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Lóránt crouched on the riverbank, eyes wide as his gaze followed the moon’s reflection on the gently rippling water. Crickets chirped around him, their odd but cheerful song broken now and then by the distant hooting of an owl. The night was clear, the vast sky unbroken by clouds, and the moon hung in a bold circle above. Lóránt loved the silver light, the way it blanketed everything when the moon was full. There was something soothing about it, comforting his aching heart though it might not fix the pain everywhere else. 

A stray leaf lay nearby, and he reached for it and carefully leaned forward to set it on the water. In another moment he was watching the soft current carry the leaf away, the moon’s reflection a shining and irregular path drawing the leaf toward some unknown destination. And adventure, of course. Lots of adventures out there in the world. 

And as his thoughts went down that direction, they also turned to the two children who were adopted this morning. Lóránt wondered how they were faring now. Did they like their new families? Did their families like them? Surely they did if they specifically chose those two out of so many. Those two—Lóránt didn’t know their names—had been popular among the other orphans and seemed to like everyone. Well, almost everyone. 

He shifted when his legs started to cramp and sat down on the riverbank, his gaze still fixed wistfully on the leaf that was now carrying him away in his imagination. 

“Lóránt? What’re you doing here?” a soft voice called out from the trees behind him. 

Lóránt wasn’t even startled. He glanced over his shoulder and shrugged. 

“Watching the moon,” he signed and then pointed at the river. 

“Can I join you?”

Lóránt nodded but didn’t move aside. It wasn’t as if he didn’t want to; he simply couldn’t. The nurse took care of his knees’ bleeding earlier with the proper spell, but they still throbbed a little, and it still hurt when moving his legs. He’d walked funny the rest of the day, which further slowed him down when it came to his chores. 

“The bruised tissue under your skin will continue to heal throughout the day, Lóránt, even if the surface wound itself is gone,” the nurse had told him. “I’ve already spoken with Eszter Pesti about your chores, and she’s agreed to wait until you’re fully healed.”

But St. Jerome’s kitchen mistress had done nothing of the sort once Miss Fábián’s back was turned. Lóránt might not have been told to help gather the soiled dishes from the tables in the dining hall, but he still wiped the long tables down, which required a good deal of stretching and straining on throbbing knees. At the very least he had three other children doing the same, and everyone’s combined efforts made the task much less painful and exhausting. Lóránt performed much more slowly because of his injuries, but he managed to get them done with minimal fuss and suppressed tears. 

“How are your knees?” the larger boy sitting beside him asked, his voice still quiet and gentle.

Lóránt considered and softly rubbed the affected areas. The rough fabric of his old trousers wasn’t comfortable, but he was used to them. 

“They’re getting better,” he signed. “Still hurts a little, though.”

“And you’re sure you don’t know who hurt you?” 

Lóránt nodded, a touch alarmed. He did know who’d pushed him hard from behind, cursing him for being in everyone’s way and moving too slowly. He was carrying a couple of soiled platters from breakfast, and Bartó and his gang of four were walking behind, their longer strides easily moving them too close at the worst possible moment. 

Lóránt had then reached the narrow door that led to the outer court when the group caught up with him, and when he slowed further to make sure he navigated the low stone steps without trouble, Bartó shoved him. Lóránt stumbled, lost his balance, and fell down (mercifully) three stone steps, scraping his knees badly against the rough surface and losing both platters in a terrific crash. 

“Stupid mute,” someone from the group snarled as Lóránt stared in horror at the shattered crockery.

“Move faster next time!” another one of them snapped. 

It would take him a handful of shocked seconds before the pain in both his knees and heart tore silent sobs from him. 

The memory still stung even hours after the incident, and he was back on the riverbank, finding comfort in the moon and the water. And now that Dávid Bodnár found him and forced him not only to remember but to lie as well, the heartache returned tenfold. He tried to take a deep breath to fight off the tide, but it didn’t work, and he burst into tears. At least in Dávid’s company he didn’t need to feel so ashamed of his muteness and the odd sounds that normally came from him whenever he wept hard like this. Dávid himself once described the voiceless gasps as “wheezes”, which only hurt even more since it sounded so abnormal. 

“Oh—Lóránt, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry. Here. Come here.” 

Lóránt was soon wrapped in a warm and firm embrace, the larger and older boy a familiar presence that usually came when Lóránt needed it the most. Dávid knew him too well, it looked like. As if he could sense Lóránt’s distress from a distant part of St. Jerome’s and ensured he found his friend to see what the matter was. 

Whether immediately or hours later, Dávid would always find him and comfort him in his own way. Like a big brother, literally and age-wise. Dávid was twelve years old to Lóránt’s seven, and for some mysterious reason, he’d attached himself to an abandoned boy who was born mute. 

There was a good deal of movement from Dávid, and before long all was calm around him, and Lóránt realized Dávid had moved so that Lóránt sat in front of him, bracketed by Dávid’s legs and held against Dávid’s chest by a pair of iron bands that passed for arms. Dávid stayed quiet for a time, allowing Lóránt to tire himself out while offering warmth and solace. 

They watched the river for a few more moments like this, the leaf having long vanished from sight, the crickets’ chirping occasionally punctuated by Lóránt’s hiccupping gasps. The tears were now spent, and Lóránt’s shirt was utterly soaked and soiled with tears and snot. And he felt so, so tired and drained. 

“I’d like to follow that river someday,” Dávid murmured, his chin resting on the top of Lóránt’s head. “I’m sure it cuts through some of the best places out there. Like forests and mountains and wild spaces. I’ll only sail on the river at night, though. The moon’s pretty, isn’t it? It seems to be made for the river.” Dávid paused. “All right, it’s the other way around. The river’s made for the moon. I don’t think it looks just as magical when the sun’s high and shines on it.”

Lóránt listened tiredly, his mind now distracted by Dávid’s one-sided conversation. Curiosity turned to calm joy, easily overtaking hurt as he settled into the affectionate rambling from his friend. The moon and the river were a very good pair, he realized, and he could think of nothing better than to do what Dávid planned to do himself.

“Can I join you when you go?” he signed—a little awkwardly since he stayed pressed against Dávid’s front, and his friend couldn’t really see all of his gestures. Realizing this, he patted Dávid’s leg emphatically and forced Dávid to move his head so that he could peer over Lóránt’s shoulder when Lóránt signed his question again.

“Of course you can! I was going to ask you to come with me, but you have to grow big and healthy to go out on adventures. We don’t know what’s out there, and we’ll be on our own. We’ve got to be strong to survive, haven’t we?”

“But it’ll be beautiful out there!”

“Yes, but there’s also danger. It’s not all rainbows and flowers, Lóránt.”

“Yes, it is,” Lóránt insisted, his motions now almost stumbling and hurried as excitement grew. “There’ll be lots of birds and trees and mountains like those ones.”

Dávid laughed. “All right, all right. If you say so. We’ll follow the river and all the rainbows we can find along the way. But I still say you need to grow bigger and healthier to be able to follow the river for miles and miles. Can you do that, then? It’s my rule for anyone who joins me.”

Lóránt considered, frowning. Dávid was a big boy, to be sure—big-boned, robust, and hearty. Lóránt had heard his friend described as large enough to be mistaken for someone older—like a fifteen-year-old or more. He was smart and kind, perhaps not as popular as the children who were nearly worshipped by the others, but Lóránt saw just how Dávid was respected and listened to. Could Lóránt manage to catch up with his friend, grow into the same height and bulk as Dávid in a couple or so years? 

“I’ll try hard,” he signed at length. “But I don’t know when you plan to follow the river. I’ll be too slow growing up.”

“I’ll wait for you, then. I promise.”

“But what if I never do? I don’t want you to wait forever.”

Dávid didn’t even hesitate in his response. “I’ll wait forever.” 

And that was that. There was a note of finality in his answer, and Lóránt knew he shouldn’t argue since it might irritate his friend. He could ill afford to lose Dávid to stupid things that tended to come out of Lóránt’s head even though he never meant to sound foolish. The two settled back into comfortable and familiar silence, and Lóránt found himself lulled further by his friend’s embrace and protective hold. With the day’s draining moments and that night’s final, exhausting purging of grief and pain, Lóránt was truly in a state of complete lethargy. He managed a little smile in between yawns, his dimming gaze still fixed on the moon-kissed water. 

As he gradually sank into the restful calm of sleep, he thought he could hear Dávid hum, feel Dávid rock ever so slightly, which worked like magic. Lóránt was pulled in, and he was soon lost in dreams filled with a large, round moon casting silver lights on gentle currents, and he sat on a leaf that carried him to distant lands he knew nothing about. 

He was promised rainbows, though—the moon said so, anyway, and the moon never lied. Lóránt floated on the river, and then he floated over uneven ground not in a leaf but in a pair of thick arms. Uneven ground gave way to a flatter surface, but the comforting hold never eased. Everything was going to be all right, the moon whispered, and he believed it. He sank back into sleep, and this time his dreams had Dávid standing on the water and beckoning to him with a smile, his figure wreathed in silver. 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 2
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The world was nothing more than a wildly spinning mess of color, noise, and pain. Dávid snarled and cursed, his entire body alternately tensing and relaxing though all that did little to buffer the dreadful impact of tangled bodies on stone. His fists kept swinging, his legs furiously seeking purchase as he fought to pin his adversary down so he could pummel the devil out of him.

Bartó Csonka tried—oh, he tried so hard—to show just how well-matched they were in a fistfight. He was fifteen, for heaven’s sake, and he equaled Dávid in physique, and yet he barely hung on, taking more than he was able to give. His shouts were in equal parts pain and anger while Dávid’s were pure fury. Dávid was going to be in trouble with St. Jerome’s director, but he didn’t give a damn. Around them, the older orphans shouted and cheered in a cacophony of support for either fighter or dismay over the fallout of this fight. 

“Stop! Stop! The director’s coming!” a terrified voice yelled. 

“Let go, you fucking beast!” Bartó howled as two—well, three—more punches landed.

Dávid merely grunted and took advantage of the time between the terrified warning and the inevitable rough handling of the director’s assistants, his vision still red, still filled with the sight of a small, scrawny thing sobbing his heart out on the riverbank. 

Knowing that Lóránt had been picked on yet again—unprovoked, of course—and hearing the small boy vent his pain in tight wheezes as though the poor thing were being strangled lit that unfortunate fire in Dávid, who could go from hot to cold and back to hot with the snap of a finger. Oh, he knew exactly who’d hurt Lóránt, and he could think of nothing but to smear Bartó Csonka’s smirking mug all over the weathered stone of the orphanage’s courtyard. 

“That’s enough!” a woman’s voice barked. “Stop it this instant! Csonka! Bodnár! Here, break this up, Tibor! Vilmos, take Bodnár!”

The rough handling came, and Dávid and Bartó were pulled apart. The world stopped spinning though it took a second or two for Dávid’s brain to settle back down, and the rage finally eased, albeit slowly. As far as he was concerned, the reckoning wasn’t done. When he straightened and tugged his clothes into a relatively neater state, Dávid felt a bitter wave of satisfaction at the sight of a thoroughly roughed up Bartó—bruised with the promise of a stupendous black eye, his lip bleeding. Dávid was under no illusion that he likely appeared just as bad, but knowing he’d exacted justice on Lóránt’s behalf made it all worth it. 

“What the hell, Bodnár?” Vilmos Gaál, one of the director’s assistants, hissed as he gave Dávid’s arm a rough shake. “I expected better from you!” One more disappointed yet angry shake followed, and Mr. Gaál sighed heavily. “I’ll take you to the nurse after the director deals with you.”

“Yes, sir,” Dávid replied. He was sorry for disappointing Mr. Gaál and was determined to bear the tongue-lashing he expected in the director’s office, but he still regretted nothing about what he’d done to that miserable piece of shit. 

Bartó was led away first by Tibor Bokor, the bigger and more terrifying of the director’s assistants. When Mr. Gaál followed, still holding Dávid by the arm, Dávid glanced around, his gaze skimming across the gathered older children and adolescents for—ah, there they were. 

Bartó’s four friends were separated from each other as planned, Dávid’s own little gang ensuring those drooling baboons got their relative share of justice though not through a boy’s fist. Everyone knew those thugs thought themselves to be ladies’ men, and they’d been chasing a few skirts relentlessly since they turned thirteen or somewhere thereabouts. One of them was unfortunate enough to set his sights on Irén Lovász, a twelve-year-old beauty who took shit from no one and who’d proven herself to be Dávid’s superior—not in size and brute strength, but in guile and agility. 

It was a mere glance at Irén’s unfortunate suitor, but it was enough to confirm a bruised cheek and a distinct air of mortification and wounded pride. No doubt the others in the gang sported other marks of female disgust though perhaps one might have gotten his own version of a black eye in the form of a nasty kick in the groin. One of the girls who counted herself in Dávid’s corner wasn’t above fighting dirty, and he adored her for it. And so Dávid was led away, the director taking up the rear and barking orders for the children to go back to business—which probably meant go back to talking or flirting or doing what young adolescents did to pass the time. 

Bartó went first, and Dávid was forced to wait for several dragging minutes in a small adjoining room with Mr. Gaál posted outside the door. And once the door shut behind the gentleman, Dávid leaped from his chair and bolted to the window to peer out. 

The main offices of St. Jerome’s were situated somewhere in the middle of the ground floor. Their windows looked out at the rear courtyard, which was the play area for the younger orphans. Smaller figures dotted the dreary space, shrieking in laughter as they played and got in their day’s exercise. There were a handful who didn’t partake for whatever reason, opting instead to enjoy the shade of the few trees growing along the perimeter just inside the high stone walls. 

Lóránt was easy to spot because his movements were predictable. He rarely, if ever, played with his peers and instead sat in the shade and watched. Likely daydreamed, Dávid corrected himself with a pleased little smile that tugged at his now swollen lip and made him wince. Lóránt always daydreamed whenever he wasn’t being forced to work by the kitchen mistress—a clear indication of his standing among everyone. 

Orphans and abandoned children deemed early on to be impossible to adopt were consigned to kitchen support duties, and when old enough, they’d be offered up for apprenticeship in different trades, the local guilds coming by to pick their new workers for training. 

Dávid himself had seen a splendidly dressed representative from some noble household come by in the evening to discuss matters with the director. Then within a week or on the same night, one of the kitchen support orphans who’d grown too old by this point and who was now assigned other housekeeping duties elsewhere in St. Jerome’s would be bundled into a waiting carriage, never to be seen again.

Dávid’s chest ached at the thought that Lóránt’s future was already set. It was no small wonder the boy was barely taught reading and writing while the other children were required to do more and learn basic manualism since they were expected to be able to adapt to a broader range of experiences beyond the orphanage walls. Dávid had long discovered a smaller and more personal value to his own knowledge and growing skill, and he loved seeing Lóránt’s face glow from happiness whenever the younger boy was able to communicate dearly held ideas to Dávid without trouble.

“You’re very good at signing, too,” Lóránt once quipped.

“I have to if I want to keep up with you,” Dávid replied, preening, though in truth, only Lóránt depended more on manualism. 

Dávid spent the next several minutes simply watching the goings on outside though much of that time was dedicated to keeping an eye on Lóránt’s solitary figure in the shade. And wondering why he’d been so drawn to the little thing. Dávid sighed as he considered. 

He remembered that time when he was five, and a good deal of hubbub rippled through the head staff during dinner over an infant abandoned on the orphanage’s doorstep. Wrapped in rough wool, tucked inside a basket, the baby was notable largely for its silent cries and the single handwritten note slipped inside its swaddling clothes: Lóránt Kárpáthy, two months. Born mute. Dávid could still remember the looks exchanged between a couple of the cleaning maids that evening when odd whispers flew about the new baby. 

Dávid then didn’t really know what was happening, but the look on those girls’ faces were seared in his memory because they weren’t looks of worry for the unfortunate infant, but of terror. Now that he was much older and able to look back and think upon it with a little more knowledge of the world, he wondered why such naked terror on a baby’s behalf. Or was it fear because the baby was born mute? Was it a sign of bad luck for the orphanage and everyone in it that a mute child was abandoned there? Dávid’s temper stirred once again.

“Fucking idiots,” he muttered. 

The door suddenly opened, and Mr. Gaál peeked in. “It’s your turn, Bodnár.”

With a sigh, Dávid abandoned the window and was led to the next room. Mr. Gaál again took his position outside the office door though for what purpose, Dávid didn’t know since he wouldn’t pose a threat to the director. Bullying shits like Bartó and his gang, yes, but not the director. 

“For heaven’s sake,” she said without preamble as she replaced a bejeweled bottle on a nearby shelf. “I do wish you’d take matters up with me first before letting your fists do the talking. What on earth were you thinking, beating the stuffing out of Bartó?”

“He hurt Lóránt without reason because he’s a bully, and I don’t like seeing other people picked on because they’re smaller or weaker,” Dávid replied evenly. “I’m sorry for embarrassing you and St. Jerome’s, ma’am, but I’m not sorry I beat the shit out of him.”

“Tut, language! We aren’t teaching you to talk like a ruffian, let alone behave like one, Dávid Bodnár,” the director retorted. “And I’ll have you know we have families who’ve applied for Bartó and his friends, and you reducing them to a collection of bruises and broken noses and endangering their status as adoptees is undermining everything St. Jerome’s stands for.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I didn’t know...” But Dávid held back the rest. Indeed, had he known, he’d have held his temper in check which would have facilitated a hastier removal of the useless brutes from the orphanage. 

“Of course you didn’t realize. You act before you think, and I’m afraid your temper will get the better of you someday, Dávid. For heaven’s sake, you’re only twelve years old, yet you think and act like someone twice your age!” 

Dávid winced. Yes, he realized that now, but he couldn’t help himself, for that was how things worked in such an environment, wasn’t it? It was every man for himself in an orphanage, even in one as well-run and strictly regulated as St. Jerome’s. And he did have a temper, but more often than not, it expressed itself when injustice was clearly being played out right in front of him. 

It was also a great deal more roused when that injustice was directed at Lóránt. Dávid realized he regretted nothing, would never regret the work of his fists if it meant defending Lóránt though he might not fully comprehend why—why all this trouble for a small, weak, daydreaming mute. 
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Outsiders—really hopeful parents—appeared on occasion at St. Jerome’s. Sometimes they came in larger numbers that sent the orphanage staff scurrying and the director’s terrifying figure emerging from her office and moving among the children. Those outsiders were also entertained and fed in the main dining hall with Lóránt and the other kitchen helpers scrambling to prepare the tables and clean them afterward. 

Now and then they’d be called upon to bring another plate of something—bread and cheese, mostly—or carry another pitcher of water to replace the empty one. In the meantime, the director and her assistants chatted with their guests and did their best charming them into observing and, with some luck, meeting children. 

Lóránt or his fellow helpers sometimes caught these guests’ attention, but the director was always quick to dissuade them. 

“They’re for the guilds,” she’d vaguely say, which Lóránt at first didn’t quite understand. But over time he’d heard enough to know he and his companions were reserves meant to (as the director often described it) “bolster the kingdom’s economy” with “good apprentices” who were expected to “rise up the ranks” and eventually be journeymen. For his part, Lóránt had absolutely no idea what he’d be good for other than kitchen duties, and Mrs. Pesti often reassured him he’d be moving on to other things once the older reserves were taken in by local artisans and left open positions elsewhere in the orphanage.

“Maybe I can learn to cook, and then I can be like Mrs. Pesti someday and cook for a nobleman,” Lóránt signed, smiling shyly at Dávid one evening by the moonlit river. “I’ve gotten better at cleaning the tables now, and she said I’m very quick at serving guests. And I heard half of the reserves were picked up by people who live in castles to work there.”

Dávid watched his gestures with his own thoughtful little smile. “I think you deserve much better than that,” he replied, and Lóránt’s heart sank. 

“But I don’t know anything else, and I’m already nine.” Lóránt stared at his hands sullenly. He tried to move them to form more words, but his own thoughts dissolved under the weight of disappointment, so he simply laced his fingers together and turned his attention back to the river and the crescent moon above.   
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