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            Episode One

          

          WHITE VEIN

        

      

    

    
      By the time the second plague bell started ringing, I already had the boy open on the table. Not open the way civilians meant it — not gutted, not ruined. Open in the way that mattered: three fingers pressed to the lateral throat where the calcified channels were thickest, the skin translucent enough that I could see the branching through it without a lens. White. Not the white of scar tissue, which had the decency to look dead. This white moved. Slow and purposeful, like frost deciding where to go next.

      The clinic smelled of wet wool, lamp oil, boiled cloves, and blood warmed too long in bad air. Three oil lamps hung from a ceiling cross-beam that had been part of something else once, a granary, maybe, before Vesperreach swallowed the building whole and the undercity filled in around it. The walls wept a little when it rained. Tonight it was raining.

      “He came in walking,” Yselle said from the doorway. She was already moving, pulling a supply tin from the shelf above the sluice basin, checking the seal on a glass syringe with the practiced efficiency of someone who had stopped trusting anyone else to check it. “Twenty minutes ago. Walking. Talking.”

      I looked at the boy. He was maybe eleven. He was not talking now. His chest moved in the shallow, effortful rhythm of someone whose choir-lungs had begun to harden at the bronchial junctions, which meant that even if I stopped the lateral spread, he had hours before the respiratory cascade.

      “Name?” I asked.

      “He gave one. Didn't match his clothes.”

      I pressed two fingers to his wrist. Pulse was present, rapid, irregular in a specific way — not arrhythmia, but the stutter pattern of a lumen heart trying to push spell-energy through channels that were narrowing. He had active magical anatomy. Most children in the undercity didn't. That mattered, and I filed it without deciding what to do with it yet.

      “Yselle.”

      “Already pulling the branching salts.” She set the tin on the edge of the table. “We're low.”

      We were always low. The noble wards at Saint Auric used silver-etched syringes for this, pre-loaded with suspended branching retardant drawn from properly harvested monster marrow. We used reused glass and whatever I could culture from the dregs of last month's supply run. The results were approximately the same. I had stopped being angry about that distinction somewhere around the third year of running this place.

      I uncapped the syringe, angled it twenty degrees off the calcified line at the jugular, and depressed the plunger in two slow, even beats. The boy's skin dimpled. The white veining shuddered — actually shuddered, a ripple moving up the branching from injection site toward the jaw — and then stilled.

      Not retreated. Stilled.

      I stood back and looked at it.

      “That should have started regression,” Yselle said, and her voice had the particular flatness she used when she already knew something was wrong and was giving me the room to say it first.

      “Yes,” I said. “It should have.”
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        * * *

      

      Standard Calcination responded to branching retardant the way infection responded to heat cautery: painful, slow, but directionally obedient. Cautery burned. Retardant froze the spread at the point of contact, and the circuit usually began to dissolve back along the line over six to eight hours. It was not a cure. Nothing was a cure yet. But it bought time, and in medicine, time was everything.

      The white veining in this boy's throat had not frozen. It had paused, assessed, and resumed.

      I pressed my fingers back to the lateral throat. The skin was warmer than it had been two minutes ago. Not fever-warm. Warmer in the localized way of active metabolic process — the warmth of something growing.

      “Get me the resonance scope,” I said.

      The scope was not a Saint Auric instrument. It was a salvage piece, half cobbled from a cartographer's lens kit and half from a broken diagnostic array that Oren had brought in from the Ossuary Wilds eight months ago in a crate he refused to explain. It shouldn't have worked. It worked because I had spent eleven days making it work, and because the lens array happened to be calibrated to exactly the frequency range where early calcification showed its internal structure.

      I held the scope to the boy's throat and looked through.

      What I saw made me hold very still for a moment.

      Standard Calcination — which I had seen in forty-three patients over the past eight months — showed as a rigid white mineral lattice, crystalline and fixed, the magical channels locked into a frozen branching pattern. It looked like frost. It looked dead, which was appropriate, because it was killing whatever it touched.

      This did not look like frost.

      The white channels in this boy's throat were organized. They ran in parallel lines with regular spacing. At the junction points — where two channels crossed — there were small, perfectly formed nodes, each one identical, each one pulsing in a rhythm I recognized after a moment with a crawl of cold across the back of my neck.

      It matched his heartbeat.

      Whatever was growing in this child's throat was not calcifying his magical circuits. It was replacing them. Building something new in the architecture of the old. And whatever it was building, it was alive enough to sync to his cardiac rhythm and smart enough to route around chemical interference.

      I straightened. I did not say what I was thinking, because Yselle was watching me and she would need to keep working tonight, and there was nothing useful she could do with the particular quality of dread currently occupying the back of my skull.

      “Yselle,” I said instead. “Pull the resonance dampener from the secondary kit. The old one, not the new one — the new one has too broad a field.”

      “That'll slow him down.”

      “It'll slow it down,” I said. “He's currently secondary to the process.”

      She went. I looked at the boy. Eleven years old, roughly, with the fine-boned look of mixed noble blood three or four generations diluted, wearing clothes that were good cloth badly mended and shoes that had been resoled twice. Not undercity poor. Not noble ward wealthy. Something in between that was often the worst place to be in Vesperreach, because it meant you fell through the cracks of both systems with equal efficiency.

      I checked his pockets. Yselle would have already done this, but I checked anyway, because Yselle collected information and I processed it.

      Left pocket: three copper chips and a lint ball. Right pocket: a folded piece of paper, cheap stock, with a pressed flower inside that had gone brown and flat. In the inner breast pocket of his jacket, sewn shut and then carefully reopened and resewn by someone who had tried very hard to make it look untouched: a registration card.

      I unfolded it.

      The registration seal at the top was Saint Auric Grand Infirmary. The patient designation was a number, not a name. The procedure listed was a word I had not seen on a registration card before, because registration cards were administrative documents. They listed admissions and discharges and standard treatments.

      This one listed a graft.

      The date on the graft registration was three years ago. This child had been approximately eight years old when someone at Saint Auric had grafted him with something the card declined to specify, under a procedure code I didn't recognize, authorized by an attending physician whose name had been redacted so completely that the original ink was gone — not crossed out, not obscured, but removed, the paper itself scraped clean.

      I held the card in both hands for a moment. My pulse was steady. I had learned a long time ago that panic liked an audience, and I was currently the only one in the room.

      I put the card in my own pocket.
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        * * *

      

      The resonance dampener bought forty minutes. In those forty minutes I did four things: stabilized his choir-lung function with a bronchial splint I had to manufacture from memory and two strips of aetheric mesh, identified the frequency at which the white veining's internal rhythm operated, confirmed that the rhythm was not cardiac in origin but was instead being externally entrained by something — something outside the boy's body, something I could not locate — and sent Yselle to lock the front door.

      “We're still open,” she said, meaning there were still people in the waiting area.

      “We're closed,” I said, meaning I needed thirty uninterrupted minutes to figure out what was inside this child before anyone else came through.

      She gave me a look that had an entire argument compressed inside it, and then she locked the front door.

      I was attempting to recalibrate the scope for the external signal range when the knock came. Not from the front. From the side entrance, which was not publicly known to exist, which was accessed from an alley that required knowing which drain cover to lift, which meant whoever was knocking had been here before or had been told how to find it.

      Three knocks. A pause. Two more. The code was mine. Oren used it. Tavi used it occasionally. No one else should have had it.

      I did not move from the table. “Yselle.”

      “Checking.” A pause. Then: “It's a Legion badge, Mara.”

      Quarantine Legion. Which meant official business, which meant they had been watching the front entrance and had come around when they saw the lights still on, which meant they probably already knew about the boy, which meant someone had informed them.

      The boy's chest rose and fell. The white veining under my scope showed its orderly, living lattice, pulsing in rhythm with something I still could not identify.

      I had forty minutes of stabilization left, maybe less.

      I crossed to the side door. I opened it.

      The man in the doorway was wearing Legion grey, still damp from the rain, and carrying a case I recognized — the kind of reinforced transit case that Saint Auric used for patient transfers when they did not want the patient to arrive conscious. He was tall, dark-haired, unremarkable except for the complete absence of uncertainty in his expression. He looked like someone who had decided what was going to happen before he left his office.

      Behind him, barely visible in the alley shadow, were two more grey coats.

      “Dr. Sorell,” he said. Not a question. He had known he'd find me here.

      I looked at the transit case.

      “The patient is not stable for transfer,” I said.

      “That determination isn't yours to make,” he said. “Not since the White Ward.”

      There it was. It always came back to the White Ward. “The patient,” I said carefully, “is eleven years old, has a graft of unknown origin registered to Saint Auric three years ago under a procedure I cannot identify, and is currently experiencing a form of Calcination I have not seen before. Whoever brought him here knew enough to find the side door. I want to know which of those facts you find least interesting.”

      Something shifted very slightly in his expression. Not surprise. Recalibration.

      “The patient,” he said, “is property of an ongoing Saint Auric research archive.”

      I heard Yselle make a sound behind me. She covered it immediately and I was grateful.

      “Children,” I said, “are not archive property.”

      “That's a philosophical position,” he said. “I have a warrant.”

      He held it out. The seal was Saint Auric. The second seal, smaller, tucked in the lower corner where most people would not look, was not a seal I had ever seen. Eight-sided. Cut deep into the wax. In the center of it, where most institutional seals placed a crest or an initial, was a single anatomical symbol.

      A sutured heart.

      I had been a surgeon at Saint Auric for nine years. I had seen every department seal, every division mark, every sub-institutional stamp that organization used.

      I had never seen that one.

      I handed the warrant back. “He dies in transfer,” I said. “That's not a philosophy. That's a clinical assessment. Come back in six hours.”

      “Dr. Sorell⁠—”

      “Come back in six hours,” I said, “or explain to your director why you let the specimen expire in an alley.”

      I closed the door.

      I stood with my back against it for exactly four seconds, which was all the time I could afford.

      Then I went back to the boy, picked up the scope, and began the work of finding out what Saint Auric had put inside him and whether I could keep it from finishing whatever it had been designed to start.

      The scope found the external signal on the third pass.

      It was not coming from outside the clinic. It was not coming from the Legion inspector in the alley. It was not coming from the street or the adjacent buildings or the undercity infrastructure below.

      It was coming from inside the clinic walls. From something that had been here before the boy arrived. Something that had been waiting, and had recognized him when he walked through the door, and had begun to sing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode Two

          

          THE THING IN THE WALL

        

      

    

    
      The signal was coming from behind the eastern wall. I knew the eastern wall. I had plastered a crack in it two winters ago with ash-mortar and prayer, because the supply budget did not stretch to a mason. I had hung three shelves of specimen jars on it, each one labeled in my own handwriting, each one containing something Oren had retrieved and I had preserved and neither of us had fully identified. The wall smelled like old stone and the clove-vinegar wash I used on surfaces after a dirty case. It did not smell like anything that should be producing resonance.

      I left the boy stable, dampener active, bronchial splint holding, chest moving in its shallow but adequate rhythm, and crossed to the shelves. Yselle had come back to stand in the doorway between the procedure room and the supply corridor, watching me with the particular quality of stillness she used when she thought I was about to do something she would have strong feelings about later.

      “There's someone in the wall,” I said.

      “There isn't,” she said.

      “Not a person. Something.” I pressed two fingers to the plaster between the second and third shelf bracket. The stone behind it hummed. Not acoustically — I felt it in my fingertips at the frequency range just below audible, the register where aetheric resonance liked to hide. “How long has this clinic been here?”

      “You've been running it for three years.”

      “Before me.”

      “It was a wool factor's storeroom. Before that—” She paused. “I don't know.”

      I began moving jars.
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        * * *

      

      The cavity was not hidden well. It had been hidden quickly, by someone who expected to come back for it and hadn't. The plaster over the recess was newer than the surrounding wall by at least forty years — different color, slightly different texture — and whoever had done the work had used a standard ash-mortar mix rather than the lime-and-grit compound the original builders had preferred. Under ordinary light I would never have noticed. Under the scope, tuned now to the frequency I'd isolated from the boy, the seam glowed like a sutured wound held up to a lamp.

      I used a probe to open it. Twelve minutes of careful work, Yselle holding a lamp at the precise angle I needed, neither of us speaking. The plaster came away in slabs.

      What was inside the cavity was a specimen case.

      Polished blackwood, brass fittings, the kind of case that cost more than I earned in a month at Saint Auric. The surface was clean in the unnatural way of things that had been warded against decay — not dusty, not furred, not touched by the ambient damp that claimed everything else in this building. The brass fittings had not tarnished. The wood had not swelled.

      On the lid, inlaid in bone: a sutured heart.

      I put my hands in my pockets and looked at it for a moment.

      “Mara,” Yselle said.

      “I see it.”

      “We should not open that.”

      “Agreed,” I said, and opened it.

      Inside, nested in velvet the color of old blood, was an organ.

      Preserved, clearly. It sat in a bath of stasis fluid I didn't recognize — not standard suspension medium, not the mineral-oil compound harvesters used in the field. The fluid was faintly luminous, a color between amber and white that had no precise name in the medical vocabulary I'd been trained in. The organ itself was small, the size of a closed fist, and at first I thought it was a heart — the basic architecture was right, the chambers, the major vessels — but the vessel arrangement was wrong. Too symmetrical. And the tissue between the chambers was not myocardium. It was something else. Something structured.

      I picked up the scope.

      The internal tissue showed, under magnification, as a dense lattice of white channels. Organized. Regularly spaced. Identical junction nodes.

      The same pattern as the boy's throat.
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        * * *

      

      “Wake him up,” I said.

      “He's not⁠—”

      “Carefully. Pull the dampener back thirty percent. I want him aware, not ambulatory.”

      Yselle moved with the efficiency I had spent three years relying on. She was a matron, not a surgeon — she did not have the anatomical vocabulary and she did not need it, because she had something more practically useful, which was the ability to do precisely what she was asked in a crisis without requiring an explanation first.

      The boy's eyes opened at the forty-five percent mark.

      They were the wrong color. I knew this immediately because I had noted them on intake — dark brown, standard, unremarkable — and they were now threaded with white. Not the alarming, full-iris white of late-stage Calcination. Fine threads, like cracks in old porcelain, running through the iris from center to edge. They moved when he blinked, resettling into a slightly different pattern each time.

      He looked at the ceiling. Then, slowly, he turned his head and looked at the specimen case on the table beside him.

      “You found it,” he said. His voice was hoarse, the consonants slightly blurred in the way of someone whose choir-lung function was impaired, but his diction was exact. Educated. Not undercity.

      “Found what?” I asked.

      “The lock,” he said. “The other half.”

      I kept my expression clinical. My pulse was less cooperative. “Tell me your name.”

      “Fennic.” A pause. “Fennic Roe.”

      The name landed in my chest like a probe striking bone.

      Roe. Cassian Roe had a son. Had had a son — the boy had been taken from him as part of the institutional censure after the White Ward Collapse, placed with a guardian family under a guardianship arrangement that Roe had described to me once, in the particular tone of a man describing an amputation he had survived. I had not seen the child. I had not known his given name.

      I had known Cassian Roe for eleven years. He had been my supervisor, my mentor, the man who had taught me the difference between preserving a life and preserving the body that housed it. He had also authorized the procedure that destroyed the White Ward, let the institution blame me for it, and disappeared into Saint Auric's upper architecture while I rebuilt my career from salvaged glass syringes in a basement clinic.

      “How old are you?” I asked, because I needed a number I could verify.

      “Eleven.”

      Three years ago, he had been eight. Old enough to be brought into Saint Auric. Old enough for someone to use him.

      “The graft,” I said. “Do you know what they put in you?”

      Fennic looked at the specimen case. “Half of that,” he said simply. “They gave me half and they kept the other half here. So I'd have to come back.”
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        * * *

      

      I sent Yselle to check the alley.

      Legion grey was still there — she could see the lamp through the drain-grate. They weren't leaving. The inspector had taken my six-hours claim at face value or was pretending to, which meant he either believed the clinical assessment or needed me to stay quiet and working long enough for something else to arrive.

      I had, by my estimate, two hours before that something else arrived.

      I put Fennic back under the dampener — gentler this time, less suppression, enough to slow the white veining without silencing whatever conversation it was trying to have with the specimen case — and turned my attention to the organ.

      The stasis fluid, on closer examination, was not a chemical compound. It was a biological medium. It was alive. Under the scope I could see it moving in slow, coordinated currents around the organ, and the movement was not Brownian, not random fluid dynamics. It circulated. In the same rhythm as Fennic's pulse.

      Someone had connected the boy's cardiac rhythm to the stasis medium around this organ before they sealed it in this wall.

      Someone had built a system. A lock, Fennic had called it, and he was exactly right — the organ in the case was the other half of whatever had been grafted into his chest at eight years old, and as long as the two halves were separated, neither could function at full capacity, which meant neither could be used for whatever purpose they had been designed for, and the boy had been kept alive and stable as a kind of biological key.

      I hated how much that made sense. I hated more that it implied a specific kind of planning — not reactive, not experimental in the loose way Saint Auric typically used that word, but designed. Engineered. Long-term.

      The kind of planning that required someone to hide half a magical apparatus in the wall of a building and then wait for circumstances to deliver the other half through the door.

      I looked at my clinic. My shelves of salvage specimens. My reused glass syringes and my cracked-cup mint and the cross-beam from a granary I had never questioned.

      “Yselle,” I said.

      “Yes.”

      “Did you know about the cavity?”

      A pause. The specific length and texture of a pause that was not ignorance.

      “No,” she said. “But I knew the building had been used before you took it. The landlord mentioned previous medical tenants. I assumed he meant the wool trade.”

      “Who arranged the lease?”

      Another pause. Shorter this time. “The clinic fund. The anonymous endowment. Same as always.”

      I had always assumed the anonymous endowment was guild philanthropy. The kind of impersonal institutional charity that salved wealthy consciences. I had accepted it because I needed it, and I had not examined it closely because I had too much else to examine.

      I was beginning to understand this was not a coincidence.

      This clinic had been chosen. I had been put here. Someone had known, three years ago, that I would be exactly desperate and exactly skilled enough to keep whatever they needed kept alive, and they had arranged my entire practice around a storage problem.
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        * * *

      

      I was still holding the specimen case when I heard the second knock.

      Not the Legion code. Not three and two. This was a single sharp knock, the kind used by someone who did not need a code because they expected to be recognized.

      I knew that knock.

      “Don't,” Yselle said, behind me.

      I crossed to the side door and opened it anyway.

      The man in the doorway was not wearing Legion grey. He was wearing a Saint Auric physician's coat, the senior grade, dark blue with silver-thread collar tabs — the kind that required a directorial appointment and a decade of service above reproach. He was fifty-two years old, slightly thinner than when I had last seen him, and he had the look of someone who had been running and had recently stopped and was trying not to show it.

      Cassian Roe looked at me. Then he looked past me at his son on the table. Something in his face changed with the particular, terrible quietness of a man who has spent three years preparing for a moment and has just discovered that preparation does not help.

      “You should not have opened the case,” he said.

      “Your son called it a lock,” I said. “What does it unlock?”

      Roe said nothing. He was looking at Fennic. I watched his hands — he was gripping the doorframe, thumb to the wood, and I could see the pulse in his wrist even from two feet away.

      “Cassian.” I kept my voice level. “Whatever you came here to collect, it belongs to whoever put that seal on the warrant. The sutured heart. Which is not a division I recognize, which means it either didn't exist when I worked there or it was kept from me, and either of those things means it is not something I am inclined to cooperate with.”

      “It existed,” he said quietly. “I helped build it.”

      I had known Cassian Roe for eleven years. I had seen him calm under crisis, brilliant under pressure, morally complex in ways I had spent years trying to forgive him for. I had never seen him frightened.

      He was frightened now.

      “Come inside,” I said, “before the Legion inspector in the alley decides his six hours are up.”

      Roe stepped inside. I closed the door. Behind me, Fennic's eyes were open again, tracking his father with the white-threaded steadiness of someone who had been waiting a long time and was not sure, now that the waiting was over, whether the outcome was good.

      Roe looked at the specimen case in my hands. At the organ nested in its blood-colored velvet. At the luminous stasis medium still circulating in its slow, heartbeat-timed rhythm.

      “The Calcination,” he said, and his voice was barely above a breath. “It isn't spreading randomly, Mara. It's searching. Every patient it takes — it's looking through them for the activation key.”

      He touched the old scar near his collarbone. He did not seem to know he was doing it.

      “The organ in that case,” he said, “is what it's searching for. And you've just taken it out of the wall.”

      The clinic was very quiet. Somewhere outside, the plague bells were ringing — a third sequence now, a new tone, one I had not heard before in eight months of Calcination cases.

      I had learned all the tones. I knew what each one meant.

      I did not know this one.

      “What does that bell mean?” I asked.

      Cassian Roe looked at the ceiling, in the direction of the street above us, and in the lamplight his face had the particular stillness of a man hearing a sound he had always known was coming and had hoped, against sense, would never arrive.

      “It means something found it,” he said. “Something that isn't supposed to be in Vesperreach. Something that can't be here. Something that⁠—”

      The eastern wall cracked.

      Not the cavity I had opened. The wall beside it. A sound like a joint separating, like something pressing from the other side, and a thin white line appeared in the plaster from floor to ceiling — bright, pulsing, following the exact path the scope had shown me when I'd mapped the signal's origin.

      The white line matched the pattern in Fennic's throat. The pattern in the organ. The pattern in the stasis fluid.

      It was not coming from the undercity infrastructure. It was not residue or echo. Something on the other side of that wall was completing the circuit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Episode Three

          

          SINGING WALLS

        

      

    

    
      The crack in the wall was singing. Not metaphorically. I could hear it — a tone in the register just above the range where the human ear began to lose confidence, the kind of sound that arrived as pressure behind the eyes before it registered as sound at all. The white line of light traced the full height of the plaster from floor joist to ceiling beam, and along its length the old stone was changing color. Grey going pale. Pale going luminous. The same ash-white the Calcination left in its wake, except here it was moving in the opposite direction — not spreading from a host outward, but gathering, concentrating, as though the wall were the patient and something on the other side was the source.

      “Close the case,” Roe said behind me.

      “Don't,” I said.

      “Mara—”

      “If I close it, I lose whatever diagnostic information it's generating right now.” I kept my eyes on the crack and my hands on the specimen case, feeling the faint vibration coming through the blackwood lid — the same frequency as the external signal, amplified now, directional. It was not random resonance. The organ in the case was responding to whatever was on the other side of the wall, and the nature of that response told me things. “How long has it been in there?”

      “Twelve years,” Roe said.

      “Twelve years and no breach until now. What changed?”

      A pause. The quality of a pause that contained a full answer being abridged into something more survivable. “You opened the case.”

      “What changed before I opened the case.”

      Fennic spoke from the table, his voice still hoarse, his white-threaded eyes fixed on the wall. “I did,” he said. “When they took me off the suppressant three days ago. Something in me woke up. Something started looking.” He touched his own throat, fingers pressing to the place where the calcification was most visible. “It found me here.”

      The crack widened by a finger's width. The singing climbed half a register.

      I had been a surgeon for fifteen years. I had worked three war-front triage stations and one active plague outbreak and the White Ward on the worst night of its existence. I was familiar with the specific acceleration of a situation moving from manageable to catastrophic, and I was familiar with what good decision-making looked like under that particular kind of pressure.

      I set the specimen case on the table beside Fennic. I picked up the resonance dampener.

      “What are you doing?” Roe asked.

      “Containment surgery,” I said. “Stand clear of the wall.”
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        * * *

      

      I had never warded a room before. I was not a wardwright. I was a trauma surgeon who had spent three years in a basement clinic learning to improvise with salvage equipment, and what I knew about ward construction I had learned from reading a manual Tavi had given me eighteen months ago as what they described as light professional reading. I had been annoyed by the gift at the time. I was not annoyed now.

      The principle was straightforward: a ward was a contained aetheric membrane constructed from the practitioner's own mana-spleen output, anchored to physical substrates — walls, thresholds, instruments — and tuned to repel or absorb a specific type of resonance. The difficulty was in the tuning. A ward tuned incorrectly either let the target frequency through entirely or collapsed inward, and the latter was considerably worse.

      But I had the frequency. I had spent forty minutes isolating it from the boy's throat.

      I set the dampener to broadcast rather than absorb, a modification I was fairly certain the original manufacturer had not intended, and I moved along the eastern wall from the corner nearest the procedure table to the corner nearest the sluice basin, pressing the instrument flat to the plaster at each junction point, letting it lay down a suppression line at the frequency of the external signal.

      The singing dropped in pitch immediately. The crack stopped widening.

      “That won't hold,” Roe said.

      “I know.”

      “The Choir fragment on the other side of that wall has been dormant because the anchor was sealed. Now the anchor is active and the fragment is oriented. It will find another path.”

      I filed the phrase Choir fragment into the part of my mind reserved for things I needed to understand fully and could not afford to understand yet. “How much time does that buy?”

      “Forty minutes. Perhaps an hour.”

      “Then talk fast.”

      Roe looked at his son. Something crossed his face that I did not have a clinical name for. Not guilt exactly — guilt had a specific physiological signature, the micro-expressions of someone cataloguing damage they caused. This was older than guilt. This was the face of a man who had made a decision a long time ago and had been living in its consequences so thoroughly that the original choice had fused with his identity and become impossible to separate.

      I recognized it because I had seen it in the mirror.

      “The Lumen Directorate,” he said. “That's the name you didn't recognize on the seal.”
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        * * *

      

      The Lumen Directorate was not a Saint Auric division in any official sense. It had no ward, no budget line, no patient census. It existed inside Saint Auric the way a tumor existed inside a body — drawing resources from the surrounding tissue, invisible to casual examination, growing in the dark behind the things that looked healthy.

      Roe had helped build it. Not initially as something malignant — his voice carried the particular precision of a man who had spent years rationalizing and had recently stopped, and the result was a narrative stripped of its own justifications, which was more damning than confession. Fifteen years ago he had believed, genuinely, that the Calcination was a natural progression of Aevryth's magical biology. That humanity's organs were adapting. That the adaptation could be guided rather than resisted. The Directorate had been founded to guide it.

      “The anchor objects,” he said. “There are eleven of them. Distributed across Vesperreach in the years after the first Calcination cases. Each one keyed to a host — a child, always, because the pediatric lumen heart takes a graft more cleanly, and because—” He stopped. “Because children don't ask the right questions when you tell them you're helping.”

      The room was very quiet.

      “Eleven children,” I said.

      “Eleven anchors. The hosts are alive. They were monitored, for a time.” He touched the scar at his collarbone. He was doing it again without knowing. “The Directorate intended the anchors as diagnostic instruments. Each one was keyed to a specific Choir fragment dormant in the city's underanatomy. The theory was that if the fragments could be located and individually studied, the Calcination could be mapped — its progression predicted, the worst sites preemptively treated.”

      “The theory,” I said, because there was clearly a second half to this.

      “The theory ended when Archon Bale took the Directorate's funding and its files and its research staff and built something else with them.” Roe's voice had gone flat. The flatness of a scalpel that had been pressed too long against a hard surface. “He is not interested in mapping the Calcination, Mara. He is interested in completing it.”

      I thought about the warrant. The eight-sided seal. The transit case the Legion inspector had been carrying, built for unconscious patients.

      “He wanted the boy,” I said. “Not the case. The boy.”

      “The host is the key. The anchor alone is inert. Eleven living children, eleven dormant Choir fragments, and someone with the knowledge to complete the circuit simultaneously.” Roe finally looked at me directly. His eyes had the look of a man who has been waiting a long time to say something he cannot unsay. “The White Ward Collapse. It wasn't a failure, Mara. It was a dispersal. The Ward contained the primary Choir fragment — the one the Directorate originally isolated. Bale scattered it. Every case of Calcination since then is a piece of that fragment searching for the anchor network that will let it reconstitute.”

      I had spent three years rebuilding from the White Ward. Three years being called a butcher and a failure and a cautionary tale. Three years believing I had been discarded by an institution that found me expendable.

      I had not been discarded. I had been placed. In a building with a Choir fragment in the wall and an anchor in the cavity and an anonymous endowment keeping me solvent and desperate enough not to ask questions.

      I kept my hands steady. My pulse was less cooperative.
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        * * *

      

      “The dampener is degrading,” Fennic said from the table.

      He was right. I could hear it — the singing in the wall rising again, a quarter-tone, the frequency climbing back toward the resonance threshold I'd suppressed. The Choir fragment on the other side had found the edges of my ward and was testing them with the patient, methodical persistence of something that had been waiting twelve years and could afford to wait another twelve minutes.

      I had perhaps twenty minutes before it found a gap.

      “The case,” I said. “If I reseal it, does it go dormant?”

      “It goes quiet,” Roe said. “It doesn't go dormant. Not anymore. You've broken the isolation. The fragment knows the anchor is active.”

      “Then I need to move it.” I looked at Fennic. “And you.”

      The boy met my eyes with the white-threaded steadiness that was becoming familiar, and I did not let myself think too long about the fact that an eight-year-old had been grafted with half a divine anchor and told it was medicine.

      “There's a secondary exit,” Yselle said, from the doorway to the supply corridor. She said it in the tone of someone disclosing information they had been keeping in reserve. I noted this and set it aside. “Below the sluice basin. The landlord showed me when I took the building inventory. It connects to the granary canal system.”

      “The Legion will have the canal exits marked,” Roe said.

      “Probably,” I said. “But the inspector has been waiting in the alley for two hours in the rain, which means he expected a quiet retrieval and didn't bring a canal team.” I began breaking down the portable equipment — the scope, the dampener, the specimen case, the bronchial splint materials. Triage packing: what is essential, what is merely useful, what is weight I cannot carry. “Yselle. Get Fennic ambulatory. Roe⁠—”

      “I'm coming with you.”

      “You're going to tell me everything else you know about the other ten hosts before we reach the canal. That's the condition.”

      He nodded. Something in his posture changed — the particular shift of a man who had been holding a weight alone for a long time and had just been told he could put part of it down, and the relief was worse than the burden because it meant admitting how long he'd been carrying it.

      I did not feel charitable toward Cassian Roe. I also could not afford to waste what he knew, and these two facts had to coexist, at least until we were somewhere that wasn't about to become a divine contamination site.

      Yselle had Fennic on his feet. The boy was pale and the white veining was moving again — slow, navigational, oriented toward the specimen case in my hands — but he was standing, which was more than he had been thirty minutes ago.

      I looked at the eastern wall.

      The crack had doubled in width while we talked. Through it, I could see nothing — not stone, not infrastructure, not the adjacent building's foundation. The light behind it was white and sourceless and moved in the same slow circulation pattern as the stasis fluid in the specimen case.

      I had the scope in my bag. On impulse I pulled it out, held it to the crack, and looked through.

      The Underanatomy was visible. For the first time in my life without any formal training in cartography, without a Veil Keeper present, without any of the conventional equipment for piercing the boundary between the Flesh Realm and the layer beneath it — I could see the hidden anatomy of the world through a crack in a basement wall.

      Ley lines. Nerve-bright and enormous, running beneath the city in patterns that matched no street grid, no canal map, no architectural plan I had ever seen. Districts rendered as organs. The undercity as a tangle of tissue, infected in places, calcified in others, and at the center of it all, in the place where the Choir fragment had been dormant for twelve years⁠—

      A chamber. A sealed space. And inside it, something that was aware of being looked at.

      I lowered the scope. I put it in my bag. I did not share what I had seen, because Yselle needed to keep moving and Roe needed to keep talking and Fennic needed to keep breathing, and none of those things would be served by me explaining that the Choir fragment in the wall had just looked back at me.

      “Move,” I said.

      We moved.

      We were four steps from the sluice basin when the front door opened.

      Not the side door. Not the hidden entrance below the drain cover. The front door — the one Yselle had locked two hours ago, the one that required a key that only I and Yselle carried, the one that faced the street above where the Quarantine Legion had been watching.

      The Legion inspector walked in. Dry, now — he had found shelter somewhere in the interim, which meant he had not been standing in the alley for two hours. He had been somewhere else, and he had come back through a door that should not have opened for him.

      He looked at the group of us: Fennic upright and white-eyed, Yselle with her hand still at the boy's elbow, Roe in his Saint Auric coat, me with the specimen case in one hand and my bag in the other.

      He looked at the specimen case.

      Something shifted in his expression that was not surprise and was not recalibration.

      It was recognition.

      “Dr. Sorell,” he said. His voice was the same as it had been at the side door — exact, controlled, stripped of uncertainty. “I'm not with the Quarantine Legion.”

      He reached into his coat and produced a badge. Not Legion grey. The seal on it was eight-sided.

      “My name is Inspector Lucen Dae,” he said, “and I need you to listen to me very carefully, because the Choir fragment in your wall is not the one you should be worried about.”

      Behind us, the eastern wall cracked through completely. The singing stopped. The silence was worse.

      
        
        — End of Episode Three —
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