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​Chapter One - The Wrong Way to Hold a Quill
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The first thing Caelan did upon arriving at Saint Wulfric's was count the exits.

It was not a conscious decision. It was the kind of thing the body does when the mind has spent twelve years training it to do so, the same way a man who has learned to swim will read a river even when he has no intention of crossing it. Three doors in the entry hall. Two of them bolted from the inside. The third opened onto a covered walkway that ran north toward the kitchens, which meant access to the outer wall and, beyond it, a lane of sufficient width for a man moving quickly and without luggage. The windows were high and narrow, decorative in their ambition, useless as egress. Not that he expected to need egress. He had been sent here. The distinction between sent and exiled was, officially, a matter of terminology, and Caelan had spent twelve years learning to respect official terminology while privately understanding what it meant.

It meant they wanted him far enough away that he could not embarrass anyone further, but not so far that his particular set of skills could not be recalled if needed.

He understood this. He was not, despite everything, surprised by it.

What surprised him was the monastery itself.

He had expected something austere in the way of institutional things, stripped of comfort by policy rather than principle. What he found instead was a place that had been built, across many decades and by many different hands, into something that worked. The cloister walk was worn smooth at its center where sandals had been crossing it for a hundred years. The refectory smelled of bread and tallow and old wood, a smell that carried in it the particular weight of accumulated meals, accumulated mornings, accumulated ordinary human persistence. The garden was tended with an attention that had nothing to do with show and everything to do with the specific pleasure of a thing being correct.

Caelan noted all of this the way he noted everything: completely, without sentiment, in full awareness that sentiment was a lens that distorted as much as it clarified.

He was shown to his cell on the east corridor by a novice who could not have been more than seventeen and who answered every question Caelan asked with a precision suggesting either excellent training or genuine intelligence. Caelan, who was constitutionally unable to leave an interesting variable unexamined, spent the walk determining which it was. He concluded, by the time they reached the east corridor, that it was both, which was rare enough to be worth noting.

"The scriptorium opens after Prime," the novice told him, pausing at a door unremarkable in every visible way except that its hinge was recent, its wood darker than the stone around it, a repair done within the last year. "Brother Aldric oversees the morning session. He has particular requirements."

"What sort of requirements?"

The novice's expression did the thing that faces do when they are trying to say something accurate without saying something impolite. It was, Caelan thought, a very mature expression for a seventeen-year-old. "He prefers precision," the novice said, finally, and seemed to feel this covered it.

Caelan had worked for men who preferred precision. He had also worked for men who confused the preference with the product. It was, in his experience, an important distinction.

He slept badly, as he always did in new places, and was in the scriptorium before the morning light had fully committed to the windows.

The scriptorium at Saint Wulfric's was long and east-facing, which meant the early sun came through its high narrow windows at an angle that illuminated the work benches in slanted columns of pale gold. Caelan had been in finer scriptoria. He had been in larger ones, more expensively appointed ones, ones with better heating and more reliable candleholders. He had not been in one where the arrangement felt more deliberately considered. Every bench was positioned for the light. Every supply was exactly where a working hand would expect to find it, organized with a logic that was immediately legible once you understood it was there.

He was standing at the supply shelf, examining the available quills with the methodical attention of someone who took manuscript work seriously, when a voice behind him said, "You hold your quill wrong."

Caelan did not startle. He had trained himself out of startling at seventeen, under circumstances that made it a practical necessity. He turned instead with the unhurried deliberateness of a man who had heard perfectly well on the first saying and simply required a moment to assess the situation before responding to it.

The man who had spoken was tall, broad through the shoulders in the way of men who have done physical work at some point in their lives and retained its architecture despite years since. Pale skin, ink-stained forefinger and thumb on the right hand, dark blond hair worn close without vanity. He was looking at Caelan's hand with the focused attention of someone examining a manuscript for error, which was to say: clinically, completely, with the quiet confidence of someone who does not yet expect to be contradicted.

"I have not yet held it," Caelan said. "I am currently examining the selection."

"You were about to hold it wrong," the man said. "The angle of your wrist is already incorrect."

The grey eyes lifted from Caelan's hand to Caelan's face. They were lighter than expected and quietly relentless, the kind of eyes that did not look at a person so much as read them.

"Brother Aldric," Caelan said.

"Brother Caelan." The name spoken without ceremony, as if it had already been filed and assigned its proper place. "Your manuscripts from your previous post were reviewed before your transfer. Your illumination work is adequate. Your copying is occasionally superior. Your quill grip is wrong."

"My manuscripts from my previous post," Caelan said, with the careful neutrality he deployed when he was being precise rather than agreeable, "were rated by three separate assessors as consistently above standard."

"Yes," Aldric said. "Imagine how good they would be if you held it correctly."

He turned back to his own bench without waiting for a response, a dismissal so complete and so absent of theater that it was almost difficult to feel dismissed by it. Caelan watched him for a moment. Tall and still and entirely occupied with the work in front of him, already apparently unconcerned with whatever impression he had made or failed to make.

Caelan looked down at the quill in his hand.

He was holding it correctly. He had been trained, under exacting conditions, to hold it correctly. He had been holding it correctly for ten years.

He put it down. Picked up another. Held it the same way.

He sat at the bench assigned to him and began to work, and he was aware, for the entire morning, of the specific quality of not being observed by a man who could see the whole room from where he sat without appearing to look at any of it.

At dinner Caelan sat beside a broad, comfortable Italian monk named Oddo who had apparently decided on first sight that they were going to be friends, a decision Caelan had long since stopped trying to prevent people from making before he could stop them.

Oddo ate with the focused appreciation of someone who has concluded that most joys are available to anyone willing to be slightly undignified in their pursuit of them, and narrated the monastery between bites in a manner suggesting he found the place genuinely interesting rather than merely familiar. Caelan listened and asked occasional questions, the kind that prompted more information than they directly requested.

"Brother Aldric," Caelan said, at some natural pause in the narration.

Oddo did not look up from his food. "Yes."

"He oversees the scriptorium."

"Among other things. He and Brother Osren manage most of the monastery's institutional affairs. Different methods. Same general territory." Oddo broke his bread with the unhurried pleasure of a man for whom bread had never lost its interest. "Aldric is better at it."

"Osren knows this?"

"Osren has the abbot's ear and the better title, which serves the same function for most men." Oddo ate. "Aldric has never seemed to find this troubling. He is the sort of person who does not require acknowledgment to continue being excellent, which I have always found simultaneously admirable and faintly alarming."

Caelan considered this. Across the refectory, at the senior brothers' table, Aldric was speaking quietly with an older monk, unhurried, his hands still on the table in front of him. Not performing attention. Giving it.

"He told me I hold my quill wrong," Caelan said.

"Does he?" Oddo sounded unsurprised. "He told me my Latin was imprecise in the second week. He was correct. He usually is, which is its own particular irritation."

"He corrected the grip of a man whose manuscripts were rated superior at his previous post."

"He would." Oddo did look up now, briefly, with the expression of a man who is about to say something accurate in the knowledge that it will not be entirely welcome. "He sees what things could be rather than only what they are. It is either a gift or a habit, I have never determined which. Either way, it means he holds everyone to the standard of their potential, which is less comfortable than being held to the standard of your performance." He returned to his bread. "You will either find this clarifying or insufferable."

"Those are not mutually exclusive."

Oddo laughed, half a second before the end of his own thought. "No," he agreed. "I suppose they are not."

Caelan went back to his cell after Compline and sat for a long time without lighting a candle, because he had learned long ago that certain kinds of thinking were better done in the dark, where there was nothing to read and therefore no temptation to read it instead.

He had been sent here because he had been difficult. He had been difficult because he had done his job correctly and the correct performance of his job had embarrassed people with the power to reassign him. This was the shape of his life: twelve years of being precisely the thing he was trained to be, in service of men who valued that precision only up to the point at which it became inconvenient.

He had not expected anything from this place. He had been, in fact, carefully not expecting anything, which was a skill he had refined to the point of art over the course of twelve years and one particularly instructive afternoon in which Lord Harwick Daine had explained, in the warmest possible terms, why his continued presence in his current post was not something Daine could, regrettably, maintain.

Caelan sat in the dark of his new cell and did not think about Daine.

He thought instead, with the focused attention of a man cataloguing a variable he has not yet determined the significance of, about a pair of grey eyes that read rather than looked, and about a correction given without cruelty to a man who did not need it, and about what it meant that the correction had been given at all.

Most people in his life had looked at him and seen something worth using. The man across the scriptorium had looked at him and seen something worth correcting, which was not the same thing, and which Caelan was finding, to his considerable surprise, harder to dismiss.

He lit a candle.

He took a piece of vellum from the small supply he had brought with him, because he was a man who brought writing materials wherever he went on the theory that information was most useful when recorded, and because a blank page had always been, for him, a kind of thinking.

He sat for a moment. His quill was in his hand. He was holding it correctly.

He began to write.

The letter started as a record, the way all his letters started, the way all his thinking started: with observation, precise and catalogued, stripped of inference. He wrote about the scriptorium. He wrote about the morning light and the arrangement of the benches and the logic of the supply organization, which was legible once you understood it and which bore the unmistakable signature of a mind that organized not for display but for function.

He crossed out three sentences. He wrote two more. He crossed out one of those.

He stared at the page.

Then, in smaller script than the rest, at the bottom of a page that had already been crossed out twice, he wrote: I do not know why I am writing this. You will never read it. Perhaps that is the point.

He sat back.

He read it again.

He wrote, finally, the thing that was true: You are the most competent person I have ever despised.

He put the letter down and looked at it for a long time.

He did not burn it. He had not yet learned that he should.

In the morning, he went to the scriptorium and held his quill exactly as he had always held it, and Brother Aldric, at his own bench, did not look up, and the morning light came through the high windows at its angle of pale gold, and Caelan began to understand, in the oblique and unwilling way that he understood most important things, that this place was going to cost him something.

He did not yet know what.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two - The Architecture of Control
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The new monk arrived on a Tuesday.

Aldric knew this because he had noted the date in his ledger, where he recorded all arrivals and departures from Saint Wulfric's as a matter of institutional practice. He recorded weather events, significant decisions, the beginning and end of major manuscript projects, and the names of men who came and went through the monastery's walls. It was the kind of habit that his colleagues found excessive and that Aldric found simply correct. You could not understand a place without understanding its patterns. You could not understand its patterns without recording them.

Brother Caelan Voss. Transferred from the diocesan archive at Brentham under administrative reassignment. Age twenty-nine, thirty within the month. Prior occupation recorded as diocesan secretary, which was the kind of description that was technically accurate in the way that describing a quill as a feather was technically accurate. Aldric had reviewed the available records before the man arrived, because he reviewed all available records before anyone arrived, and what the records described and what they implied were sufficiently distinct that he had read them twice.

A man rated superior in manuscript work who was being reassigned to a monastery was either genuinely unsuited to institutional life or had done something that institutional life found inconvenient. The two possibilities were not mutually exclusive. Aldric had filed both and waited to determine which applied.

He had not expected, precisely, what he found.

The scriptorium in the early morning was the place Aldric understood best. Not because it was quiet, though it was, or because the work itself was absorbing, though it was that too, but because it was the place where function was most visible. Everything in the scriptorium had a reason. The benches faced east for the morning light. The supply shelves were organized by frequency of use rather than by category, which was a system he had implemented in his second year and which had reduced the average time lost to searching by a margin he had measured and found satisfying. The candle placement was calibrated for minimal shadow fall across working hands.

He arrived before anyone else, as he always did, and he was laying out the materials for the morning's work on his own bench when he heard someone at the supply shelf.

The new monk was standing with his back to the room, examining the available quills with a focused attention that was not the attention of a man performing competence but the attention of a man who was actually competent and knew it. There was a difference. Aldric had spent enough time watching people work to read the distinction immediately.

He also saw, from across the room, the angle of the man's wrist.

It was not, technically, wrong. It was the grip of someone trained to a standard that worked, which was not the same as the grip of someone trained to the standard that was correct. The distinction was the difference between adequate and excellent, and Aldric had never been able to observe adequate without feeling, with the same involuntary precision that a tuned string feels an adjacent note, the shape of what it could be instead.

"You hold your quill wrong," he said.

The man turned. Not quickly, not defensively, but with the deliberateness of someone who had decided that startling was beneath him, which was either trained composure or native temperament and which Aldric suspected was both.

He had moderate brown skin, dark eyes that were already slightly ahead of the conversation, close-cropped black hair. A thin scar along the left jaw, old enough to have settled into the skin without drama. He held himself as if he had made precise calculations about how much space he occupied and had arrived at a figure slightly less than what he was owed.

"I have not yet held it," the man said. "I am currently examining the selection."

His voice was unhurried. Precise without being clipped. The voice of someone who had learned, at some point, that panic was beneath him and who had believed this long enough that it was no longer a performance.

"You were about to hold it wrong," Aldric said. "The angle of your wrist is already incorrect."

He looked up then, because he could hear in the silence the precise shape of a man who was about to be politely contrary, and he wanted to see the face that produced it.

Dark eyes. Attentive, the way intelligent things were attentive, with the quality of taking information in without yet declaring what would be done with it. Looking at Aldric the way Aldric was looking at him, which was to say: reading rather than simply seeing.

Aldric was aware of this. He was aware that he was aware of it. He filed both observations and continued.

"Brother Aldric," the man said.

"Brother Caelan." He gave the man his records: adequate illumination, superior copying, incorrect grip. He gave him the logical consequence. He returned to his bench.

He did not watch the man work. He was not in the habit of watching people after he had made his point, because watching implied that the point required confirmation, and Aldric had long since stopped requiring confirmation of things he was certain about.

He was, however, aware of him for the entire morning. Not intrusively, not in a way that affected his own work, but in the peripheral manner of someone who has logged a new variable and whose mind continues to process it in the background of other tasks. The man worked quietly. He did not make unnecessary movements. When he reached a difficult passage he slowed rather than stopping, which was the correct response and not, in Aldric's experience, the common one.

He did not look up from his own bench.

He was aware, nonetheless, that the man across the scriptorium was working with a concentration that matched his own, which was not something he had encountered frequently and which produced in him a sensation he did not immediately categorize.

He thought about it during None, when the plainchant required his voice but not his attention.

He had met competent men before. He had met men who were better than competent, men whose skill was genuine and whose work reflected it, men who made the manuscripts they produced better than the manuscripts required to be. He had worked beside them and been glad of them and thought no more about them than the work demanded.

He thought about it during Vespers as well, which was less explicable, and he concluded, by the time the office was over, that what was unusual was not the competence. It was the shape of the competence. Most skilled men either announced themselves or concealed themselves. The man from the east corridor did neither. He simply was what he was, clearly, without apology or advertisement, and he had looked at Aldric across the supply shelf as if he was a problem worth solving rather than a person worth managing.

Aldric was not accustomed to being read as a problem.

He was, he found, not certain how he felt about it.

After Compline he went to his cell. His cell was on the west corridor, near the far end, chosen because the wall there was thicker and therefore quieter, which mattered when you needed to think and the monastery's nighttime sounds were not yet familiar enough to be ignorable. He lit his candle. He sat at his desk.

He opened the ledger and added the new monk's name in his usual hand, neat and precise, with the date and the relevant notation.

Then he sat for a moment with the quill in his hand.

There was a loose stone in the wall to the left of his desk. He had discovered it in his first winter at Saint Wulfric's, when a frost had worked its way into an old crack and shifted the arrangement of the wall enough to produce a gap approximately the size of two stacked books. He had not reported it to the mason, which was technically a failure of institutional responsibility and which he had rationalized, at the time, as a deferral pending a more complete assessment. He had never made the assessment. The loose stone had simply become a feature of his cell, the same way certain benches in the scriptorium had become features of his working life, present and unremarkable and belonging to no one.

He had put nothing behind it. He was not a man who kept things behind loose stones. He was a man who organized his materials with the same logic he applied to the supply shelves, and sentimental concealment was neither organized nor logical.

He thought about the angle of a stranger's wrist. About dark eyes that read rather than looked. About a man who had heard himself corrected and produced, in response, not resentment and not capitulation but the specific flat attentiveness of someone who was deciding whether the source of the correction was worth taking seriously.

He had not yet determined whether the man had decided.

He thought, with the clarity of someone who has been rigorously honest with himself since the age of nineteen when rigor became the only thing standing between his family and catastrophe, that this was the first time in years he had gone to bed thinking about another person's assessment of him.

He did not record this in the ledger. There were things he noted and things he simply carried, and the discipline of knowing which was which was one he had maintained without exception.

He put the quill down. He pressed his hand flat on the desk. He held it there.

In the morning he would go to the scriptorium and the man would hold his quill incorrectly and Aldric would not comment further, because a thing said once was said, and the man was clearly intelligent enough to have heard it.

He lay down on his bed and looked at the ceiling, which was stone and uncomplicated and made no claims on him.

He did not sleep easily.

This was also not something he recorded.
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Four years was long enough to learn a place by its sounds.

Caelan knew Saint Wulfric's now the way he had once known the back corridors of the diocesan palace at Brentham: not affectionately, not with the warmth that people brought to places they had chosen, but with the precise, unsentimental familiarity of a man who has paid attention to his surroundings for long enough that the surroundings have become him. He knew which floorboard in the east corridor announced itself at the second step, and which door in the chapter house required lifting the handle before drawing rather than during. He knew the quality of silence that meant it had snowed overnight before he had opened his eyes, and the particular smell of the tallow candles that the kitchens rendered in autumn, faintly different from the ones they rendered in spring.

He knew, without needing to look, which hours Aldric Vael was in the scriptorium, which hours he was with the Abbot, and which hours he walked the cloister alone.

He did not, he told himself, find this remarkable. He noted everyone's patterns. It was a professional habit that had survived the profession that produced it, the way certain reflexes survived the contexts that made them necessary. He noted patterns. He also noted, incidentally, that Aldric's patterns had been the most consistent of anyone's in the four years he had been here, which was either an indication of exceptional discipline or an exceptional life, and in Caelan's experience those were usually the same thing.

It was a Wednesday in late autumn, and the morning light was the grey-silver variety that gave the scriptorium the quality of a room seen through water, when Brother Oddo settled onto the bench beside him with the comfortable inevitability of a man who has decided where he belongs and has never since questioned it.

"You look," Oddo said, dipping his quill with the serene concentration he brought to all things, "like a man who spent the night losing an argument with himself."

"I slept adequately."

"Yes, your eyes say precisely that." Oddo applied ink to the line he was working on, which was a capital letter so elaborate it had been occupying him for three days and which he seemed to regard with equal parts frustration and affection, the way one regards a difficult child. "Sister Maret's letter arrived."

Caelan looked up. "When?"

"Brother Pell brought it from the gate this morning. He was insufferably cheerful about it, which I suspect means he read the outside before he should have." Oddo paused to examine his capital, tilting his head. "It is on your desk."

Caelan set down his quill and reached for the letter, which was there at the edge of his workspace, sealed with the small, plain impression that Maret used for correspondence she expected to pass through uncertain hands. He broke it and read it with the efficiency of someone who has trained himself to extract information from a text without performing the act of reading.

Maret's hand was elegant and slightly compressed, the hand of a woman who had been taught to write in the margins of other people's manuscripts and had made an art of saying much in small spaces.

The letter covered, in its official register, a question about the provenance of a particular text Caelan had referenced in his last correspondence, with citations and a counter-argument delivered with the brisk pleasure of someone who enjoyed being correct and did not pretend otherwise. Below the official register, in the somewhat more personal register they had developed over three years of correspondence, she had written: You have mentioned the institutional politics three times in your last two letters without once saying anything direct about them. I take this to mean they are worth mentioning but not yet worth explaining. Tell me when that changes. I have opinions.

Caelan folded the letter. He thought about the institutional politics, which were not, strictly speaking, the thing she was asking about, and which were also not what he had been thinking about when he mentioned them.

"She asks after you," he told Oddo, which was not precisely true but was the kind of thing that could be made true by the time he replied.

"She is a woman of discerning taste," Oddo said comfortably.

The morning continued. Around them the scriptorium settled into its working rhythm, the scratch of quills and the occasional soft sound of a page being turned or a bench shifted, and beneath all of it the particular quality of a room full of people engaged in something they were good at, which produced its own kind of warmth even without the addition of personal feeling.

Caelan worked.

He was copying a text on the properties of medicinal herbs, a commission from a physician in the north, and the work was sufficiently precise to require attention without being sufficiently interesting to reward it, which was the kind of task he had learned to approach as a form of discipline. Attention without reward was its own training. It kept the mind from the habit of requiring novelty, which was a habit that made men restless in ways that damaged them.

He had learned this lesson at twenty-two, in the sixth year of his work for Daine, when the operations had become familiar enough to be boring and the boredom had, briefly, made him careless. He had corrected the carelessness before it cost him anything visible, but the lesson had left a mark, the way lessons that arrived at the right moment tended to.

Daine.

The name surfaced in his mind with the particular quality of things that have been deliberately submerged: with effort, and briefly, and immediately accompanied by the whole architecture of the thing it belonged to.

Lord Harwick Daine had recruited Caelan at seventeen, from the household of a minor clerk who owed him money and was glad to offer something in lieu. He had been, at seventeen, everything Daine valued: quick, quiet, entirely without the kind of social standing that would make his movements notable, and possessed of a specific talent for reading situations that Daine had identified and named before Caelan had fully understood that it was a talent rather than simply a way of being. Daine had called it useful. He had meant it as a compliment. Caelan had received it as one, because he was seventeen and hungry for precisely the kind of recognition that Daine offered without effort.

For twelve years he had been useful.

He had been, in the private accounting of those years, genuinely good at what he did, which was itself a form of satisfaction, the satisfaction of craft, distinct from any satisfaction about what the craft served. He had gathered information, analyzed it, understood the shape of complicated situations before the people inside them did, and produced results that protected Daine's interests and occasionally, as a secondary effect, the interests of people who could not protect themselves. He had allowed himself to feel, quietly, that the secondary effect justified the primary service.

Then he had uncovered what the Bishop was doing.

The Bishop had been stealing from the diocesan poor funds for six years, redirecting them through a series of transactions complex enough to be invisible to anyone not specifically looking. Caelan had been specifically looking, because Daine had asked him to look at something else and he had found this instead, the way he sometimes found things he had not been asked to find, because he was constitutionally unable to ignore an irregularity once he had noticed it.

He had brought Daine the evidence.

Daine had looked at it for a long time. He had asked Caelan to leave the room. He had summoned him back an hour later, and he had explained, with every appearance of genuine regret, that the Bishop was politically essential to certain interests that could not, at this time, accommodate exposure. He had also explained that Caelan's discovery, while impressive, had created a difficulty. Not a permanent one. Simply one that required, for the present, some distance between Caelan and the people who would prefer not to know that the evidence existed.

He had used the word reassignment. He had been warm about it. He had shaken Caelan's hand.

Caelan had understood, with the clean, complete understanding of someone who has spent twelve years learning to read situations, exactly what had happened.

He had been valued. He had been used. He had become inconvenient. He had been removed.

The message, delivered in warmth and official language and the specific register of a powerful man who had genuinely never had to consider whether the people he used found the use painful, was clear: you were always going to be replaced when you stopped being useful. The fact that you were good is irrelevant. Being good at something someone needs is not the same as being someone they keep.

He had arrived at Saint Wulfric's with this understanding settled in his chest like a stone, complete and permanent, the kind of knowledge that does not need to be thought about because it has finished becoming a belief and is now simply the architecture of how one moves through the world.

He copied herbs. The candles burned. Oddo worked on his impossible capital.

At the far end of the scriptorium, Aldric was at his usual bench, bent over a Book of Hours that had been occupying him for two months and which he worked on with the focused, unhurried precision that he brought to everything. His hands were sure. His attention was absolute. He had been at Saint Wulfric's for longer than Caelan, which meant that whatever had brought him here had had longer to settle, and whatever he had built in the years since had had longer to become fixed.

Caelan had written forty-three letters. He did not think about them as letters. He thought about them the way he thought about the ledger he had kept during his years with Daine: as a record. A precision exercise. An attempt to articulate, in the only form available to him, the shape of something he could not otherwise account for.

He was not a man who kept things. He had understood, at seventeen, that keeping things was a way of giving other people a hold on you, and he had organized his life around the principle that a man with nothing to lose was harder to manage. His cell was orderly and sparse. His personal possessions were few and portable. He had not accumulated sentiment, not in twelve years of work that could have taught him to, not in four years in this place that had tried to teach him to, not in four years of existing in the same institution as a man who was, inconveniently and in ways Caelan had not found a satisfying resolution to, exactly the thing Caelan had always privately understood he would recognize if he encountered it and had always been fairly confident he would not encounter.

He called the letters an exercise in precision.

They were. They were also other things. He had chosen not to be precise about those other things, which was itself a form of precision.

"Oddo," he said.

"Yes."

"The capital. Left margin, second stroke."

Oddo looked. He made a small, rueful sound. He corrected it.

"Thank you," he said, without turning.

"I was not being kind," Caelan said. "I was being accurate."

"Yes," Oddo said. "I know. That is the thing about you, Caelan. You have been here four years and you still think those are different things."

Caelan looked at him.

Oddo was working again, serene and unperturbed, his brush moving with the careful pleasure of a man who has made peace with his own limitations and found, on the other side of that peace, something better than confidence.

Caelan thought about saying several things. He said none of them.

He picked up his
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