny thing about people like Hilda was that they never needed to shout. Not because they were above anger. Because the institution shouted for them. Every rule on the shelf behind her, every license, every corridor where the poor waited quietly for permission to be touched, every novice trained to lower their eyes when a superior entered—it all stood there with her. She could speak softly because refusal already had walls built around it.

I leaned back just enough to keep from putting both hands on the desk and dragging the truth into the room by force. “He had black distortion in the channels. You know that pattern.”

Her expression did not move. “I know the pattern of young healers who overestimate incomplete observations.”

“He had the same wrist mark my brother had before he died.”

There. That landed. Not on the face—Hilda was too practiced for that—but in the pulse at her neck. One beat. One tight jump. Small, but real.

“I’m sorry for your brother,” she said.

The apology was perfect in shape and dead in the middle.

“No, you aren’t.”

“Take care.”

“No.” I could hear the roughness in my own voice now. Good. Let it scrape. “You’re trying to put cloth over a broken bone and call it alignment.”

Her eyes cooled another fraction. “What I am trying to do is prevent one reckless labor healer from destroying his life because he cannot tell the difference between suspicion and evidence.”

“Then give me the records.”

A breath passed.

Outside the window, two novices crossed the courtyard carrying folded linens. One laughed at something the other said. I hated that sound. Not because laughter was wrong. Because life inside the Church moved so cleanly around damage it had decided not to see.

Hilda tapped one finger once on the desk. “No.”

“Why?”

“Because access is not yours anymore unless I say it is.”

That told me as much as the word itself.

If there had been nothing, she could have let me dig and fail. People in power always preferred letting low-ranked troublemakers bury themselves when the facts were harmless. Urgency meant threat. Threat meant structure.

I stared at her long enough for politeness to rot off the moment completely. “You want me to retract it.”

“Yes.”

“At the hearing?”

“At the internal review. You will state that in the atmosphere of the ceremony you misread an ordinary collapse. You will affirm that Saint March’s rite restored Sir Damon Cross appropriately. You will say your intervention, while well-intentioned, exceeded authority.”

“And if I don’t?”

Hilda unfolded her hands and reached for a document at the corner of the desk. She did not slide it to me at once. She let me watch her fingertips settle on the page.

“You are poor-born,” she said. “Unlicensed for independent practice. Attached to Church labor by internal recommendation rather than family pledge. Your evaluations note technical precision, difficult temperament, and recurring insubordination. You have no sponsor. No inheritance. No patron house. No legal ground from which to challenge certified doctrine.” She finally pushed the sheet toward me. “If you refuse correction, your position will be terminated. Access revoked. Tools held pending review. Any healing performed thereafter will be illegal.”

I looked down.

The words were worse for being formal.

Suspension of assignment. Removal from clinical halls. Prohibition of contact with restricted records. Pending investigation into disruptive conduct and doctrinal instability. It had all been written quickly, but not fast enough to feel improvised. Too many phrases sat too neatly in place. Some part of the machine had already known what to print when a healer looked too closely.

My name at the bottom made the page feel like a death certificate waiting for the time to be filled in.

“You prepared this before dawn,” I said.

“We prepared for the possibility that you would continue refusing help.”

Help.

I looked up again. “What happened to the boy?”

“He is stable.”

“Where?”

“In appropriate care.”

“That means nothing.”

“It means you will not be speaking to him.”

The emptiness came then, sudden and clean.

Anger burns hot. Humiliation has movement. Fear at least gives a body something to do. Emptiness is colder than all of them. One moment I was in the room, hearing her, seeing the desk, smelling tea and beeswax and paper. The next there was just a hollowed space inside my ribs where expectation had finally finished dying.

Of course this was how it worked.

Of course the room, the paper, the measured voice, the soft morning light, the gentle correction of a labor healer gone astray—of course this was how a lie kept its hands clean. I had known it. Some childish last strip of me had still wanted her to slip. To say the wrong word. To show me naked malice I could hate without effort.

Instead she offered order.

That was worse.

“Say it,” Hilda said.

I looked at the signature line.

Then at her.

“No.”

The second pulse-jump at her neck was smaller. Control returning. Calculation adjusting. She had likely prepared for refusal too. A machine this old did not rely on one lever.

“Think carefully.”

“I have.”

“You mistake stubbornness for principle.”

“And you mistake management for healing.”

That one cost me. I saw it cost her too. Not through drama. Just through the tiny narrowing of her eyes and the way her shoulders settled as if some internal decision had clicked into place.

“So be it,” she said.

She reached for a second paper, then the ring of keys at her waist. One of them was for the clinical storage room on the third floor. Another for restricted charts. Another for the low archive cabinets under the east wing. I knew the shapes by sight. Had watched them swing at her hip for years while people below her begged for ordinary things and were told forms mattered first.

She stood.

I stood too because the body recognizes endings even before the mind wants them.

“Your badge,” she said.

I pulled the small engraved disk from inside my coat and set it on the desk. Church labor issue, worn dull by years of being rubbed between fingers while waiting for doors to open. It looked pathetic beside her seal-ring and stacked files.

“Your hall token.”

I added it.

“Your restricted passage key.”

That hurt a little. Not the metal itself. What it meant. Third-shelf records. Surgical alcove. Fever ward stores. Hours of my life held in a piece of brass no bigger than a thumb joint. Gone.

“Tool case,” she said.

“No.”

Her gaze lifted from the desk. “It is Church property under your assignment.”

“It was mine before your assignment.”

“We can verify that.”

I almost laughed. “Can you?”

She held out her hand.

There are moments when a life turns not because the event is grand, but because refusal becomes the only thing left that still feels like yours. I knew I should yield and recover it later if I could. I knew that. The tool case mattered. Jonas’s old notes, the hidden pocket beneath the lower tray, the little things I had kept because no one else thought them important—they all mattered. So did survival. So did not being dragged to the floor over a battered leather kit in an administrator’s office like a fool too proud to count.

I set the case on the desk.

I did not let go.

Hilda looked at my hand and then at me.

“You are making this uglier than it needs to be.”

“It was ugly before I entered.”

For a heartbeat we both held it.

Then she called through the door, “Brother Lin.”

The assistant outside entered at once. Thin, obedient, young enough still to think institutions were just larger versions of rules. He stopped when he saw my hand on the case and Hilda’s still opposite it.

“Escort Danner out,” she said. “He is no longer cleared for internal work.”

Brother Lin swallowed. “Yes, Matron.”

I released the case before the scene got smaller than it already was.

Hilda took it and set it behind her desk without looking at it again.

“Your lodging under Church provision ends tonight,” she said. “You may collect personal effects under supervision before the evening bell. Do not enter any ward or records room. Do not speak to patients under Church care. Do not present yourself as authorized to heal. If you retract before the final report is entered, I may still reduce the record.”

I heard the words. I even understood them. But what I really saw was her ringed hand on my case.

Milo used to complain that I never let things go. He said I held onto anger like other people held onto blankets in winter. Maybe he was right. Maybe that was the only reason I was still standing.

I straightened my coat around the dried stains and said, “If another child collapses after one of your free treatments, I hope your paperwork is warm enough to cover them.”

Brother Lin made a distressed noise. Hilda only said, “Take him out.”

So I went.

The corridor outside was already at work. Novices carrying trays. Two lower priests speaking in low tones that cut off when they saw me. A woman with a bandaged hand waiting on a bench, her eyes sliding toward the blood on my cuff and away again. Somewhere deeper in the east wing, somebody was coughing the wet repetitive cough of a lung infection that had been treated three times too late and would probably be called unfortunate when it failed to respond.

Brother Lin walked half a pace behind me as if I might bolt into the archives on instinct.

“Cael,” he said quietly after a while, “you should just say it was pressure.”

I kept walking.

“They don’t have to ruin you,” he added.

I stopped so abruptly he nearly ran into my back.

“They already did,” I said.

His mouth opened and closed. He did not know enough to lie well, and that made him look miserable. “Matron Crane says you’ve always had difficulty with authority.”

I turned to face him fully. “Authority has always had difficulty with sick bodies.”

He had no answer to that. Most people didn’t.

I left him standing under the saint-painted arch and went to my room under supervision, packed the two shirts, spare trousers, wrapped packet of herbs, and Milo’s little carved wooden bird I had never managed to throw away, and stepped out of Church housing before the evening bell with no badge, no position, no key, and no legal right to do the one thing I was any use for.

The city looked different once the Church no longer claimed me.

Not because the streets changed. They were the same capital lanes they had been that morning: high stone toward the central quarter, cleaner paving near noble routes, filth collecting faster as the roads dropped toward the labor districts. Market cries. Cart wheels. The smell of horse sweat, frying oil, tannery runoff if the wind came wrong. But when you belong, even poorly, the city has passages for you. Kitchens where someone might still hand you a crust. Service doors that open. Corridors where your presence is assumed if you walk fast enough with purpose. Lose that, and you realize how much of ordinary life was licensed mercy.

I walked without destination for longer than I should have.

At first I told myself I was thinking. Really I was trying not to feel the shape of my own hands without the tool case in them. Trying not to imagine Hilda’s office after I left, the papers restacked, the tea finally finished, my life set into administrative language and filed in a drawer that smelled faintly of dried flowers. Trying not to think of the servant boy, hidden somewhere “appropriate,” his wrist mark bandaged or washed or explained away.

Crowds thinned as the streets narrowed west. The richer stones gave way to older patches and uneven drains. Laundry lines began appearing overhead. So did the sounds I trusted more: bargaining with edge in it, children yelling from rooftops, shutters slapped open with no care for appearances, the scrape of pestles and iron pans from workshops where people made things because they had to, not because a patron liked the shape of the finished object.

By the time I reached Copper Alley, my legs had chosen before the rest of me did.

Marta Quill’s shop sat where the alley bent and forgot to pretend it belonged to the better districts. Two stories, lower stones older than the city taxes probably admitted, upper timber patched three times over, signboard painted with a sprig and mortar that had once been green and now hovered somewhere between moss and old brass. The front windows were cluttered enough to hide the room beyond: glass bottles, wrapped bundles, drying roots, packets of powder, vinegar jars, and the usual useless holy sachets she stocked only because fools kept paying for them.

The bell over the door gave one bitter clang when I stepped in.

The smell hit first. Vinegar, camphor, dried feverleaf, old paper, bitter bark, soot, and the sharp underlying honesty of boiled tools. Better than incense. Better than sanctified oils. Better than flower arrangements trying to convince frightened people that institutions cared.

Marta looked up from the back counter without surprise.

That was Marta’s first kindness to anyone in trouble. She never widened her eyes for you.

She was in her usual work apron, sleeves rolled past the elbow, gray streaks loose from a knot that had probably held for six minutes at the start of the morning and then sensibly given up. Strong hands. Flat stare. Mouth built for practical truths and no spare sugar.

“You look thrown out,” she said.

“I was.”

“Mm.”

That was all. No gasp. No pity. No dramatic invitation to explain myself while swaying nobly in the doorway. She just took in the dried stains, the overnight fatigue, the missing case at once, and reached beneath the counter for a cup.

“Tea’s too generous,” she said. “You get boiled bark water. Sit.”

I sat.

The stool wobbled. I knew the wobble. Same stool as always. Same corner of the shop where the draft came under the back shelf in winter. Same cracked ceramic bowl of drying seeds near the mortar stone. The ordinary shape of it came too close to comfort, and for a moment I had to keep my eyes on the grain of the counter to stop the emptiness inside me from widening into something useless.

Marta shoved the cup over.

“Drink.”

I did. It tasted awful.

“Good,” she said. “Now tell it properly, and skip the wounded pride. I can see that part from here.”

So I told her.

Not everything with equal order. More in pieces. The ceremony. Corwin. Damon’s hidden collapse. The boy. The mark. Hilda’s office. The papers. My case behind her desk. The way “appropriate care” sounded when someone meant disposal. Marta asked almost nothing while I spoke. Just once or twice cut in for specifics. Which wrist. What shape the mark. Exactly how old the child looked. Whether the black veins reacted to the saint’s light before or after contact. Practical questions. The right ones.

When I finished, she spat—not at me, just sideways into the sand jar she kept for contempt unworthy of the floor.

“I said it years ago,” she muttered. “People get worse after public mercies.”

I looked up. “You said that before.”

“Because it keeps being true.” She wiped her hands on the apron, then leaned a hip against the counter. “Festival weeks. Victory blessings. Saint-day rounds in the poor quarter. Every time the Church does something loud and generous, I get three or four after. Not on the same day, mind. They’re not that stupid. Day later, two days, sometimes a week. Children too tired to stand. Older women with shaking hands and no color left in the gums. Men who say the blessing made them feel clean for an hour and then their legs turned to rope.”

“Why didn’t you report it?”

“To whom?” Marta barked a humorless laugh. “The Church? The same hands taking coin to certify the cure? I’m an apothecary in a side street, not a noble councilor. I keep notes. I keep people breathing. I don’t expect polished men in white to clap because I noticed their miracles leave rot.”

That reignited something under the emptiness. A coal catching air.

“Do you still have the notes?”

“Some.”

“I need them.”

“You need sleep, food, and to stop looking like you’ll bite through a door hinge.” She studied me another second. “And somewhere to put your bones tonight.”

I opened my mouth to refuse. Pride. Reflex. The old stupid instinct to stay spare in other people’s rooms.

Marta lifted one brow. “You can sleep in the back loft or out in the drain with the saints. Choose fast.”

“The loft,” I said.

“Thought so.”

She moved then, brisk and efficient, clearing a stack of wrapped herbs from one end of the back counter. From beneath it she pulled a narrow ledger, thick with added scraps tucked into the spine, and tossed it toward me. I caught it one-handed.

“Those are dates and symptoms from the last four months that smelled wrong,” she said. “Not official. Useful.”

I opened it.

Marta’s writing stabbed across the page in dark slanted lines, better suited to prescriptions than archives but readable if you’d spent enough nights beside her lamp. Names when she had them, descriptions when she didn’t. Age approximate. Symptoms. Prior treatment noted if known. In the margin of more than one entry she had marked public rite, festival blessing, or free quarter care.

I flipped faster.

There it was. The pattern. Not proof yet, but enough to stop pretending coincidence deserved the word.

A little girl with hand tremors and collapse after saint-day breadline blessing. An old cooper unable to lift his left arm three days after “renewal prayer.” Two brothers, both service runners, one with fever, one with wasting weakness, both previously listed as treated at the western hall. A labor mother who improved publicly at a procession stop, then lost so much strength the next week she could no longer hold a pan.

Milo’s case had never had words like these attached. Just unexplained decline. Poor constitution. Unfortunate progression despite charity intervention.

My fingers tightened on the ledger.

Marta saw it and said, quieter, “Eat before you crack your own teeth.”

I had barely touched the bread and onion stew she shoved at me when the front bell clanged again, this time fast and wrong.

Marta’s head snapped up. Mine did too.

The door banged open hard enough to rattle the hanging bundles. A woman staggered in carrying a child against her chest, not cradled so much as clutched. Her skirt was wet to the knee with slush and gutter water. Behind her came a lanky man from the tannery row—I knew his face by sight if not name—and a girl of maybe thirteen trying to keep the door from swinging back into the smaller children crowding behind it.

“Quill!” the woman gasped. “Please—please, he’s gone cold—”

Marta was already moving around the counter. “On the table.”

They laid the child down on the long workbench near the stove.

Boy. Eight, maybe nine. Thin even for the lower district. Skin ashy. Lips losing color. Sweat at the temples despite the cold hands. The mother’s fingers shook so badly she couldn’t stop smoothing his hair back from his face as if tidiness might call him home.

The moment I saw his wrists, I was off the stool.

Faint circular mark. Left side darker.

Marta saw me see it.

“Door,” she snapped at the tannery man. “Shut it. Anyone not helping gets outside.”

The girl obeyed before he did.

I was at the bench already, fingers at the child’s throat. Too fast. Shallow. Sinking. His breathing came in quick broken catches like the body couldn’t agree whether it wanted air or not.

“When did this start?” I asked.

The mother blinked at me, then at Marta, seeing a stranger where she had expected only the apothecary.

“Answer him,” Marta said.

“He—this morning—no, last night he said his legs hurt and then this afternoon he wouldn’t wake right and at the church they said fever but he got colder, not hotter—”

“Which church?”

“West quarter free hall. Three days ago they blessed the children. He was tired after, but they said that meant the body was purging weakness.”

Three days.

Milo again. The servant boy. Same spacing.

Anger tried to come up. I shoved it down because children die while adults compose speeches.

“He needs a licensed healer,” the tannery man said, hearing his own fear and trying to turn it into protocol. His eyes landed on my coat, my lack of badge, the old Church cut of the fabric without the proper markers. “Who’s he?”

“Useful,” Marta said. “Hold the lamp.”

The man hesitated.

Marta’s stare could make honest people more efficient and liars confess to things nobody had asked yet. “Hold. The lamp.”

He held the lamp.

I touched the boy’s chest and opened Pulse Trace.

The result hit hard enough I had to set my teeth.

Same structure. Smaller body, less reserve, less damage tolerance. The black distortion had settled along the lower channels and upper chest this time, with feeder traces at the wrist and back of the neck. Not random entry points. Places easy to touch during public “care.” Places no poor parent would think twice about after a Church blessing. The body had tried to compensate through the legs first—that explained the pain—then failed centrally as the load deepened.

Not poison.

Not native curse.

Transferred burden. Routed in. Left to root.

The mother was staring at my face. I had forgotten what mine probably looked like when I saw something I hated.

“What is it?” she whispered.

“The truth,” I said before I could soften it.

Marta shoved a tray at me. “Talk less. Work.”

Right.

No Church authority. No badge. No legal cover. If the child died under my hands, they could call it illegal intervention by a dismissed labor healer. If I stepped back, he would likely die anyway after being declared treated somewhere cleaner.

Easy choice.

I needed tools.

Marta’s shop was no sanctuary ward, but she kept better practical stock than half the Church halls. Dried bindroot. Drain-salt. Boiled needles. Copper clips. Three grades of painleaf tincture. Vinegar spirit. Bitterroot sediment. Clean cloth. A ceramic basin. A small brass pulse bell used more for infants than adults. Not enough for elegance. Plenty for survival.

“Boil more water,” I said.

The older girl moved at once.

“Tannery man—what’s your name?”

“Deren.”

“Deren, keep that lamp here and don’t ask me if he looks worse while I’m pulling it out. He will.”

He swallowed. “Pulling what out?”

“Not now.”

I cut the sleeve ties at the child’s wrists. Both marks visible. Identical form to the servant boy’s. Milo’s had looked almost faded too, but only because I had not known what I was looking at. Idiot. I had seen the sign and let doctrine name it for me.

Not again.

I mixed drain-salt with Marta’s thinning spirit and marked the boy’s sternum and throat points with two fingers wet in the solution. He flinched even half-conscious. Good. Some response.

“Can you hear me?” I asked.

The boy’s eyelids fluttered. No words. The pulse under my hand faltered.

“Marta, I need the narrow copper.”

She slapped it into my palm.

“Toxin case?”

“Top drawer left.”

I found the small hooked glass and uncorked it with my teeth.

The mother made a strangled sound when she saw the tools. “Will it hurt him?”

“Yes,” I said. “And it gives him a chance.”

That was all I had to offer anyone anymore. Not comfort. Not Church language. A chance.

I began with the left wrist.

Pulse Trace led. Toxin Draw followed.

The first contact made the child arch so sharply the mother cried out and Deren nearly dropped the lamp. I did not stop. The black residue here was thinner than in the servant boy, more dispersed, but it had gone deeper in one important way—it had started teaching the natural flow to bend around it. That was why quick blessings looked effective. The body learned to obey the wrong shape before it learned it was dying.

I drew the first filament free. It came up through the channel like old smoke dragged through wet cloth, visible to my sight and, for one sickening moment, faintly visible in the physical world as a dark thread under the skin before it snapped loose into the hooked glass.

Deren gagged.

The mother clapped both hands over her mouth to trap a scream.

Marta only said, “Good. Again.”

I moved to the sternum point and sank deeper.

Pain Map opened with it, not because I consciously chose it, but because by then my body no longer separated the skills cleanly. The boy’s hidden strain flared under my fingers: chest burning, throat raw, legs heavy as wet sand, lower back cramping from the pull through the spinal routes. He had likely told someone his legs hurt last night and been told to sleep.

My own vision spotted at the edges. Extraction always bit back if the contamination held firm. Fine. Bite.

I anchored the copper and pulled the second knot.

This one resisted like it had been nailed in.

Not physically. Structurally. Routed burden always wanted a place to go, and if the original path was closed, it latched into the weakest available support line. In a child already half-starved from a poor district winter, there were plenty to choose from.

Come loose.

I changed angle, following the path backward instead of forward. Not drawing from the center outward like poison. Tracing origin line, then peeling along the imposed route. Jonas had once made me spend six straight nights on animal carcasses and damaged flow diagrams until I stopped treating every contamination as the same category of problem. If it arrived by force, he said, never fight where it settled. Fight where it entered.

The knot shifted.

“There,” Marta said.

I felt it too.

I pulled, harder now, and the child screamed fully awake.

The sound cut through the shop and out into the alley. Good. Let people hear what “blessing” had left in him.

A slick strand of black came free into the hook-glass, thicker than before, then thinned to nothing. The pulse bell on the table rang once under the sudden change in his chest rhythm.

“He’s crashing,” Deren blurted.

“I know.”

Because once the foreign burden loosened, the body stopped lying about stability.

The child’s pulse dropped hard, then scattered.

I threw the glass aside, flattened my palm over the sternum, and switched to Clean Stitch.

This part mattered as much as extraction. Maybe more. Plenty of healers could force a body through a crisis. Fewer could leave it able to stand tomorrow without twisted compensation. Clean Stitch was not flashy. It was patient linework. Joining, not shoving. Restoring direction where wrong force had ripped channels frayed and ugly.

I mended the upper chest first, then the left-side route down toward the diaphragm, then the leg line where the strain had started to collapse upward. Fine corrections. No smoothing over the evidence. No broad holy wash that made the skin look better while the foundation cracked beneath it. The child’s breathing stuttered, then deepened by one fraction.

“Talk to him,” I said.

The mother lurched closer. “Neri. Neri, sweetheart, listen to me. I’m here. I’m here.”

Neri.

Names mattered. The Church liked categories because categories died quietly. Neri had a name, sweat on his temple, dirt under one nail, and a mother whose voice had already gone hoarse from fear. Harder to file away.

“Again,” Marta said.

She had seen what I had. Still one more line. Neck entry.

I went there last because the wrong pressure near the upper routes can steal a child’s breath for good.

“Hold his shoulders,” I said.

Deren obeyed this time without needing the stare.

Two fingers behind the jaw. One at the side of the throat. Pain Map flared so sharply I almost hissed. The hidden strain there was vicious—probably from the body trying to keep the load out of the brain routes and failing by degrees.

I traced the entry.

Found the latch.

And in that instant I knew with a certainty so hard it felt like metal falling into place that this was not natural transmission of any known curse or aftereffect. Natural damage leaves chaos. This left arrangement. Artificial route discipline. Burden redirected from somewhere else and made to hold in someone cheaper.

The child from the ceremony had not simply mirrored Damon’s instability by chance. This boy had not independently developed the same distortion three days after a free hall blessing. Milo had not been an unfortunate decline.

Something was taking harm from one place and lodging it in another.

“Cael,” Marta said quietly.

I realized I had stopped moving.

Then the anger came back properly.

Hot this time. Useful.

I pulled.

The boy convulsed once, hard enough that Deren swore. A dark bead rose under the skin at the neck route, traveled, then snapped into the copper contact point and dissipated with a smell like old iron and burnt oil. Neri coughed, turned his head, and vomited thin black-streaked mucus over the cloth.

The mother sobbed.

Not because it was clean. Because it was alive.

I rolled him, cleared the airway, and checked the pulse again.

Still weak. But this time it was his weakness, not someone else’s damage riding him to the grave.

“Warm broth when he can keep it down,” I said. “Salt water, small amounts. No church tinctures. No blessing oils. If he stops waking fully, if the fingers go cold again, if he complains of chest tearing or leg numbness, bring him back fast.”

The mother stared at me like I had spoken in thunder.

Marta translated in the only language panic hears. “He’s not safe, but he’s yours again. Do exactly what he said.”

The woman dropped to her knees. “Bless you—”

“No.” The word cut harder than I meant it to.

Everyone in the room went still.

I took a breath. Tried again. “Don’t use that word for this. Just listen carefully.”

Her face crumpled into confusion and gratitude and exhaustion all at once. She nodded anyway.

Neri blinked, then blinked again. His eyes found the lamp first, then the rafters, then his mother. Not fully with us, but returning.

“Ma?”

The sound nearly broke the room.

The older girl at the door started crying quietly. Deren dragged a hand down his face and stared hard at the shelf of vinegar jars as if that would keep his own eyes dry. Marta busied herself with clean cloth because that was her form of mercy.

I sat back one step and suddenly felt every hour since yesterday in my bones.

“You need to lie down,” Marta muttered without looking at me.

“I need records.”

“After you stop swaying.”

I hadn’t noticed I was.

The mother kept thanking us, then correcting herself and thanking us again in plain words. Better. Marta packed powders and bark chips into a paper twist and bullied Deren into walking them home with the lamp. By the time the door shut behind them, the room felt larger and emptier and far too quiet.

I braced both hands on the edge of the bench.

Marta poured me water. “Drink before you fall over and make me regret letting you practice heresy on my worktable.”

I took the cup.

My hands were not quite steady. Not enough for anyone but me to notice maybe, though Marta noticed everything worth noticing.

“He had it,” I said.

“Yes.”

“It was routed.”

“Yes.”

“Not a curse.”

“No.”

I drank. The water tasted faintly of copper and old pipe. Better than bark.

Marta crossed her arms. “Say the rest.”

I looked at the dark-streaked cloth in the basin. “Someone else collapses so someone important can recover. Or someone public. Or someone the Church wants seen as saved.”

“That part we suspected.”

I nodded once. “The free treatment hall touched both children. Three days later for this one. Same as Milo.”

Her expression changed then, not softening, exactly, but shifting around the name. She had known Milo in the practical way neighbors know each other in districts where walls are thin and grief echoes through them whether invited or not.

“I remember,” she said.

Of course she did. She had brought willow bark when the fever started, and when the Church blessing seemed to make things better for half a day she had not said I looked relieved in a way that made her nervous. She had always been better than the Church at knowing when truth would bruise worse than silence. I used to resent that. Now I saw it clearer. She gave people timing when she could.

I looked at my empty hands.

No case. No badge. No legal standing. One child saved in a side street with apothecary stock and anger. No proof fit yet to put before a council that mattered.

Hilda’s voice came back to me then. Suspicion and evidence. She had meant to belittle. Instead the line lodged in the right place.

Fine.

If they wanted evidence, I would gather it.

“Do you still have the old treatment slips people bring in?” I asked.

Marta’s eyes sharpened. “Some.”

“The ones from the free halls.”

“In a drawer. Why?”

“I want dates. Names if possible. Symptoms before and after. Who worsened after festivals. Who got the wrist marks. Anyone tied to public rites.”

“Bold plan for a man who can now be jailed for laying a finger on a fever.”

“I wasn’t asking if it’s safe.”

She snorted. “No. You never do.”

A knock came at the shutter, quick and coded—two short, one long.

Marta went still, then relaxed. “That’ll be the alley rat.”

She opened the side hatch instead of the front door. Toby Wren slid in like he had been poured through the gap.

He was all angles, ears, and weather. Maybe fourteen, maybe younger, hard to tell because the streets had a way of aging the sharp ones in the eyes before it touched the face. He wore patched brown, boots too big by at least one owner, and the expression of a boy who trusted facts more than adults. Sensible of him.

Toby saw me, the basin, the dark-streaked cloth, and said only, “You look worse than the notices.”

“What notices?” I asked.

He dug a folded sheet from inside his jacket and tossed it onto the counter.

Official posting. Church seal. My name in black. Dismissed labor healer Cael Danner. Doctrinally unstable. Unauthorized intervention. Warning against receiving treatment or counsel from him. Report suspicious activity to the nearest Church office or knight post.

Fast work.

“The ink’s still fresh on some of ’em,” Toby said. “They put the first ones up near the west bridge and market board before noon. Lower quarter got theirs after. Fancy word for dangerous. Saints and such.”

Marta read it, made the same contempt noise as before, and used the paper to start wrapping dried fungus. “Useful now.”

Toby’s gaze returned to me. “You made them move quick. Good.”

“Depends who dies for it,” I said.

His mouth tightened. Toby didn’t talk like a child because children in his lanes got corrected by hunger before adults ever got around to teaching them. “Boy from the ceremony’s gone from the cathedral annex. My friend on bucket duty says they moved him before dawn.”

“Where?”

He spread his hands. “Didn’t say. But two whitecoats and one closed cart. No family.”

I already knew what that meant. Official care. No witness. No nuisance.

“Anything else?” I asked.

“West free hall’s been busy. More than usual. People in, people out, priests smiling like they’re giving soup. Also heard a woman on needle row saying her niece got weak after the spring blessing and they told her that means impurity is leaving.” He glanced toward the room where Neri had been. “Looks more like life leaving to me.”

The anger that had reignited earlier settled deeper, hotter, steadier. Not a flare now. A furnace.

“Can you listen there?” I asked.

Toby’s eyes flicked to Marta first. Not for permission. For assessment. Sensible again.

“If you ask him to take stupid risks, I’ll skin you,” Marta said.

“I’m asking him to hear names and times,” I said. “Who comes in healthy enough to stand and leaves marked. Who gets moved after. Which priests are present. Which carts run at night.”

Toby grinned without cheer. “That’s just listening. I can do that.”

I nodded. “Start with the west hall. Then the lower treatment log if anyone’s careless enough to leave it visible.”

He snorted softly. “Church people always think poor boys are furniture.”

“Use that.”

“Always do.”

Marta handed him a stale heel of bread wrapped around sliced onion without pausing her motions. He took it with a speed that told me she had timed the gift exactly at the point where pride would lose to hunger.

We talked until dusk thickened around the shutters.

Not in grand strategy terms. In practical pieces. Which free halls rotated novice staff enough to make their routines sloppy. Which alleys led
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