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⁂

The garden did not sleep.

Seraphine had learned this years ago — before the license, before the First Sanctum, before the court had learned to say her name in that particular careful way, the way you said the name of something with teeth. Plants did not operate on human time. They grew in the dark, reached toward heat they could not see, sent their roots through hairline cracks in stone with a patience that put every human ambition to shame. She had always found this comforting. It was the one honest thing in a city built on pretense.

She moved through the rows at dawn with the candle still burning on the potting bench behind her, its light unnecessary now — the sky above the garden walls had gone from black to the deep grey-violet that preceded sunrise, and her eyes had long since adjusted. She knew every plant by position as much as by sight. Twenty-three rows, four-hundred-and-eleven catalogued specimens. She could have walked the grid blindfolded.

She almost had, once. That was not a story she told.

The resin was already on her hands — it always was, these days, worked so deep into the skin around her cuticles that no amount of scrubbing retrieved them entirely. The stain ran from amber to near-black depending on which plants she had been tending, and she had stopped hiding it approximately three years into her posting at the First Sanctum, when she had understood that the court’s discomfort with evidence of her work was not her problem to manage. She was a Thornkeeper. Her hands were supposed to look like this. The lords and ladies who went pale at the sight of them could avert their eyes.

She paused at row seven, crouching low. The monkshood had put out two new lateral shoots overnight — faster than the season warranted, which meant the soil moisture was higher than her last reading. She pressed two fingers to the earth, not touching the plant itself. The roots here went deeper than the drainage channel, which meant either the channel had shifted or something was growing through the clay substrate toward the water table. Either way, she would need to record it.

She straightened and made a note in the ledger she kept tucked inside her left sleeve. Not the main ledger — that one was elsewhere, and had been for years, hidden in a place that was hidden in a place that was hidden in plain sight. This was the garden ledger. The mundane one. Moisture levels, growth rates, estimated yield by the quarter-moon.

The court had inspected this ledger twice in the past year. She had watched the inspectors turn its pages with expressions of professional boredom and felt something she had trained herself not to name.

Satisfaction, perhaps. The particular, cold variety.

Row twelve held her current commission work — a standing order from the Healers’ Guild for regulated analgesic compounds that had kept the garden nominally profitable and above question for the past four years. She checked the poppy heads by feel in the low light, counting the slight give that indicated maturity, and made three more notes. The work was methodical and almost meditative, which was why she preferred to do it herself rather than assign it to the juniors who would otherwise be here in two hours’ time, moving through these same rows with their cataloguing boards and their careful deference.

The juniors were good at their work. They were also, necessarily, sources of information about her — what she grew, when she tended it, which rows she visited with more frequency than the yield data justified. She did not resent them for this. She would have done the same, in their position. Everyone in the Venari reported to someone. The only question worth asking was how much they reported and how much they kept.

She had assessed each of them within a week of their arrival. It was habit, now. Not paranoia — she had been careful, over the years, to know the difference. Paranoia was undirected and corrosive and eventually ate the thing it was trying to protect. What she practiced was something more specific: a very clear accounting of exactly who knew what, and exactly what each piece of knowledge was worth.

The juniors knew she was thorough, exacting, and not unkind. They did not know what grew in the sealed beds under the east wall, behind the lattice of climbing roses that she never allowed them to tend. She had told them the roses were temperamental. This was true. It was also true that she had been cultivating the beds behind them for six years, and that their contents did not appear in any licensed record.

Dawn arrived without ceremony, as it always did. The sky lightened past violet into a pale washed gold, and the garden shifted — the night-blooming varieties beginning their slow, reluctant close, the day plants lifting toward warmth that was still twenty minutes away. Seraphine watched a moonpetal furl its petals inward with the particular unhurried precision that she had always admired in plants and found almost nowhere in people.

She was licensed to cultivate forty-seven classes of toxic flora. She was licensed to advise on the preparation of thirty-two derivative compounds. She was licensed to consult, in an official capacity, with the crown’s security apparatus when there was a question of botanical evidence at a poisoning inquiry — which happened, on average, four times a year, and which she suspected happened rather more often than four times a year but which she was only consulted on when the answer didn’t need to be uncomfortable.

She was not licensed to do what she had actually been doing for the past nine years. No one was. That was rather the point.

⁂

She heard him before she saw him: the quiet scuff of boot leather on the garden’s rear flagstones, the particular rhythm of someone trying to be unobtrusive who had not yet mastered the fact that trying was itself a kind of sound. She did not turn around.

“You’re early,” she said.

“I’m punctual,” said Fen. “You’re early. There’s a distinction.”

She heard him cross the flagstones and settle onto the low stone bench by the potting table — her bench, technically, the one she used when her knees protested long hours of crouching, though she would not have admitted this to anyone and particularly not to him. He was twenty-six and irritatingly comfortable in spaces he had been explicitly told were working areas.

She turned. He was wearing his forgettable clothes — the neutral browns and greys he’d explained to her once as a professional choice rather than a personal one. He had a face built for passing through rooms without leaving impressions: even features, moderate height, nothing remarkable. She had watched him work a court banquet once, moving between clusters of minor nobles and clerks, and she had tracked him the entire time only because she knew to look. No one else had glanced at him twice.

He was smiling, which meant either the news was good or the news was interesting. With Fen, these were not always the same thing.

“Report,” she said.

“Good morning, Seraphine. How is the garden. Very well, thank you, Fen, thriving as always —”

“Report.”

He reached into his coat and produced a folded note, holding it out without getting up. She crossed the garden and took it. His handwriting was technically adequate and deliberately unidentifiable — she had made him practice until it was neither his natural hand nor any of the three aliases he currently maintained. What looked like a merchant’s correspondence shorthand was, in fact, a notation system she had designed herself and that existed in precisely two memories: hers and his.

She read it. Read it again.

Then she folded it, held it briefly over the candle flame on the potting table, and placed the burning corner in the clay dish she kept there for exactly this purpose. She watched it go to ash and then she put her hands in her pockets.

“When?”

“Three nights ago. The official report says a heart episode. He was fifty-one and had ridden in tournaments until four years ago, so the court physician is apparently satisfied with this.” Fen’s smile had gone, which she noted. He did not have the gift of performing indifference. She had once considered this a professional weakness and had since revised her assessment. There was a certain kind of trust that required visible feeling. It was different from the kind she used, but it was not lesser.

“And you’re not,” she said.

“I’ve seen the shadow commission’s work before. Not often — you don’t get to see it often, if it’s done correctly — but the presentation is distinctive once you know what to look for. The capillary pattern. The particular color of the —”

“I know what the pattern looks like.”

“Right. Yes.” He had the grace to stop.

She walked to the east wall and looked at the roses. They were beginning to open in the new light, blood-dark and overabundant, the way she had cultivated them to grow: beautiful enough to draw the eye and dense enough to hold it. What lay behind them did not require the light.

Aldric Vane. She had known him for eleven years, since her first posting. He had been one of the senior Venari at the Second Sanctum, and he had been careful and meticulous and quietly principled in the way of a man who had decided, early, that principles were the one thing the crown could not requisition. She had respected him without warmth — she was not good at warmth, she had made her peace with this — and she had known, in the way she knew many things that she had not yet confirmed, that he had been collecting evidence of his own. Not the same evidence as hers. Different threads, from a different angle.

Now there was no thread from that angle anymore.

“There’s something else,” Fen said, from behind her.

She did not turn around. “There always is.”

“A man came to the Second Sanctum two days after Vane died. Asking questions — but not the obvious questions, and not in the obvious direction. He wasn’t asking what the physician said. He was asking what Vane had been working on. Who he’d spoken with. Whether he’d sent any correspondence in the last month.”

She turned then. “Who?”

“I don’t have a house affiliation. He was asking about you, Seraphine. By name. The phrasing was careful — your name came up as one of several people Vane might have been in contact with, very reasonable, very measured. But yours came up first, and it came up twice.”

The garden was very quiet. Somewhere above the walls, a bird was making its morning noise, indifferent to what was being discussed below.

“No guild insignia?”

“Nothing I could see. He’s not from any of the intelligence offices — I know how they dress, how they hold themselves. This one was different. He moved carefully, like someone who’d learned that his presence unsettled things and had decided to compensate for it.” Fen paused. “My contact said there was something odd about him, but she couldn’t say what. Just that people kept giving him slightly too much room, without quite knowing why.”

Seraphine considered this. A man who moved carefully. Who made people unconsciously give him space. Who asked questions about a dead Venari and was interested, specifically, in what that Venari had known and who he had spoken to.

She filed it. Not dismissed, not yet acted upon. Filed.

“Find out who he is,” she said. “Don’t approach him. Don’t have anyone approach him. I want to know where he’s staying and who has met with him since he arrived.”

“Already in motion,” Fen said. He paused. “For what it’s worth, my contact said he didn’t feel like a threat. She said he felt more like — she said he felt sad.”

“That’s not a category,” Seraphine said.

“No,” he agreed. “But I thought you’d want to know.”

She looked at the ledger tucked inside her sleeve. At the ash in the clay dish. At the roses on the east wall, so dense and so deliberate, and everything behind them that was neither licensed nor recorded.

“Is there anything else?”

“Actually — yes.” Fen’s tone shifted, slightly; the particular shift she had learned to identify as him believing she wasn’t going to like what came next but deciding to say it anyway. She valued this about him. It was rarer than most people assumed. “I’ve been thinking about your situation. Your specific situation, I mean, not the — the larger operational picture. You.”

“I wasn’t aware I had a situation.”

“That’s the situation,” he said. “You’ve been building toward something for nine years and you’ve done it entirely alone and you’re very good at it, and I think you believe that being good at it is the same as it being sufficient, and I think you might be wrong.” He met her eyes. He was one of the very few people who did this without a slight involuntary hesitation; she did not know if this was courage or simply the specific immunity of someone who had already assessed the worst-case outcome and found it acceptable. “You could have more than this. If you worked the system rather than around it. If you let people in.”

“I let you in,” she said.

“You let me do useful things,” Fen said. “That’s adjacent. It’s not the same.”

The sun cleared the eastern wall. It touched the roses first — they caught it in the complicated way of dark flowers, absorbing rather than reflecting, the blooms going from shadow-red to something richer and stranger. Then it reached the flagstones, the potting bench, the ledger in her sleeve, the resin stain on her hands.

“Being dangerous and being free are not the same thing,” Fen said, quietly. It was not quite a question.

She thought about Aldric Vane, who had been careful and meticulous and principled, and who had died of a heart episode at fifty-one in a court that had needed something from him and had taken it. She thought about what he had been collecting, and how it was gone now. She thought about the east wall, and the nine years behind her, and the distance still ahead.

She did not answer him.

But she did not send him away, either.

⁂

She worked for another hour after he left, moving through the remaining rows with methodical attention, and if she paused longer than necessary at the east wall on her second pass, she did not record this in the ledger.

The garden held its secrets the way she had taught it to: absolutely, and without apparent effort. The catalogued plants stood in their rows, labelled and licensed and contained. The morning light moved across them in orderly progression.

Behind the roses, in the sealed beds she had begun nine years ago as an act of private defiance and had since expanded into something she could only call, quietly, a record — things grew that had no names in any licensed document. Things she had bred and tended and waited for with the patience that was her truest gift. Not the plants themselves, though they were extraordinary. The patience. The willingness to tend something for years without knowing whether it would be needed, because the day it was needed it would need to be exactly right.

She pressed her resin-stained fingers to the soil of the last row and felt the particular aliveness of it — not warmth, exactly, but presence. The dense, implacable fact of growth.

A man who moved carefully. Who made people give him room without knowing why. Who had come asking about a dead Venari’s knowledge and had twice asked about her specifically.

She straightened. Tucked the garden ledger back into her sleeve.

Being dangerous and being free are not the same thing.

She had known this for years. She had built her entire life around the gap between the two, navigating it with such care that most days she could pretend the gap wasn’t there. Fen’s articulation of it changed nothing. It was not new information. It was, at most, an old fact she had been careful not to say aloud.

She walked back through the rows to the potting bench and blew out the candle, which had burned itself down to the last inch. The smoke rose and curled and dissipated into air that was already warm with the promise of a clear day.

Somewhere in the court, a man was asking questions about her.

In six years of careful work, no one had ever come looking.

She found, to her considerable unease, that she was not entirely sure what she felt about that.
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Chapter Two
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⁂

The quarterly licensing review was held in the east annex of the Administrative Sanctum, in a room that had been designed to feel like a favor being granted.

Seraphine had noted this the first time she attended, eleven years ago, and she had noted it every quarter since. The room had good light — high windows, south-facing, which served the ostensible purpose of allowing the review board to examine submitted samples clearly and served the actual purpose of keeping the Venari standing with the sun in their eyes. The chairs on the board’s side of the long table were cushioned. The single chair on the Venari’s side was not. The refreshments — water, a small plate of candied citrus — were placed at the board’s end of the table.

Small things. Deliberate, probably, or at least preserved through long institutional habit regardless of original intent. The cumulative effect was the same either way: you were reminded, before you had said a word, that you were here by permission.

She sat in the uncushioned chair and placed her ledger — the garden ledger, the mundane one — on the table in front of her, and waited.

There were three board members today. There were usually three, drawn from the crown’s administrative class rather than from the Venari themselves, which was a structural choice she had thought about extensively in her earlier years and had since filed under: features, not flaws. Oversight was not the point of the licensing review. The point was accountability — which was itself not the point, the point being a very clear demonstration of where power sat in the relationship between the crown’s sanctioned killers and the crown that sanctioned them.

She had stopped finding this offensive when she had understood that it was information.

The senior reviewer was a woman named Councilor Harwick — mid-fifties, a civil administrator who had overseen the Venari licensing office for eleven years and who handled the work with the brisk, incurious efficiency of someone who had processed enough dangerous things that individual danger had ceased to register. She was, of the three, the one Seraphine had most carefully assessed. The conclusion was: thorough, self-interested, not cruel, and deeply invested in the system functioning smoothly, which made her neither ally nor enemy but rather a kind of regulatory weather — predictable once you understood it, occasionally inconvenient, not personal.

“Thornkeeper Mourne,” Councilor Harwick said, opening her copy of the submitted catalogue. “First Sanctum, active license, third consecutive year at current classification. Your quarterly submission has been reviewed.”

“Councilor.”

“Your cultivar count is up twelve from last quarter.”

“Seasonal expansion. The frost tolerance work I submitted in my research addendum has yielded viable specimens. I have the propagation records if the board would like to review them.”

Harwick made a note without looking up. “The Healers’ Guild has renewed your supply contract.”

“For the fourth year. I’ve included their satisfaction assessment.”

The second reviewer — younger, a man Seraphine had seen twice before and who she believed was being trained into the role — was looking at a page in his copy with an expression of concentrated effort. “The entry here,” he said, “for your row-twelve specimens — the yield figures are listed as projected. Not confirmed.”

“The quarter runs to the end of the month. I submit mid-cycle as required. The figures will be confirmed in my supplementary filing.” She kept her voice even and patient. Not deferential — there was a register she had learned to avoid, the register of a person performing harmlessness — but genuinely unhurried, the tone of someone to whom this question was not a threat and not an inconvenience.

He nodded and made a note, and Seraphine noted that his pen moved in the particular self-conscious way of someone aware they were being watched, and that he was watching her in return from beneath the pretense of looking at the page.

She let him.

The review took forty minutes. It took forty minutes every quarter, varying by no more than three minutes in either direction, which had taken her some years to realize was not a coincidence but a feature: the board had learned the efficiency of her submissions and had calibrated the meeting length accordingly. She was, in this particular administrative theatre, a reliable variable. This was exactly what she had spent years engineering.

When it was concluded, Councilor Harwick closed her copy of the catalogue and looked at Seraphine with the direct, somewhat flat attention of a person ticking a final box. “We’ve noted the death of Senior Thornkeeper Vane at the Second Sanctum.”

Seraphine waited.

“The board extends its condolences to the Venari community.” Harwick said it the way people said things that were required to be said, and Seraphine accepted it the way such things were required to be accepted, and that was all either of them did with it.

“Thank you, Councilor.”

She collected her ledger and walked out into the corridor, where the light was cooler and the ceiling was lower and the invisible weight of being assessed lifted from her shoulders with the specific, private relief of a thing that happened so often it had become ordinary.

She had been licensed for eleven years. She had attended forty-four quarterly reviews. In that time, four Venari she knew personally had died in circumstances the court had officially classified as natural or accidental. Three had been posthumously investigated — their licenses reviewed, their supply records audited, quiet suggestions made in administrative documents that their practices had been irregular.

Posthumous irregularities. It was, she had come to understand, a form of housekeeping: a way of ensuring that a dead Venari’s reputation did not survive intact long enough to raise questions about why they had died.

She had four files in the real ledger on this specific pattern. She had been adding to them patiently, and she had not yet done anything with them, because doing something too early would only replace one corrupt pattern with another. The timing mattered as much as the evidence. She had learned this from plants: you could not rush a thing that needed to grow at its own rate, and the trying would only damage it.

Aldric Vane would get his file. She would do it tonight.

⁂

Tilia’s garden was everything Seraphine’s was not.

It occupied the north quarter of the First Sanctum’s grounds, in the oldest section of the building, where the walls were high enough that the light arrived as a gift rather than a given — angled, particular, intensely considered. Tilia had spent forty-two years working with what the light allowed and the result was something that could not be imitated because it was not, at its root, a horticultural achievement. It was an expression of a mind that had spent four decades learning the absolute limits of a thing and then perfecting what could be done within them.

Seraphine had thought, when she was younger, that this was the most extraordinary quality a person could have. She still thought so. She had simply come to understand that the limits Tilia had accepted were not the only possible response to them.

She found the older woman at the central cutting table, doing what she was usually doing at this hour: working through a methodical deadheading of her primary specimens with the particular unhurried efficiency of someone for whom this was not a task but a practice. Tilia’s hands moved through the plants with an authority that had nothing in it of performance. She did not look up when Seraphine entered, which meant she had heard her coming and had assessed the footsteps as unthreatening, which was a thing Seraphine had watched her do for years and still found quietly remarkable.

“The review,” Tilia said. Not a question.

“Routine.” Seraphine settled onto the low stool near the door — the one that was always placed there, which she had never asked about and which had simply appeared one day, years ago, placed with sufficient accuracy that it could only have been deliberate. “Harwick mentioned Vane.”

“She would.”

“Condolences to the Venari community.”

Tilia’s hands did not slow in their work. “How generous of her.”

The garden smelled of green things and cut stems and the faint particular sharpness of the mordant compound Tilia used on her pruning tools — a dilution Seraphine had watched her prepare so many times she could have done it herself, and had, in her own practice, slightly adjusted. Improved, she thought, though she had never said this to Tilia. Some things were not said.

“He was careful,” Seraphine said. “Vane. He was very careful.”

Tilia set down her shears and looked at her directly for the first time. She was sixty-eight — Seraphine had looked this up once and then simply known it, the way she knew the specifications of plants she tended — and she wore the years in the way of someone who had not found them easy and had not attempted to pretend otherwise. Her face was weathered and very specific, like a document that had been revised many times into something that finally said exactly what it meant.

“Being careful,” Tilia said, carefully, “is not the same as being protected.”

“No.”

“Are you careful, Seraphine?”

The question sat between them. It was not, Seraphine knew, quite the question it appeared to be. Tilia had never asked about the real ledger directly. She had never asked about the sealed beds, or the shadow commission files, or any of the things that had been quietly accumulating in the nine years since Seraphine had decided that careful and contained was not the same as safe and that safe was not, in any case, the goal. Tilia had taught her everything she knew about plants and rather more than she’d intended about systems, and she was not a woman who asked questions she didn’t already have a partial answer to.

“I’m thorough,” Seraphine said. “It’s adjacent.”

Something moved across Tilia’s expression — brief, not quite amusement, not quite sorrow — and then was gone. She picked up her shears again. “Do you know what I am most proud of, in this garden?”

“The silverbane hedge. You’ve brought it to a yield density no other Venari has documented at this latitude.”

“No.” Tilia cut a stem and set it aside. “The fact that it is still here. That after forty-two years, every plant in this garden has been properly licensed, accurately documented, and has never once been used for anything the charter does not explicitly permit.” She paused. “Do you understand what that costs?”

Seraphine was quiet for a moment. Then: “Yes.”

“Do you understand why I consider it worth paying?”

This was the harder question. “I understand that you do.”

Tilia accepted this distinction without comment, which was itself a form of answer. She worked in silence for a moment. Outside, somewhere in the middle courts, there was the sound of the guard change — boots on stone, the brief exchange of low voices — and then quiet again.

“I had a letter,” Tilia said then, not looking up. “From Maret Sollis. You remember her.”

Seraphine remembered Maret Sollis. Senior Thornkeeper at the Third Sanctum until three years ago, when she had been retired from her posting on a licensing irregularity that Seraphine had examined carefully at the time and found less convincing than it had been intended to appear. Maret was sixty-one and had spent thirty years doing exceptional, unimpeachable work and had been dismissed within six months of making a formal inquiry about the provenance of a commission that did not match any legitimate record.

“How is she?”

“Quiet.” Tilia said the word precisely, in the way she said things that required precision. “She is living quietly in the lower city. She does not correspond with anyone from the Venari community, as a rule. She wrote to me because she knew Vane — they trained together, years ago. She wanted to express condolences.” Another stem cut and set aside. “She also said she had heard something, from someone she no longer wishes to name. She said a name was being mentioned in certain administrative circles. In connection with Vane’s death. The name is yours.”

Seraphine kept her breathing even. This was not new information — it confirmed what Fen had reported, approached from a different angle, which meant either the information was accurate or it was being deliberately planted in enough channels to appear so. Both possibilities were worth considering.

“Is that all she said?”

“She said to be careful.” Tilia looked up then, and her expression was the expression of a woman who had spent forty-two years being careful and had a very clear understanding of both what it had cost her and what it had bought. “I thought you should know.”

“Thank you, Tilia.”

“Don’t thank me. Sit with it.”

Seraphine sat with it. The garden was around them, perfect and contained, not a stem out of place, not a root crossing a boundary it had not been licensed to cross. Forty-two years of hard-won peace, visible in every row.

It was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. It was also not what she was building.

⁂

The real ledger lived in the library.

Not hidden — that would have been an error, and she had thought carefully about errors. A hidden thing, when found, was proof of intent. A visible thing required interpretation. The ledger occupied a shelf in the First Sanctum’s reference library in a section devoted to historical licensing records, between a bound volume of Third Charter amendments from sixty years ago and a catalogue of decommissioned Sanctum properties that had not been accessed, to Seraphine’s knowledge, since it was filed.

Its cover read: Botanical Commission Index — Supplementary Correspondence, Years 14–28. It looked exactly like what it claimed to be. It was not, but looking exactly like what it claimed to be was the first and most important discipline she had practiced in its composition.

She did not take it from the shelf. She had not taken it from the shelf in four months, because four months ago she had assessed that the period immediately following an inspection was a period of elevated, if subtle, attention, and that the period to access sensitive materials was in the lull that preceded the next administrative cycle. Instead, she sat at one of the library tables with a stack of legitimately requested reference texts and opened the top one and did not read it.

She thought about what she knew.

Aldric Vane. Fifty-one. Died three nights ago of an official heart episode. Fen’s contact had identified the capillary pattern. A man — no guild affiliation, no house insignia, moved carefully, unsettled people without apparent cause — had arrived at the Second Sanctum two days after the death and asked, specifically and twice, about Seraphine.

And now Maret Sollis’s contact was reporting the same name in administrative circles. Her name, in connection with Vane’s death.

There were two directions this could be moving. The first: someone knew or suspected that she and Vane had been building parallel cases and wanted to preemptively construct a narrative that would discredit her before she could act. This was the obvious direction and therefore the one she trusted least, because obvious directions in this court were almost always instrumental — designed to be seen so that the actual direction remained invisible.

The second: the man at the Second Sanctum was not working for the people who had killed Vane. He was working toward the same thing she was working toward, from outside the Venari community, and the coincidence of his questions and the administrative circulation of her name was not causal. Two unrelated things, appearing simultaneously, as unrelated things often did.

She did not yet have enough information to determine which was true. What she had was: a dead man, an unknown figure, and a name being whispered in the right places to do her damage if it needed to.

She made notes in the margin of the reference text she was not reading, in the notation system that existed in two memories, and she thought about timing.

Nine years. She had spent nine years building something that could not be rushed and could not be wrong, because it would only work once and it had to work completely. The ledger contained — she did not count exactly, she had trained herself not to count exactly, because counting was a form of attachment and attachment was a variable she could not afford — enough. It contained enough. It had contained enough for approximately two years now, which meant that the reason she had not yet acted was not about evidence.

It was about the room. Specifically, about the right room: the right gathering, the right moment, every relevant party present and with something to lose and nowhere to move. She had been cultivating the conditions for that room the way she cultivated anything — with patience, and with the certainty that patience was not passive, it was the most active thing she did.

The room was closer than it had been six months ago. Closer than it had been a year ago. The death of Aldric Vane, whatever it meant and wherever it pointed, was a variable she had not anticipated, and variables she had not anticipated required the most careful kind of attention: not reactive, not absorbed into the existing plan without assessment, but held at a small deliberate distance while she determined what they actually were.

She closed the reference text.

The library was nearly empty at this hour — one junior archivist at the far desk, not looking up, engaged in the kind of cataloguing that produced a very specific quality of concentration. Two scholars from the Administrative Sanctum who had been here when Seraphine arrived and would almost certainly still be here when she left. The room had the particular quality of useful invisibility that she had always valued: a place where people did things that looked like nothing.

She was good at things that looked like nothing.

⁂

She ate alone that evening, which was not unusual.

The First Sanctum maintained a common dining room for its Venari staff — a high-ceilinged, adequately comfortable space that she had eaten in perhaps twice in the first year of her posting and had thereafter avoided with the polite, consistent efficiency of someone who has determined that a thing does not serve them and has made peace with this determination. It was not unfriendliness, exactly. She was capable of the social forms; she had practiced them until they were available when needed, which was different from natural but functionally equivalent. It was more that the dining room required a register of interaction she found expensive in a way that other interactions did not: the performance of ease, the demonstration of ordinary appetite, the implication that she was a person who came to the end of a day and felt that a day had ended rather than that a phase of a longer process had concluded and the next phase was beginning.

She ate in her workroom with a text she was legitimately interested in and the remainder of the morning’s notes, and she did not find the solitude notable enough to feel anything about it.

This was not quite true.

Fen’s words had stayed, the way things stayed when they were either very wrong or very precisely right. She had turned them over through the day — the licensing review, Tilia’s garden, the library, the walk back through the evening court — and she had not found the angle at which they became dismissible. Being dangerous and being free are not the same thing. She knew this. She had known it so long it had become structural, part of the architecture of the thing she was building rather than a fact that needed regular examination.

What unsettled her was that Fen had not stopped there.

He had said: you could have more than this. Which was a different claim entirely. More implied that she was currently in possession of a lesser quantity of something — that what she had was not nothing, which she did not dispute, but that it was not the full thing, which she had been, until yesterday morning, almost comfortable not thinking about.

She was comfortable with aloneness. This was not a thing she had been forced to learn; it was something she had assessed, early, and determined was the correct orientation for the life she was building. There were risks she could carry alone that she could not carry in company. There were things she knew that were safer not to pass to anyone else. The ledger existed in two places — her mind and the library shelf — and the fact that it existed nowhere else was not a limitation of trust but a form of protection she extended to people she cared about by keeping them outside the radius of what she was doing.

Fen was the exception to this, within careful limits. Tilia was a different kind of exception: she knew without being told, which was a relationship Seraphine respected enough not to formalize. But these were not what Fen had meant. She knew what Fen had meant, which was why she had not answered him.

She had been given her license at seventeen in a room full of people who had gone still when she walked in, the way people went still around something they could not categorize. She had understood, then, what she would cost people: the sustained effort of being careful around her, the slight permanent elevation of attention. Her family had loved her, in the way of people trying to love something they were also afraid of, and she had understood this at an age when understanding it had not been a kindness.

She had resolved, in that room at seventeen, never to require from someone what they could not give without the cost showing. She had held to this resolution for eleven years and she was good at it and it was the loneliest thing she had ever done and she was not, in the ordinary run of days, prepared to say so.

Tonight it was closer to the surface than it usually was. She noted this without permitting it to compound. Aldric Vane was dead. Someone was moving against her, or someone was coming toward her, and she did not yet know which. The work was entering a new phase — variables she hadn’t planned for, a stranger asking her name at the Second Sanctum two days after a death she had not been warned was coming.

It was, she recognized, the precise kind of moment that required the most absolute version of herself: clear-eyed, unencumbered, measuring what was true rather than what would be convenient to believe.

What was true: she did not know who the stranger was. What was true: her name was being moved against her like a playing piece, which meant someone had decided she was a variable that needed managing. What was true: in nine years, no one had decided that until now, which meant something had changed.

She put away her notes. She cleared the desk. She went to the window and looked out at the court’s nighttime architecture — the torchlit walkways, the late-moving figures of clerks and pages and the occasional brisk silhouette of a noble in a hurry to be somewhere that looked important — and she let herself understand that the thing she had been building for nine years had just stopped being a private project.

Something had noticed her.

She stood at the window for some time after that, looking at the court and thinking about Tilia’s garden — the forty-two years of it, the profound and particular beauty of a life lived with absolute precision inside lines that someone else had drawn. The peace in it. The cost of it.

She was thirty years younger than Tilia. She had eleven years instead of forty-two, and a ledger instead of a perfect silverbane hedge, and at the end of whatever was coming she intended to be something that Tilia was not, and had never tried to be, and perhaps had not permitted herself to want.

The court is beautiful, she thought, looking at it. And everyone in it is armed.

She went back to her desk and opened the text she had been legitimately reading and read it.

She did not think about the stranger again until she was nearly asleep, and then only briefly, and then not at all.

This was a lie. But she was very good at those.
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Chapter Three
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⁂

The summons came on a Tuesday, as they usually did.

Seraphine had noticed this pattern early in her career and had since confirmed it across eleven years of data: official requests for Venari consultation on deaths of uncertain provenance arrived predominantly on Tuesdays. She had a theory. The deaths themselves were distributed evenly enough across the week, but the administrative processing of them — the decision to call it uncertain rather than natural, the routing of the paperwork to the relevant licensing office, the issuing of the summons — took approximately four days from the moment someone in the crown’s security apparatus decided that a set of eyes was needed. Which meant the decisions were being made on Fridays, after the week’s business was substantially concluded, in the particular kind of meeting that didn’t appear on official calendars.

She kept this observation in the real ledger under a section heading she had written in the driest possible language: Administrative Procedural Patterns. It was, she thought, one of the more quietly damning sections.

The note was brief. Lord Aldous Fenwick of House Fenwick, sixty-three, found dead in his private chambers at the Alcevian Estate two days ago. Attending physician: natural causes, cardiac event, consistent with known health history. Request for Venari consultation: standard protocol, nothing to indicate concern. Assigned consultant: Thornkeeper Mourne, First Sanctum, by rotation.

By rotation. She had been on the consultation roster for eleven years, and in that time she had been assigned by rotation to nineteen cases. She had found three of those nineteen to be exactly what the official record said. She had found sixteen to be other things.

She certified the official cause of death in eight of those sixteen.

She did not think about this more than was useful. It was structural — a feature of the position, not a personal failing, and the distinction between those two things was one she had worked to keep very clear. A Venari consultant who refused to certify a shadow commission kill would be replaced by a Venari consultant who would. The evidence she was gathering required her continued access to exactly this kind of case. The certification cost her something every time, and she paid it, and she put what she found in the real ledger, and she did not discuss it with anyone.

She folded the summons, tucked it into her coat, and went to collect her examination kit.

⁂

The Alcevian Estate was twenty minutes from the First Sanctum by the river road, and it was exactly the kind of place that the court produced when it had been producing things for long enough: beautiful in the way of objects that have accrued value through proximity to power, every surface considered, nothing quite natural.

She was met at the outer gate by a steward who held himself with the particular controlled blankness of someone who had been told to be helpful and was finding this instruction in active tension with his instinct to manage what a Venari was allowed to see. She let him escort her through the formal rooms without comment, reading the house the way she read everything: observing what was there and, more specifically, what had recently been moved.

Three things, she noted, in the corridor approaching the private chambers. The flower arrangement on the left-hand console had been replaced within the last twelve hours — the stems were too fresh, the arrangement too deliberate, someone had wanted that surface cleared and then covered. The carpet runner near the chamber door had been repositioned, slightly; the indentations of its previous location were still faintly visible in the pile. And the chair positioned outside the chamber — ostensibly for a waiting attendant — had been recently wiped down, the arm rests faintly damp at the grain.

She did not comment on any of this. She walked past it all with the expression of a professional attending to a professional task, and she filed everything.

Lord Fenwick’s chambers were large and over-furnished in the way of men who had acquired things faster than they had developed taste. He was on the bed, positioned with the careful naturalness of someone who had been positioned: arms slightly too composed, sheets pulled to a level that was neither the height of a sleeping man nor the height of a man who had died in distress, but a deliberate middle point that signaled consideration.

The attending physician was still present — a Dr. Veyne, whom she had met twice on previous
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