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THE WARD BETWEEN US

CHAPTER ONE
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The pre-dawn light in Corwin's study was the particular grey of a city that hadn't quite decided to become morning yet.

Seraphine stood in the doorway with her second cup of tea going cold in her hand and watched him read.

He had been at his desk since before she woke — she'd noticed the absence of warmth on his side of the bed and the lamp burning under the study door before she'd been fully conscious, and had catalogued both facts with the automatic efficiency of seven years of shared space. Not alarming. Corwin had research spirals the way other people had colds: periodic, inevitable, and best managed with patience and adequate hydration. She had left a glass of water on his desk at some point in the night. It was empty now. She noted that too.

He was annotating in the margins of something — a long document, pages of it, written in a hand that was not his own. His handwriting was cramped and precise in the margins. His reading posture was the same it always was: weight forward, left elbow on the desk, the pen moving between his fingers without him seeming aware that it was moving. He had not heard her in the doorway. Or he had, and had chosen to finish the sentence first.

She chose to wait.

The glyph on her left wrist caught her eye in the lamplight. She had been tracing it again — the small, habitual arc of two fingers over the inside of her wrist, the shape so familiar now that she did it without noticing until the noticing came. She stilled her hand. Set it around the cup of tea instead.

Corwin set down his pen and looked up.

“You forgot breakfast,” he said. He did not look at the clock. He had looked at it sometime in the last hour, and this had given him sufficient information.

“I haven’t forgotten breakfast,” she said. “I haven’t had it yet. Those are different things.”

“The bread is on the counter.” A beat. “It’s been on the counter since yesterday afternoon.”

She looked over her shoulder toward the kitchen, as if the bread might be visible from the study doorway. It was not.

“That doesn’t mean I forgot it.”

“What does it mean?”

She thought about it. “It means I was expecting it to take some initiative.”

He looked at her for a moment with the particular expression she had learned to identify as Corwin-suppressing-amusement — a very slight compression at the corners of his mouth, a deliberate steadiness in his eyes that meant he was choosing not to make the face the face wanted to make. He was considerably funnier in private than the diplomatic community believed. The diplomatic community mostly got the stillness and the careful phrasing. She had gotten seven years of the other thing, which she considered an entirely reasonable return on her investment.

“There’s a messenger packet on the kitchen table,” he said, returning to his margins. “It came while you were asleep. From the Archive office. I signed for it.”

She took herself to the kitchen.

—
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The packet was from the Vael Archive, as Corwin had said — their seal on the outer fold, a small embossed V she had learned to recognize without looking directly at it, the way you learned to recognize certain kinds of weather. The seal had been broken, which meant the duty officer had already opened it and, presumably, been disappointed by the contents.

She broke a piece of bread — it was stale but edible, the way bread always was when she forgot to eat it before it became stale — and opened the packet.

It was a copy of a treaty. The Caldenmere Territorial Agreement of the Sixth Age, Secondary Provisions, pages fourteen through twenty-nine. A note from the Archive’s administrative office was tucked inside: Apologies for the misdirection. These pages were separated from the primary document during our reorganization and appear to have been routed to your office address in error. Please discard or return at your earliest convenience.

She looked at the document. She looked at the note. She looked at the document again.

The Caldenmere agreement had been closed for eleven years. It was not relevant to anything she was currently working on. It was not, as far as she could determine, relevant to anything that had been worked on by anyone in their building within recent memory. It was fourteen pages of secondary provisions about fishing rights in a border lake that had since been redirected due to a dam project.

She took the bread and the document back to the study.

“The Archive sent us someone else’s treaty.”

Corwin didn’t look up. “Which one?”

“The Caldenmere Secondary Provisions.”

A pause. His pen stopped moving. “Why.”

“Their note says reorganization. Misdirection.”

He held out his hand for it without looking away from his own document. She passed it over. He read the cover page, read the administrative note, read the cover page again with his head slightly tilted, which meant he was looking at the original draft date.

“The Caldenmere agreement was organized under the border treaties collection,” he said. “It hasn’t been reorganized in —” He calculated something silently. “Three years at minimum. The secondary provisions would have been filed with the primary document under the same catalogue number.”

“So.”

“So it wasn’t separated during a reorganization.” He set the document on his desk. He did not say anything else for a moment, but she recognized this silence too — the silence that meant he was doing something in his head that required concentration and that he would report back from when he had finished. “It was filed separately from the start. Someone catalogued them as two distinct documents when they should have been one. The note is technically accurate. The explanation is not.”

Seraphine looked at the Caldenmere Secondary Provisions. The Caldenmere Secondary Provisions looked back at her, containing nothing but years-old negotiations about a lake that no longer functioned as described.

“Is this anything we need to worry about?”

He considered. “No. Someone made a cataloguing error and wrote a note that obscures it. That’s not unusual. Archives are full of documents that look complete.” He picked up his pen. “The most dangerous documents are the ones that look complete.”

She went still for half a second.

He was not talking about her. He was talking about the document. She knew this with the total certainty of a person who had said the same kind of thing to herself many times and recognized the tone: the tone of professional observation, of a mind that processed the world as a set of records requiring accurate annotation.

He was talking about the Caldenmere Secondary Provisions. He was talking about the kind of cataloguing error that happened when someone wanted a document filed away without acknowledging that it was being separated from its original context. He was talking, specifically and only, about archival practice.

She answered: “Then we authenticate it.”

“Mm.” He had already returned to his own margins. “Or we send it back and let them figure it out. It’s not our collection.”

“It came to us.”

“Erroneously.”

“Still.” She sat in the chair she had come to occupy in his study — not officially hers, still technically the reading chair; she had never mentioned that she thought of it as hers, and he had never mentioned that he’d stopped using it for anything other than a place to put things when she wasn’t in it. “The document exists. Someone filed it wrong. The fact that we received it erroneously doesn’t change what it is.”

He looked at her. A longer look than the document warranted.

“You’re going to write them a letter,” he said.

“I’m going to write them a letter.”

“Pointing out the cataloguing error.”

“The error and the cover note. Both. Someone should know.” She took a bite of bread. “It probably doesn’t matter. But it should be on record that it was noticed.”

He made a sound that was not quite agreement and not quite disagreement — somewhere in between, the verbal equivalent of the not-quite-smile, the sound of a man who found the person he was married to slightly surprising at regular intervals and had learned to accommodate this as a feature rather than a variable.

She wrote the letter at his desk, using the bottom corner while he worked at the top, which was an arrangement they had arrived at by negotiation so implicit it had never been stated.
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By the time real morning arrived — the kind with light and, eventually, a second delivery of papers from the Corps administrative office — Corwin had finished his document, made a cup of the particular tea he preferred that she found undrinkable, and moved to the window with it, reading the final pages standing up in the way he did when he was close to the end of something and reluctant to settle.

She watched him do this while pretending to review the Corps briefing notes.

This was something she had also learned to do without examining: the watching. There was a particular quality to his attention when he was reading something that engaged him — a specific stillness that was not the stillness of distraction but its opposite, a gathering rather than an absence. She had seen it enough times that she recognized it, as she recognized most things about him, with the automatic precision of someone who had spent seven years paying attention without acknowledging she was doing so.

She was not examining this. She returned her attention to the briefing notes.

“The Ambassador’s office sent an update on the Dorren matter,” she said. “They’ve requested our preliminary assessment by the end of the week.”

“Which Dorren matter.”

“The Ashenveil one. The trade negotiation.”

He turned a page. “I’ll need to check the pre-Sundering records on the Dorren family’s claimed territory. There are three possible archive sources for that and they don’t agree with each other.”

“Is that unusual?”

“For pre-Sundering records? No.” He reached the last page and stood with it for a moment before setting the document on the windowsill with the quiet finality of a man closing a chapter. “It means someone has to read all three and determine which one is closest to accurate. That takes time.”

“How much time.”

“How much do we have?”

“End of the week for the preliminary assessment. Whatever timeline the Ashenveil negotiation itself requires after that.”

He made the calculation. “It’s manageable. I’ll need access to the secondary collections, but that’s —” He stopped. Picked up his tea. A very brief pause. “That’s not a problem.”

She looked at her briefing notes.

The Vael Archive. He had been about to say the Vael Archive, which was the most logical place to request access to secondary pre-Sundering collections, and which was also his family’s institution, and which was also the institution whose existence she did not think about directly if she could help it, the way you learned not to look at a bright light even when it was at the edge of your vision.

She did not look at it now.

“Good,” she said. “I’ll confirm with the Ambassador’s office.”

Corwin drank his tea and looked out the window, and if he noticed that she was doing anything with her left hand, he said nothing about it.

He never did.

—
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They ate breakfast properly at half past eight — she had acquired more bread, the non-stale variety, from the bakery three doors down, in what she had long ago categorized as a practical act and had stopped re-categorizing since. He had eggs from somewhere. They read across the table from each other with the comfortable non-communication of people who had learned that not all meals required conversation and that the ones that didn’t were often the best kind.

At some point she said: “Your handwriting in the margins of whatever that was is getting worse.”

“It’s always been that way.”

“I have three years of evidence to the contrary.”

“You’ve been reading my margin notes for three years?”

She had been reading his margin notes for considerably longer than that, but she said: “I work with your research. It’s practical.”

He looked at her over the top of his document.

“It gets worse when I’m working fast,” he said. “When the thoughts are coming faster than the hand.”

“That implies a great deal about this morning’s speed of thought.”

“It was a productive spiral.” He returned to his reading. “The document was interesting.”

“What document?”

“The one from yesterday. Pre-Sundering ward architecture.” He said it the way he said everything archival: with the particular quality of a person for whom interesting was not a casual word but a specific assessment. “There’s a technique described in it that doesn’t appear anywhere in the modern theoretical literature. Either it was lost in the Sundering or someone removed the references deliberately.”

“Which do you think?”

He considered. “The first is more likely. The second is more interesting.” A pause. “I’ll need to cross-reference with the structural theory archives. To confirm either.”

She could feel the shape of where that cross-reference would take him. She did not look at it directly.

“Put together a preliminary request,” she said. “I’ll review it before you send it.”

He looked at her. It was a brief look — the kind that could have been anything, that probably was nothing.

“Of course,” he said, and returned to his document.

She reached for her tea. Her left hand. Two fingers, the small habitual arc.

She caught herself and stopped.

—
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Outside, the city was finishing the business of becoming morning. The Archive was visible from the kitchen window if you chose to look at it — a substantial building, old stone, the kind of institution that had been in the same location long enough to seem like it had grown there rather than been constructed. She knew its layout precisely: the reading rooms, the restricted collections, the administrative offices on the second floor where Corwin’s father had worked until his death four years ago. She had been inside it a total of six times. Each time, she had conducted herself with the methodical efficiency of someone with no particular relationship to the building or its contents.

Corwin had never asked why she didn’t come more often. She had never explained.

This was the marriage: two people who were very good at not asking the things they had not found language for yet.

She gathered the Corps briefing notes into a neat stack, set her cup in the basin, and went to write the confirmation to the Ambassador’s office. Behind her, she could hear him turning pages — the specific sound of his reading, unhurried, systematic, the sound of a man who had grown up in rooms full of documents and found them more legible than most things.

She had found, over seven years, that this sound was one she didn’t particularly want to be without.

She did not examine this finding.

She began to write.

—
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At the bottom of her letter to the Archive administrative office — the one pointing out the cataloguing error in the Caldenmere filing, the one that didn’t need to be written and that she was writing anyway because something should be on record that it was noticed — she stopped before signing it.

The most dangerous documents are the ones that look complete.

She had written something similar once, in a different context, before she’d known him. A ward assessment, early in her career: a structural report that read as comprehensive and contained a significant omission in the third section. She had flagged it to her supervisor, who had told her the omission was intentional. That some assessments were designed to look complete rather than to be complete, and that understanding this was the beginning of competence.

She had found this unsatisfying. She had filed a secondary note.

She signed the letter now. She folded it and set it with the outgoing correspondence.

Somewhere in the study, Corwin began to hum something — the tuneless, absent kind of humming that meant he had found something interesting and was thinking about it rather than reading — and she sat with the familiar sound of it and the familiar warmth of the morning and the very slight off-key note running beneath both, the note that had been running beneath both for years now, and that she had learned to not quite hear.

The wards will hold, she thought — not meaning anything by it, just the reflexive assessment of a senior mage; just the professional habit of a woman who had spent her career making things structurally sound.

She was not talking about the wards.

• • •
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THE WARD BETWEEN US

CHAPTER TWO
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The Crown’s Diplomatic Corps occupied a building that had been designed to inspire confidence in the people who visited it and mild despair in the people who worked there.

This was not, as far as Seraphine could determine, intentional. The architects had presumably intended something along the lines of imposing institutional gravity, and had achieved it, but the specific configuration of the upper floors — the offices ranged along corridors that received no direct sunlight from approximately the third week of autumn through to early spring, the heating system that produced warmth in erratic pulses rather than steady output, the meeting rooms that seated six people comfortably and twelve people in the arrangement that was requested with depressing regularity — had produced, over time, a working environment that was efficient in the way that necessity was efficient. People learned to put their coats on their chairs. They learned to bring their own tea. They learned not to schedule anything requiring genuine concentration in the room beside the records office, which shared a wall with the building’s boiler.

Seraphine had worked here for nine years. She had an office on the third floor that received exactly forty minutes of direct sunlight in late summer and none at all for the rest of the year. She had a coat on her chair and a kettle on the windowsill and a set of ward-glyphs chalked on the interior wall of the records office’s shared partition that redistributed the boiler’s noise into a frequency range below the threshold of conscious perception. The latter she had done in her second year and had never mentioned to anyone, on the grounds that if she mentioned it someone would probably ask her to remove it, whereas if she did not mention it the records staff simply continued to remark upon what a remarkably quiet office they had without being able to account for why.

Corwin, when she’d finally told him about the glyphs three years ago, had looked at the wall for a long moment and said: “That is either the most considerate thing anyone has done in this building or the most technically illegal.”

“Probably both,” she had said.

“Definitely both,” he had agreed, and had gone back to his document.

She had, for reasons she did not particularly examine, found this response satisfying.
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The morning’s work was a structural ward assessment on a residential property in the eastern quarter — a boundary dispute had escalated to the point where one of the parties had apparently attempted to reinforce their property’s original ward-lines by overlaying a secondary ward, which would have been legally questionable even if the secondary ward had been competently constructed, which it had not been.

Seraphine stood in the street before the property for approximately ninety seconds with her eyes closed and her left hand open at her side, registering the ward architecture the way you registered a room’s temperature — not by measuring it, exactly, but by the accumulated data of the air against your skin. The secondary ward was immediately apparent: shaky at the foundations, the structural integrity of someone who had learned their ward theory from secondary sources and hadn’t understood that the secondary sources were simplifications. The original ward-line underneath was older and considerably more elegant, the work of a practitioner who had known what they were doing and taken their time doing it. The two layers were, at the moment, producing an interference pattern that was causing the ground-floor windows to rattle on clear days with no wind.

The property’s occupant — a woman in her fifties named Harrick, who had the particular expression of someone who had been dealing with rattling windows for three weeks and was done being patient about it — stood on the front step and watched Seraphine with the slightly uncertain regard that people often directed at mages who were doing something invisible. Seraphine opened her eyes.

“The secondary ward needs to come down,” she said. “The original is sound. Better than sound — whoever laid it did excellent work. The problem is entirely with what was added on top of it.”

“The neighbour put that up,” said Harrick, with considerable precision.

“I know.”

“Said it was his right.”

“It wasn’t.” Seraphine pulled out her assessment forms. “The ward-lines established under the original property registration are legally binding and cannot be unilaterally amended by an adjacent property owner. Your neighbour’s addition constitutes an unlicensed structural overlay on an existing registered ward, which is a violation under the Property Magic Act of the Third Revision.” She looked up. “He almost certainly knows this.”

Harrick absorbed this. “What happens now?”

“I file my assessment. The Corps issues a formal notice. He has fourteen days to arrange removal of the secondary ward by a licensed practitioner. If he doesn’t, the Corps arranges it and bills him.” She made a note. “The windows will stop rattling.”

“That,” said Harrick, with the weight of three weeks’ disrupted sleep, “is all I wanted to know.”

Seraphine finished the assessment, declined the offered tea on the grounds that she had two more site visits before noon, and walked back toward the Corps building with her forms under her arm and the ward’s interference pattern still faintly legible at the edge of her perception, the way a sound could linger in a room after the source had gone.

She was good at this work. She had always been good at this work — the precise assessment, the clean legal framework, the ability to look at a structural problem and describe it accurately without editorializing. She had come to the Corps at twenty-five with a qualification in elemental weaving and a set of recommendations from her training institution that described her, in aggregate, as exceptionally capable and occasionally difficult to read. She did not think this was inaccurate. She thought it was a reasonable description of a person who had learned, early, that being read was a vulnerability.

The ward-glyphs on her assessment forms were precise and unambiguous. She initialled the bottom of the third page. She moved on.

—
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Corwin was in the Corps’ own reference library when she returned, which was not unusual. What was slightly unusual was that he was not alone.

The reference library was technically a shared resource for all Corps staff, but in practice it had the quality of a room that people passed through rather than occupied — it lacked comfortable chairs, its catalogue system was organized according to a logic that was internally consistent but had been devised by someone who had never had to explain it to anyone else, and the lighting was, again, a product of the upper-floor corridor situation. Most Corps staff who needed reference materials sent a request to the archival attaché and received what they needed within a day or two. This was efficient. It was also the reason Corwin spent more time in the reference library than anyone else: because most of the people who sent requests had not specified what they actually needed precisely enough, and the process of determining precisely what they needed and locating it was, for Corwin, what happened in a reference library.

Today there was a man Seraphine did not recognize sitting across the table from him. Mid-forties, dark coat, the quality of bearing that usually indicated either military background or the kind of administrative seniority that developed its own gravity over time. He was leaning forward slightly, engaged, asking something. Corwin was answering with his eyes on the document between them rather than on the man, which was either inattention or its opposite.

Seraphine stopped in the doorway for a moment.

It was not unusual for Corps staff to consult Corwin directly rather than through the formal request process. He was, as far as anyone in the building was concerned, a useful resource — knowledgeable, patient with imprecise questions, willing to explain the organizational logic of an archive system to someone who needed it explained rather than simply delivering the relevant documents and moving on. He was, in the diplomatic world’s taxonomy, a supporting function: important in the way that important infrastructure was important, which was to say that people relied on it without thinking about it very much.

She had thought about it. She had done so for some time.

The man in the dark coat said something else. Corwin looked up briefly, with the expression of someone who has just been asked a question that is slightly more specific than the conversation’s stated subject warrants, and answered it. The man wrote something down.

Seraphine set her assessment forms on the small table by the door and went to put on her coat’s kettle.

—
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Mira was waiting in Seraphine’s office.

This was not, technically, permitted. Mira had a visiting healer’s pass that authorized her to be in the building during designated consultation hours, which were not the hours she was in Seraphine’s office. She had been doing this for approximately four years, and the administrative staff had given up mentioning it on the grounds that it was easier to simply catalogue her as a regular occurrence and adjust accordingly.

She was sitting in the good chair — the one Seraphine had brought in herself, after the Corps’ standard-issue furniture had become untenable; a solid, low-backed thing that was comfortable in the specific way of something made for actual use rather than impression — with her feet tucked under her and a cup of tea that she had made herself from the windowsill kettle, reading a document that was face-down on her knee in a way that suggested she had been reading it and had put it down before Seraphine came in.

Seraphine looked at her sister. Mira looked back.

They had the same mouth. This was, as far as Seraphine could determine, the only physical feature that reliably identified them as related: Mira was shorter, rounder, given to wearing colours that Seraphine had stopped attempting years ago on grounds of practicality. She was also, in the taxonomy of their family, the warmer one — the one people were drawn to, who made things easy, who brought the kind of magic that healed rather than defended. Seraphine had always found this description of her sister accurate in its way, and slightly incomplete. Warmth, in Mira’s case, was not the absence of edges. It was a quality that coexisted with edges. You simply didn’t notice the edges until you had already sat down.

“Your office is cold,” said Mira.

“The heating is intermittent.”

“You have ward-glyphs on that wall.” Mira looked at the partition wall with professional interest. “Noise redirection?”

“The boiler.”

“You never mentioned.”

“I didn’t want to explain it to the administrative committee.” Seraphine put her assessment forms in the relevant tray and sat down at her desk. “What are you doing here?”

“Walking past,” said Mira, which was not true. The Corps building was not on any route Mira walked. “And I wanted to see you. I haven’t, in three weeks.”

“We had dinner two weeks ago.”

“You brought work.”

“I ate the dinner.”

Mira looked at her with the particular quality of attention that Seraphine had spent thirty-four years learning to find non-threatening and had never entirely succeeded at. It was the look of someone who was seeing something specific and choosing, currently, not to name it. Seraphine had the same look, she knew — people had described it to her, usually with a slight quality of unease, the way people described something they found useful and slightly unsettling in equal measure. In Mira it had always felt different. More careful. The look of someone who was considering the ground before she stepped.

“How is Corwin?” Mira asked.

“Good.” Seraphine began sorting the morning’s correspondence. “He’s in the reference library. Consulting with someone from—” She tried to place the coat, the bearing. “Actually, I don’t know who. Someone administrative.”

“He consults a lot.”

“He’s knowledgeable.”

“That wasn’t a criticism.” Mira turned her tea cup. “I was going to say. He seems more—” she selected the word carefully, “visible lately. In Corps circles. People mention him.”

Seraphine opened the first letter. “People always mentioned him.”

“Not the same way. Before it was ‘Vael’s husband, the archivist, very useful.’ Now it’s—” Mira paused. “It’s more specific. As if someone has worked out what he knows and is thinking about it.”

Seraphine read the letter. It was from a junior clerk requesting clarification on the ward-certification process for a commercial property. She put it in the response queue.

“Corwin is very good at what he does,” she said. “That tends to attract notice eventually.”

“Mm.” Mira set down her cup. She had the expression she wore when she had decided not to push a thing, which was useful because it was identical to the expression she wore when she had decided to approach a thing from a different direction. Seraphine had thirty-four years of experience distinguishing between them. She was not always correct. “Have you two had any interesting cases lately?”

“The Dorren matter is coming up. Trade negotiation in Ashenveil — ancient historical claim. The Ambassador’s office wants our preliminary assessment.”

“That sounds like a significant one.”

“It’s been stalled for eight months. There’s a pre-Sundering territorial element, which is why Corwin’s involved. It needs both the magical enforcement framework and the historical context.” She opened the second letter. “We’re still in the preliminary stages.”

“Ashenveil,” said Mira, as if tasting the word. “That’s a border city.”

“Yes.”

“Near the Vael Archive’s secondary collection house.”

The second letter was a budget approval for the third quarter ward materials. Seraphine initialled it. “I’m aware of the geography.”

Mira looked at her with the warm-and-complicated expression that Seraphine had also spent thirty-four years trying to read precisely and had never managed. It was not pity. It was not concern, exactly. It was the expression of someone watching a situation they understood well from a position they had not chosen and could not easily leave.

“That’s all,” said Mira, easily. “Just making conversation. Geography.” She unfolded her feet from beneath her and stood. “Dinner Thursday? Actual dinner, no documents, I’ll cook.”

“That depends on whether the Dorren preliminary is filed by Wednesday.”

“So yes,” said Mira. “Bring Corwin. He’ll actually eat.”

“Implication noted,” said Seraphine.

Mira collected her coat from the back of the good chair, kissed her sister on the temple in the brisk way of someone for whom affection was a practical act rather than a performance, and left.

Seraphine sat at her desk for a moment before returning to her correspondence.

The Vael Archive’s secondary collection house. Mira had mentioned it the way Mira always mentioned things she thought Seraphine was under-attending to: neutrally, conversationally, with the precision of a healer who understood that the most useful interventions were the ones that didn’t look like interventions. She had been doing this for years. She would, Seraphine knew, continue doing it with precisely the same quality of patience for as long as it was necessary.

This was one of the things about Mira that Seraphine found most difficult to articulate: her sister’s patience was not passive. It did not sit still. It accumulated.

She opened the third letter.

—
[image: ]


He came back from the reference library at half past twelve with a stack of volumes, three pages of his own notes, and the particular focused quality that meant he had found something useful and was still processing it.

“Who was that?” she asked, without looking up from her work. “In the reference room.”

“Magistrate Havel. He’s with the Crown’s internal review office.” Corwin set the volumes down with the careful precision he used with anything that was old or potentially valuable, which was most things he put his hands on. “He had questions about pre-Sundering archive access protocols. Standard review work, apparently.”

“Is it?”

A pause. She heard him consider this. “The questions were within the scope of a standard review. The sequence of them was slightly unusual.”

“How so?”

“He knew which sections to ask about.” Corwin sat down at the secondary desk he used when he was working in her office, which had begun as a temporary arrangement during a period when the reference library was being reorganized and had become, over the subsequent two years, simply where he worked when they were both in the building. Neither of them had discussed this transition. It had happened the way most of their domestic arrangements happened: gradually, then completely, without requiring comment. “An internal review would normally establish scope before getting specific. He was already specific.”

“Which sections?”

He looked at his notes. “Access records. The correspondence archive from my father’s tenure. And one section of the restricted pre-Sundering collection that hasn’t been open to external researchers since before I started at the Archive.”

Seraphine put down her pen.

She was very still for a moment. She had learned, over the years, that very-still was visible to him in a way that a great deal of other emotional information was not — Corwin read people the way he read documents, which was to say slowly, with attention to the things that didn’t quite fit, and her stillness was one of the things he had learned to note. She was aware of this. She was aware that she was being still and that he might note it, and she was also aware that responding to this awareness by becoming deliberately un-still would simply produce a different data point.

She picked up her pen.

“Do you think it’s routine?” she asked.

“Probably.” He began writing. “There are straightforward explanations. The review office has expanded its scope this year — I’ve seen the mandate documentation. It’s possible someone flagged the Archive’s Crown access arrangement for review as part of a broader audit.” He was quiet for a moment. “And there are less straightforward explanations. I don’t have enough information to determine which.”

“What will you do?”

“Nothing yet. Note it. Wait.” He glanced up briefly. “That’s usually the right answer with incomplete information.”

She thought: seven years of incomplete information. She thought: yes, that has been the right answer for all of them.

She said: “Mira came by.”

The slight change in the quality of his attention was familiar — Mira was, for Corwin, a figure of mild wariness, the way a perceptive person was wary of another perceptive person without being able to entirely account for the wariness. They liked each other. This did not prevent either of them from being slightly careful around the other. “Is she well?”

“She wants us for dinner Thursday.”

“That’s not an answer to my question.”

“She’s fine. She’s Mira.” Seraphine set aside the correspondence she’d finished. “She mentioned the Ashenveil geography. The Archive’s secondary collection house.”

He was quiet for a moment. Looking at his notes, but not in the way of someone reading them. “There’s a fair amount of the pre-Sundering material in the secondary house. For the Dorren assessment, I’ll probably need—” He stopped. Reorganized whatever he’d been about to say. “Does that present a problem? For the mission.”

He had asked it carefully. She noted the care.

“No,” she said. “Of course not.”

He nodded and returned to his notes. She returned to hers. The room had the comfortable productive silence of two people who had long since learned that simultaneous separate work was also a form of company, and who no longer remarked upon this, because it did not require remarking upon.

Seraphine completed her site assessment report. She completed two letters of clarification on ward-certification questions. She reviewed the preliminary notes Corwin had compiled on the Dorren territorial claim and found them, as she always found his work, more useful than she had strictly expected: thorough without being excessive, annotated with the specific, dry precision of someone who had absorbed a great deal of information about a great many disputes and had strong views about which details mattered and which were noise.

She told him this.

“You always seem surprised,” he said, not looking up.

“I’m not surprised. I’m —” She looked for the right word. “Appreciative.”

“Gratified to hear it.” A beat. “Though I note that ‘appreciative’ and ‘surprised’ are not necessarily mutually exclusive.”

“Your handwriting,” she said, “is still illegible in section three.”

“Section three was early morning. I’ve explained the early morning situation.”

“I decoded it. I’m noting it for the record.”

He made the not-quite-smile. She returned to her own work.

—
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At half past four she was done. She was rarely done before five, and she had a standing internal arrangement with herself about staying past six, which she observed about as reliably as she observed the breakfast situation. Today was a day when the work had moved efficiently: the assessment filed, the letters completed, the Dorren preliminary substantially advanced. She allowed herself to note this without examining it further, which was the correct way to treat a productive day.

Corwin was still writing. This was not unusual.

She put on her coat. She gathered the documents she’d need in the morning and put them in her carry case in the order she’d need them, which was a habit she had developed so early in her career that she no longer registered it as preparation. She went through the ward-check on her office — the four structural points, the noise-redirection on the partition wall, the small weather-ward on the window that kept the cold from the gap in the frame. Everything sound. Everything holding.

She looked at the partition wall for a moment longer than the check required.

It was, she thought, good work. Patient work. The kind that held not because it was forceful but because it had been laid with attention to the specific conditions of the space: what was needed here, in this configuration, for this particular problem. She had been twenty-seven when she’d done it. She had understood ward-work well by then, but she had still been learning the particular skill of assessing a situation before intervening — of not imposing a structure and hoping it fit, but looking at what was there and working from it.

She had learned that, eventually.

She had learned other things less efficiently.

“Ready?” she said.

Corwin finished his sentence — she knew this was what he was doing without watching; the pen had a specific quality of movement in the last line of a thought — and set it down. He gathered his materials with the same method she used, which was a coincidence she had noticed approximately three years in and had subsequently wondered about and then filed.

They walked out of the building together into the early dark of a late-autumn afternoon, and he said: “Did Mira seem well, actually?”

“Yes. She’s got a residency extension through spring. The border communities project.”

“Good.” A pause. “She always asks about the work through asking about you.”

Seraphine considered this. “She always asks about me through asking about the work.”

He thought about it. “That’s also true,” he said. “And they’re different observations.”

“Yes.”

They walked. The city’s early-evening version was beginning to assert itself — the lamplighters working their way along the main avenue, the food stalls setting up, the specific acoustic quality of a street transitioning between its daytime and nighttime populations. Seraphine was aware, without needing to account for it, of the distance between them: close enough to speak without raising their voices, close enough that the cold was somewhat mitigated, not so close as to require either of them to adjust their pace.

Seven years of calibrated distance. She was very good at it.

“The Dorren matter,” Corwin said. “If the preliminary assessment goes to the Ambassador’s office by Wednesday, Thessaly will probably want a meeting before the end of the week.”

“Almost certainly.”

“And then.” He was not asking. He was stating the shape of what came next, in the way of someone who worked with sequences of documents and understood that each one pointed toward the following.

“And then,” she agreed.

The lamplight fell across the wet cobbles and made them briefly luminous. She was aware of his pace beside her, of the particular rhythm of a walk they had taken thousands of times in various versions of this city and this weather and this hour. She was aware of the Archive’s main building visible, briefly, between two larger structures as they turned onto their street — old stone, lit windows, the V of the gate visible for perhaps four seconds before the angle of the street closed it off.

She looked at it for all four seconds.

She did not know why she did this. She filed it without examining it and kept walking.

“There’s soup,” Corwin said. “From yesterday. If you haven’t eaten it.”

“I haven’t.”

“Good.” He had the keys out already. He always had the keys out before they reached the door, which was a habit she had absorbed without planning to, and which she now also did, slightly earlier than him, out of what she had long since stopped pretending was anything other than a small private competition.

She unlocked the door.

He said nothing. She heard the not-quite-smile in the silence.

Inside: warmth, the familiar specific smell of their home, the lamp he had left on in the study because he always left the study lamp on when he expected to come back to work. She put her carry case by the door. He put his coat on the hook. They moved around each other in the small hallway with the ease of people who had long since stopped needing to think about the geometry of their shared space.

She went to find the soup. She traced the glyph on her wrist as she walked, the two-fingered arc, the specific shape she had been tracing since the year she’d learned to distinguish between fear and guilt and had discovered that she was not always accurate at it.

From the study, the sound of a lamp being adjusted. A drawer opening. A pen.

She put the pot on the heat and stood in the kitchen with the Archive a short walk away and the preliminary Dorren assessment in her carry case and the specific particular weight of Wednesday approaching — not dread, exactly. Something more like the feeling of a ward under pressure: the held tension of a structure that was doing what it was designed to do, which was hold. For now. For a little longer.

The soup began to warm. She watched it and did not think about the Archive and did not think about Mira’s expression and did not think about the way Corwin had said Magistrate Havel’s questions were slightly unusual.

She was very good at not thinking about things.

Seven years had made her excellent at it.

• • •
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Seraphine had a system for preliminary assessments, which was to say that she had, over nine years of Corps work, developed a method that was significantly more thorough than the preliminary stage required and that she had never successfully argued herself out of.

The method went as follows. She would read the mission brief in its entirety, including the appendices, which most of her colleagues treated as optional. She would then produce a working document that organized the relevant information under headings of her own devising — Legal Framework, Magical Enforcement Requirements, Historical Context, Stakeholder Positions, and a final category she privately labelled Points of Friction, which was where she put the things that did not fit neatly under the other headings and that, in her experience, were usually where the actual problem lived. She would then review the working document against the brief to confirm she had not missed anything. She would then review it again.

She was, by any measure, thorough.

She was also, and she was aware of this in the specific way that you were aware of a habit that served you and cost you in approximately equal measure, using the work of preparation as a way of not thinking about the thing the preparation was for.

The Dorren matter had a particularly dense set of appendices.

She was on her third read of the historical claims section — a document that covered forty pages of competing territorial interpretations, each one footnoted with references to source materials that she was not qualified to assess independently and that she had therefore written, in small neat letters in the margin, Corwin to verify — when he appeared in the doorway of the study with two cups of tea and the expression of someone who had assessed the situation and decided that intervention was warranted.

“It’s almost eleven,” he said.

“I know what time it is.” She did not look up. “The Dorren historical claims are a mess.”

“Yes.” He set a cup at the edge of the desk and sat in his chair with his own. “Three of the primary sources contradict each other on the question of the original land grant. The secondary literature has mostly repeated one of them without checking the other two. The one that gets repeated is probably the least reliable of the three.”

“How do you know that already?”

“I looked at them this afternoon. After the reference library.” He had not mentioned this. She had not asked what he’d done after the reference library, and he had not volunteered it, and she was reconstructing his afternoon from the evidence of his output in the way she occasionally did when she had been too occupied with her own work to pay attention. This was a habit she also did not examine. “The least reliable source has a specific pattern of dating errors in the period in question. Cross-referencing the date claims against independent records from the same era is — it takes time, but it’s straightforward enough if you know what you’re looking for.”

“And you know what you’re looking for.”

“Generally.” He drank his tea. “You’ve written my name in the margin of every page of that section.”

She looked at the margins. Corwin to verify. Corwin to verify. Corwin to verify. The handwriting was consistent and unself-conscious, the handwriting of someone who had been thinking about the content rather than the note. She had written it twenty-three times across forty pages without noticing.

“That’s efficient,” she said.

“It is,” he agreed, without inflection. He had the quality of a person who did not embarrass you for things that did not require embarrassment. She had always found this — she reached for the word and found it quickly, because it was accurate: she had always found this kind to a degree that she had not, in the early years, known how to receive. She had learned.

“If you’ve already started on the primary sources,” she said, “we can probably have the preliminary filed by tomorrow afternoon instead of Wednesday.”

“That’s possible.” A pause. “It would give us Thursday without the Dorren matter over it.”

“Mira’s dinner.”

“Mira’s dinner.”

She closed the historical claims section and reached for her tea. It was exactly the right temperature, which meant he had calculated the elapsed time since making it against her likely absorption in the document and brought it at the appropriate interval. She drank it and did not mention this, because neither of them mentioned it, because it did not require mentioning.

“How bad are the source discrepancies?” she asked. “For the Dorren claim specifically.”

“The claim itself is probably legitimate in outline,” he said. “There likely was a land grant, and the Dorren family likely does have historical standing in the Ashenveil territory. The problem is the specifics. The grant was made under conditions that no longer apply, which the Dorrens are interpreting one way and the current territorial administration is interpreting another way, and the documents that would settle the interpretation are —” He stopped.

She waited.

“There are two archive sources that would be definitive. One is in the Crown’s regional records office. One is in the Vael Archive’s pre-Sundering collection.” He said it as he said most things: without particular emphasis, as if the information were simply information. “I’ll need access to both.”

The lamp on the desk cast a specific quality of light on the document in her hands. She was looking at the document. She could feel him not looking at her looking at it.

“The Crown’s regional office will be straightforward,” she said. “I can write the access request tomorrow.”

“Yes.” A beat. “The Archive access I can arrange directly. It’s my family’s institution. I have standing access.”

“Of course.”

Of course. She had been about to say she could write that request too, and had caught herself, because writing an access request to an institution whose standing arrangement with the Corps had been her doing, on the grounds that she didn’t want Corwin to arrange it himself and therefore look too closely at why the arrangement existed — that was not something she could justify professionally. It was also not something she could justify to herself, if she looked at it directly, which she was not.

She returned to her preliminary notes. She wrote three more headings. She heard him set down his cup and return to his own work, the particular sound of his pen on paper, the small productive sounds of someone who was thinking efficiently.

The preliminary would be filed by tomorrow afternoon.

Thessaly would call them in by the end of the week.

She wrote: Pre-Sundering archive access required — both regional and Vael. She underlined it, as if it required emphasis. As if the underlining did anything except mark the place where she had looked directly at something and written it down anyway.
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He left for the Archive after breakfast.

This was not unusual. He went to the Archive two or three times a week as a matter of course — it was, in the most technical sense, his family’s institution, and he had a set of ongoing research projects there that were not Corps-related, the kind of long-running investigations that archivists maintained in the margins of their official work the way other people maintained gardens: patiently, with no fixed expectation of completion. She knew the shape of some of these projects. She did not know all of them, which she had always been careful to treat as unremarkable. People were entitled to private research. Corwin was entitled, specifically, to private use of his own family’s archive.

She went to the Corps building. She filed the access request for the Crown’s regional records office. She reviewed her preliminary assessment notes and added a section on the specific magical enforcement clauses that would be required if the negotiation reached formal treaty stage — it was early for this level of detail, but she had the framework in her head and it was better out of her head than in it, where it occupied space she needed for other things.

She was aware, at a level she declined to examine, that she knew approximately where in the Archive Corwin was at any given point in the morning. Not from any particular knowledge of his movements. From the accumulated evidence of years: the Archive opened its reference rooms at eight, the restricted pre-Sundering collections at nine, the administrative offices held a standing meeting on Tuesday mornings until eleven. He would have gone to the reference rooms first. He would have requested access to the pre-Sundering material after nine. He would have worked until —

She stopped this line of thinking and returned to her enforcement clauses.

The magical framework for a trade negotiation of this complexity would require at minimum three structural wards: one covering the formal treaty document itself, one covering the designated negotiation space, and one — the most technically demanding — covering the interpretation provisions, which needed to be flexible enough to accommodate honest disagreement about meaning without being so open that a bad-faith reading could slip through. This last one was the interesting problem. She had done it twice before, in different forms, and had improved her approach each time, and still found the fundamental tension between flexibility and integrity to be the kind of problem she could spend a considerable amount of concentrated thought on without entirely resolving.

She spent a considerable amount of concentrated thought on it.

At half past eleven she put down her pen, looked at what she had written, and admitted to herself that it was good work. The framework was sound. The interpretation ward was, in its current outline, probably the best version she had produced. She had been working at high concentration for two and a half hours and had not thought about the Archive once.

She noted this with the dry internal honesty that she reserved for assessments she could not avoid making. It was not an achievement. It was a data point.

She picked up her pen and wrote: Interpretation ward — consult Corwin re: historical precedent for similar provisions. Then she put the pen down again.

She was consulting him on every section. His name was in the margins of the historical analysis, in the footnotes of the legal framework, and now in the enforcement clauses. This was professionally appropriate. His knowledge of pre-Sundering historical context was directly relevant to the question of what magical enforcement frameworks had precedent. She was not padding his contribution. She was accurately assessing what the work required.

She was also, she recognized — and this recognition arrived with the specific quality of something she had been avoiding and had just accidentally looked at directly — annotating her own dependence on him in real time, in ink, on a document that would eventually be filed.

She closed the draft. She went to get tea. She stood in the small kitchen at the end of the third-floor corridor and looked out the window at the city going about its midday business and did not think about the Archive and did not think about the access arrangement and did not think about the word dependence, which she had not meant to use even internally and which she could not now un-think.

The tea was bad. She drank it anyway.
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He returned to the Corps building in the early afternoon with the look he had when the Archive had been productive, which was not dramatically different from his usual look but had a quality of compact internal satisfaction that she had learned to read at roughly ten paces.

She was in the reference library when he came in — retrieving a bound volume of the Third Age commercial treaties that she needed for the legal framework section — and he stopped in the doorway and said: “The Dorren land grant exists. The original document is in better condition than the secondary literature suggested. The date is confirmed. The grant’s scope is not what either party is currently claiming.”

She turned from the shelves. “How far off?”

“Significantly. Both parties are arguing about a boundary that was revised in the Sundering’s immediate aftermath — the grant predates the revision, which means the original terms and the current geography don’t map onto each other in the way either side’s documents assume.” He set his notes on the reference table. They were very dense. She recognized the handwriting as his productive-morning version rather than his early-morning version. “The Dorrens aren’t wrong about having a historical claim. They are wrong about the specific territory the claim covers. The territorial administration is also wrong, in a different direction.”

“Which means.”

“Which means neither side’s current position is supported by the primary source, and whoever controls the interpretation of the primary source controls the negotiation.” He paused. “Which is us.”

She held the bound volume of treaties and looked at him. There was a particular quality to the way he described a problem he had resolved: not satisfaction at being right, but the specific relief of a person for whom uncertainty was a weight and accurate knowledge was its removal. She had noticed this early in their partnership and had not stopped noticing it, even when she was not attending to it.

“That makes the preliminary considerably more useful,” she said.

“It does.” He looked at her for a moment. “You’ve been working on the enforcement clauses.” It was not a question.

“How do you know that?”

“You have the Third Age commercial treaties. The enforcement clause precedents are in chapters nine through fourteen.” He said it simply. “Also you have the look.”

“What look.”

“The one you have when you’ve been working on an interesting structural problem. Slightly abstracted. Like part of your attention is still on the problem even though you’ve moved on from it.” He sat down at the reference table with his notes. “You’ve had it since approximately the third year. I’ve found it useful for gauging when to interrupt and when not to.”

She put the bound volume on the table. She sat down across from him.

“Since the third year,” she said.

“Approximately.” He had his pen out. He was reviewing his own notes. “The interpretation provisions are the difficult part, I expect.”

“They always are.”

“There’s a precedent in the Kellenmere commercial accord — one of the Third Age documents. Chapter eleven, I think. The flexibility provision there was drafted by a mage whose name isn’t in the record, which is annoying, but the structural logic is sound. Worth looking at.”

She opened the volume to chapter eleven. He was correct: the flexibility provision was there, three pages of it, elegant and slightly unusual in its construction, the work of someone who had understood both the magical and the legal dimensions of
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