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Chapter1: A Prayer at the Throat
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I could have opened his throat before the candle on the third rail finished guttering.

That was the first thing I knew about him up close. Not that he was beautiful. Not that he stood like a prince from a tapestry. Only that the distance from my shadow to the pulse in his neck was one clean step, half a breath, and the turn of my wrist.

The rest came after.

The night chapel of the lower palace was smaller than the great sanctum above, built for private devotion and old guilt. White stone. Frost filmed over the leaded glass. The saints in their alcoves had faces worn smooth by centuries of breath and smoke, as if too many sinners had stared at them and asked for mercy they did not deserve.

I stayed behind the pillar nearest the apse, where the candlelight broke into strips across the floor and left a wedge of darkness wide enough for my body. My knife sat in the sheath against my inner wrist, flat and warm from my skin. I had rubbed the hilt with ash before coming. No shine. No scent of oil.

He had come alone. That, too, mattered.

Men like Crown Prince Oren Haldren were never meant to be alone. Not in the court above, where every bow was measured and every glance priced. Not in the city that called him the future winter king and hung his profile in ice across shopfronts before the festival season. A man like that was supposed to move inside a wall of etiquette and steel.

But he knelt by himself anyway.

His cloak was midnight blue, almost black in the chapel gloom, lined with pale fur that caught the candlelight at the edges. No jewels. No ceremonial chain. Only dark gloves on the stone rail and the stiff white of his collar against his throat. He bowed his head, and for a moment I saw not a prince, not a target, but a man holding himself upright through force alone.

Then he spoke, and I remembered what I was.

“Let the roads stay open another fortnight,” he murmured.

His voice was low enough that it should have vanished into the drafty air, but winter churches teach sound how to travel. It slid between pillars and reached me whole. “Let the grain reach Halvane before the river locks. Let the fever in North Reach break.”

I waited.

Prayer was noise. Noise covered movement. I had chosen this chapel because men said he came here when the palace slept. I had spent twelve nights confirming it, three more learning the pattern of the corridor guards, two bribing a laundress for the wax imprint of a side-door key, and one afternoon under a dead carter’s wagon memorizing the steps of the night deacons. All of that for this. One quiet man. One throat.

He bent his head lower.

“And this year,” he said, so softly I almost missed it, “please let the children of Emberfell eat.”

Everything in me stopped.

Not my breathing. I killed that first. Not my hand. That was already still. Something deeper, colder. Something old enough that it had stopped feeling like a wound and become the shape of my bones.

Emberfell.

The word did not belong here. Not in white stone washed with candlelight. Not in the mouth of the man whose seal had sent winter into our fields and soldiers into our homes. Emberfell was smoke in snow. It was my mother’s fingers gone gray before dawn. It was my father taken in the levy carts because he carried a life-vein and the crown needed living flesh for its towers. It was my little brother’s boot by the ditch with no foot inside it.

Emberfell was not a word princes said in prayer.

My knife stayed in its sheath.

He lifted one hand to the rail, and candlelight brushed the edge of his glove. Black leather, fitted close. He did not take it off, not even in prayer. In the capital, that meant refinement. Privacy. Bloodline etiquette. There were whole manuals on what it signaled when royalty bared a hand and to whom. But the old women in my part of the country had different stories. They said the winter crown crept into the skin. They said the royal blood cooled from the fingertips inward.

They said you could tell how much of a king a man had become by how little warmth he left on the things he touched.

I had laughed at that when I was thirteen.

At thirteen, I still thought there might be a point where the world stopped being absurd.

He went on, naming villages with the care of a man counting the dead under his breath. Some I knew. Some I did not. None of them were places the court talked about unless they were late on tax shipments or too slow to die quietly. He did not hurry over any of the names.

I watched the line of his shoulders under the cloak. Too rigid. Not prayerful. Not calm. He looked like someone bracing for a blow that never came because he had already stepped into it years ago and now had to keep carrying it.

That should not have mattered.

It mattered anyway.

A sound scraped at the outer corridor. Not loud. A boot sole checking its weight before a turn. Then another, and the faint tap of a spear butt kissed once against stone.

Guard rotation. Earlier than the pattern I had mapped.

I shifted before I knew I had decided to move.

The pillar’s shadow broke around me in a shallow angle. If the guard entered and looked left first, he would see the hem of my black servant’s coat and the edge of my cheek. If I stepped now, I could reach the prince before the guard saw, drive the blade in under the jaw, leave him drowning on his own blood, and disappear through the sacristy door in the confusion.

That was one path.

The other was retreat. Fast, silent, humiliating.

The bootsteps came closer.

I slid my thumb over the knife clasp and tasted iron, though my mouth was empty. Killing in a chapel had never bothered me. Gods had watched worse things done for crowns. Killing him after that prayer should not have bothered me either. If anything, it should have sharpened the need. A man who could speak Emberfell aloud and still live under gold roofs was filth of a more refined kind.

The latch moved.

The prince spoke without turning.

“Leave me.”

The corridor went still.

A man’s voice answered from beyond the door. Deep. Careful. “Your Highness, the hour is late.”

“I am aware of the hour, Captain Kerr.”

So. Jonas Kerr.

I had heard the name in three kitchens, one guardroom, and from the mouth of a woman who sold winter pears under the east arcade. The prince’s hound. Loyal to the marrow. Difficult to bribe and harder to fool. If he walked in now, I would have to choose blood.

There was the sound of a hand flattening against wood from the other side. “You are alone.”

“I asked to be.”

Silence. It went on one beat too long to be obedience and not challenge.

Then Kerr said, “Two men remain at the west hall. One by the stair.”

“Three too many for a prayer.”

The answer that came back was stripped thin. “Men have died for less than a prayer in this palace.”

A pause.

I leaned into the cold pillar and listened to the prince breathe. He did not sound startled. He did not sound afraid that someone might already be inside, close enough to hear his pulse. He sounded tired, and faintly irritated, and impossibly used to speaking as if the room had to obey him simply because he had no strength left to argue twice.

“That is why I am praying,” he said.

The latch eased back. Bootsteps retreated a pace, then another, though not far enough to matter. Jonas Kerr did not like the order. He followed it anyway.

Inside the chapel, the prince bowed his head once more.

The chance opened clean.

No guard in the room. No witness. No need for haste now. I could cross the stones and finish him before his next breath. I knew where to strike. Up under the jaw if I wanted silence. Between the ribs if I wanted certainty. The old steel needle hidden in my sleeve if I wanted him dead without blood before dawn. Sable had drilled all of it into me until my arm moved faster than thought.

I did not move.

My body, traitorous thing, stayed fixed in the dark while my mind began cutting excuses for it. Not here. Not yet. Too many unknowns in the corridor. No confirmed escape once the chapel bells changed. Better to keep the cover and kill later, closer to the state rooms, where the death could be made to look like fever or collapse.

Lies. Some useful. Some not.

The only true thing in me was the disgust curling hot and ugly around that single word. Emberfell.

He knew it.

He should not have known it.

He finished in silence. No theatrics. No kiss to a relic. No dramatic rising of the hands to the saints. Just a long kneel, and then the careful push upward of a man whose body had not rested properly in too many nights. When he stood, he swayed so slightly another person might have missed it. I did not.

Sleep-deprived, then. Or ill. Maybe both.

He braced one gloved hand against the rail until the moment passed. In the candlelight I caught the profile everyone in the capital seemed to worship: straight nose, clean mouth, hair the pale brown of chestnut bark under frost, too neat to look vain, too severe to look soft. His face would have been beautiful if it had not been so restrained. As it was, it gave the impression of a door barred from the inside.

He turned toward the side aisle nearest me.

My fingers found the knife again.

He took three steps and stopped almost opposite my pillar. Not close enough to touch. Close enough that I saw the dark crescents under his eyes and the faint white scar at his chin where the barber’s line never quite hid it. His gaze lifted, not to the shadow where I stood, but to the unlit votive shelf above it.

For one stunned instant I thought he had seen me and chosen not to call for help.

Then he reached into his cloak, set a small square of folded paper beside the dead lamp, and walked away.

No backward glance. No sign.

The side door opened on silent hinges. Cold air breathed in, carrying snow and distant smoke. He stepped through and let the door close behind him.

I waited to a count of one hundred.

At fifty-six, I was sure the paper by the votive shelf had to be a trap. At eighty-two, I was angry enough at myself to almost leave it. At one hundred, I crossed the floor without a sound and took it anyway.

It was not addressed. The fold was plain. No seal.

Inside, a single list written in an even hand:

North Reach – fever broth allocation doubled.

Halvane – road crews to remain through thaw.

Emberfell remnant quarter – grain release, if reserve allows.

Below that, two words that hit harder than the first line of prayer had.

If reserve allows.

I stared until the letters blurred. Then I folded the paper once, twice, and fed it to the nearest candle flame. It curled black in an instant, the ash feathering onto the brass tray. No trace.

Reserve allows.

That was a prince’s mercy, then. The kind measured against ledgers and furnace heat. The kind that knew my dead village well enough to note its remnant quarter and still kept the condition at the end.

If there was grain left.

If the city remained full enough.

If the center could spare what the edge had bled to produce.

The disgust came back clean after that. Better. Simpler. I held onto it hard.

I slipped through the sacristy, along the priest corridor, and out through the laundry court where the steam from the washhouse drifted like ghosts into the night. My false servant’s cap went into the ash barrel. My coat turned inside out. By the time I crossed the frozen herb garden and scaled the low wall into the abandoned glassworks beyond the palace boundary, the woman who had nearly killed a prince in prayer was gone.

Sable was waiting by the cold furnace mouth.

She always found a way to look as if darkness had been cut around her and taught to stand upright. Tall, narrow-shouldered, hair black with one clean streak of silver at the temple, not from age but an old burn. She did not waste words when the words could be measured in breath and danger. Tonight she leaned against a stack of broken mold frames and watched me come through the cracked arch without moving at all.

“Well?” she asked.

I pulled the chapel key from my sleeve and laid it on the stone between us. Then the servant’s badge, then the thread-wrapped vial I had not needed, then the tiny sliver of pearl wax bearing the side-door imprint. Trophies of work, not of success.

“I had the distance,” I said.

“And?”

“He prayed.”

Sable’s face did not change. “Many guilty men do.”

“He said Emberfell.”

That made her eyes sharpen. Not with pity. Sable had no use for pity. With attention, which was rarer and more valuable.

“Exact words.”

I gave them to her.

The furnace chamber stayed quiet after. Outside, the wind shoved grit over the broken threshold in thin scratching lines. Somewhere above us, a loose pane knocked in its frame.

“At least he remembers the village he signed away,” Sable said at last.

I laughed once, without humor. “He remembers enough to ask his god to feed the children, if the reserve allows.”

“Good. Then kill him knowing he has memory. Not because you thought he was too stupid to know what he did.”

I looked at her. She had raised me after Emberfell, in all the ways that mattered and many that should not. She had taught me the names of roots that slowed a heart and powders that made sweat smell like fever. She had taught me to listen through doors, to copy a magistrate’s hand after seeing it once, to survive blizzards by reading where the wind wanted to bury me. She had also taught me the one truth people in capitals never say aloud: a kind face sitting inside a murderous system still crushes what is beneath it.

“Did you expect this to comfort me?” I asked.

“No.” She pushed away from the furnace. “I expect it to keep you from inventing innocence where there is only complexity. Complexity is how rulers buy themselves another year.”

“I know what he is.”

“Do you?”

It should have angered me. Instead it landed in the hollow place under my ribs and sat there. Because I did know what he was, and now I knew one thing more, and the added piece made the whole shape uglier rather than cleaner.

Sable crossed the room, boots whispering over soot. From inside her coat she drew a folded packet bound in dull thread. “Your official path begins at dawn. The chapel was always greed. This is the plan.”

I took the packet and opened it beneath the moon-struck gap in the roof.

Papers. Employment petition. Recommendation note from the lesser clerkship bureau. Proof of provincial schooling. Temporary registry seal from the eastern records hall. All of it excellent, all of it false. Lena Harrow. Twenty-four. Daughter of a dead tallyman from river country. Literate in two rural scripts, competent with tax abstracts, unremarkable in every direction that mattered. The kind of woman administrators liked because she made their desks lighter and their consciences heavier only by existing.

“Prince’s household?” I asked.

“If your forged exam scores hold.”

“They’ll hold.”

“They must.” Sable looked past me toward the slit of night visible above the collapsed kiln wall. “Forty-one days until the coronation. After that he stops being merely a prince with blood on his pen.”

Forty-one. I had been counting already. Hearing it from her made the number harder, less like time and more like a tightening wire.

“What changed?” I asked.

“Traffic from the lower ministries. More requisitions to the tower districts. More life-vein levies than last month.”

White tax, then. Grain, fuel, bodies. Always bodies.

Sable’s gaze came back to mine. “We do this cleanly if we can. Quiet. Before the ceremony. If not, we do it ugly. But he dies.”

I folded the papers shut. “He dies.”

She nodded once, accepting the answer and the lie inside it, or maybe simply noting that both existed. With Sable, it was often hard to tell.

“Do not make the mistake of hating only the man,” she said. “The crown is the machine. He is the hand about to slide into it.”

“And if the hand hesitates?”

“Cut it off anyway.”

She left first, because she always did. I counted to sixty before I moved, then took the underpass beneath the tanners’ lane and came up in the workers’ quarter where the palace’s warm drainage ran black under ice. The city above slept in tiers. Fur merchants and lampwrights nearest the inner avenues. Scribes, cooks, grooms, laundresses, glass polishers farther out. Beyond them the districts where the white city’s heat thinned and winter behaved like winter again.

I rented a room under the name Lena Harrow from a widow who never looked directly at any guest, which was a quality worth coin. The mattress smelled of lye and stale straw. The window had ice on the inside edge. I should have slept.

Instead I sat on the floor with the lamp turned low and rebuilt the prince’s face from memory, correcting myself each time I softened it. The dark around the eyes. The way his shoulders locked when he rose. The gloved hand braced on stone. The list left by the votive shelf with its careful, rationed mercy.

And that prayer.

Please let the children of Emberfell eat.

I pressed my thumb so hard into the base of my knife that the old scar there whitened.

“Too late,” I told the floorboards.

At some point the lamp died. I dozed sitting up and woke before dawn with my neck burning and my hand on the blade. Habit. Not fear.

The palace district looked painted when the first light touched it, every cornice edged in silver, every roofline too perfect for weather to have made it honestly. Snow was swept before it could dirty the steps. Water was heated in bronze cisterns before servants threw it across the inner walks. Even the cold here felt curated.

I entered by the administrative gate with seven others seeking temporary winter work. Three men. Four women. All of them poor enough to be grateful, cautious enough to keep their heads down, and frightened enough that their eyes flicked to the wall guards every few seconds as if permission could be revoked by a glance. I let my shoulders round and my gaze stay modestly lowered. Useful women are invisible until they are needed. Forgettable women survive.

The clerk at intake had a nose red from constant indoor heat and a mouth that folded on itself when he read. He took my papers between fingers stained with sealing blue, held them up, sniffed once as if he could smell forgery, and stamped the lower margin without interest.

“Records overflow, correspondence backlog, ceremonial inventories,” he muttered. “You read court hand?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Provincial ledgers?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you keep your mouth shut?”

“Yes, sir.”

That, at least, made him look up. He saw a plain woman in serviceable gray with dark hair pinned neatly and no ornament worth stealing. He did not see Emberfell. He did not see the years between there and here. Good.

“Second corridor, lower chancery. If they do not send you back by noon, report again at dusk.”

“Yes, sir.”

I took the wooden token he slid across the desk and tucked it into my sleeve. Temporary hire. No rank. No permanence. Enough.

The lower chancery was all scratching quills and stale coal smoke. I spent the first two hours sorting petition bundles by province while learning who flirted with whom by watching reflections in the glass cabinets. The third hour I memorized the shift rhythm of the page runners. By the fourth, I could tell which undersecretary falsified his own tallies because he lifted his left shoulder before every lie.

No one remembered that Lena Harrow had arrived.

Good again.

Near midday, a stack of misfiled household reports landed on my desk with enough force to throw dust into my face. I caught the top bundle before it slid, skimmed three pages, and realized the error at once. Winter rations for the prince’s private office had been entered under ceremonial fuel use. Either incompetence or laundering. Possibly both.

A woman in dark court blue stopped beside me. Her sleeves were too fine for a servant and too practical for a lady of the inner ring. Palace attendant, then. Well-placed enough to order clerks without ever touching ink herself.

“Can you read quickly, Harrow?” she asked.

“I can read accurately.”

Her mouth twitched. “That is almost never the answer I get. Lady Celia Wren.”

I knew the name. Sable’s notes had given me a bare line: attendant attached to the women’s household, frequent cross-traffic with the prince’s office, listens more than she speaks. Not safe. Not cruel either. Dangerous in the manner of silk over a knife edge.

I stood. She waved me down at once.

“Not that sort of room,” she said. “Show me.”

I turned the ledger and used my finger, never too eager, never too dramatic. “These columns were copied against the wrong registry heading. If they go forward like this, the prince’s chamber fuel looks excessive and the ceremonial stores look miraculously thrifty.”

“Could that matter?”

“To the wrong enemy, yes.”

“And to the right one?”

“It depends whether anyone wants the truth or only a cleaner lie.”

Celia studied me for a beat longer than comfort allowed. Then she took the page, scanned it, and exhaled through her nose.

“You are not staying in the basement,” she said.

I pitched my expression into suitable confusion. “My lady?”

“Do not look so hunted. It makes the others notice.” She gestured with the ledger. “The prince’s temporary office has swallowed two junior scribes and one permanent clerk this month. Come see whether you are the next sacrifice.”

So simply the floor tilted.

I gathered the corrected bundles and followed.

The prince’s working rooms lay three levels above, past the hall where winter tapestries hung so thick they changed the sound of footsteps. Fires burned in braziers at each turn, fed with resinous wood that smelled faintly sweet. The heat should have pleased me. Instead it made the back of my throat ache. Every corridor in the inner palace carried the same hidden arithmetic: more flame here, less fuel somewhere else; more warmth here, more frost on a farm road far away.

We passed a long window overlooking the inner court. Below, stable boys dragged slush from the paving stones while pages ran with lacquered cases under their arms. A line of white-coated petitioners waited near the audience stair. Above them all, the banners hung perfectly still in the trapped indoor air.

“How long have you served here?” Celia asked without looking back.

“Not long, my lady.”

“Good. The old ones either go numb or mad.”

I almost smiled. Almost.

At the doors to the prince’s office stood two guards in winter steel. One I did not know. The other I knew immediately from voice alone.

Jonas Kerr was broader than the corridor seemed built to permit. Dark hair gone iron at the temples, jaw like a fist, eyes the cold brown of wet bark. He wore no visible ornament beyond the royal knot on his cloak clasp, as if decoration would only get between him and suspicion. Those eyes flicked over Celia, then landed on me and stayed there half a second too long.

“This is Harrow,” Celia said. “She can read.”

“That puts her above half the upper ministries,” Kerr said.

His voice was flatter in daylight. Less like a threat. Somehow worse for it.

“I’m honored, Captain,” I said, mild and provincial.

“If you were smart, you wouldn’t be.”

Celia clicked her tongue. “Jonas, do try civility.”

“I save it for funerals.”

That drew the smallest shift at the corner of her mouth. Familiar sparring, then. Useful.

He opened the door himself, but not before noting where my hands were. Not before marking the set of my shoulders, my weight distribution, my shoes. He knew what to look for. Not enough yet. But enough that I catalogued him under obstacle, immediate.

The prince’s office was warmer than the corridor and brighter than the chapel had been, though the day outside remained colorless. Three fires. Two walls of shelves. A long table under tall windows crowded with open ledgers, sealed packets, and map weights shaped like winter roses. At the far end, standing over a spread of provincial reports, was Oren Haldren.

For a knife’s blink I saw him as he had been in candlelight: bowed head, low voice, Emberfell on his mouth.

Then he straightened, and the prince returned.

He wore charcoal today with silver at the collar and the same black gloves as last night, though perhaps a different pair. No man with household attendants would wear the same gloves two days in a row unless he wanted to. His expression was composed so completely it looked effortless from a distance. Only up close did the cost show.

Celia crossed to the table. “Your Highness, the lower chancery sent me a miracle.”

“That sounds administratively improbable.”

“Then perhaps a competent woman.”

That made him look toward me.

Not like a man seeing me for the first time. Not like a man recognizing me from a chapel shadow, either. Something in between. A brief, weighing stillness. If he knew, he hid it perfectly. If he did not, he still looked as though he expected people to arrive carrying trouble.

“This is Lena Harrow,” Celia said. “She caught a fuel discrepancy before it made your enemies look clever.”

“An unusually civic-minded act,” he said.

His voice did the same thing to me in daylight that it had done in the dark. It carried. Not loud, never that. Clear in a way that made lies feel clumsy around it.

I bowed the correct depth for temporary staff. “Only trying not to be blamed for another clerk’s arithmetic, Your Highness.”

A pause. Then, unexpectedly, “Sensibly done.”

Celia set the corrected pages before him and began summarizing the filing error. He read faster than most men think. I saw it at once in the way his gaze moved: no backtracking, no showy slowness to imply deliberation, simply intake and judgment. Dangerous. A man like that made fewer mistakes for others to exploit.

He asked three questions. Sharp ones. Not about blame. About consequence. Who had copied the heading. Which office would benefit from the misallocation. Whether the ceremonial stores had actually been reduced or merely relabeled.

I kept my face blank and listened.

At the end he placed the pages down in one neat stack. “Keep Harrow.”

Celia lifted a brow. “In my household?”

“In mine.”

The room did not move, but something in it tightened. Even Kerr shifted half a step at the door.

Celia looked from him to me and back again. “Temporary?”

“Everything is temporary.”

That was an answer and not one. Typical prince’s speech, perhaps. Or simply tired man’s speech wrapped in royal polish.

“As you wish,” she said.

I made the correct startled murmur. “Your Highness, I am only provisionally entered.”

“Then you may be provisionally useful.” His eyes flicked to the stack of petitions near my elbow. “Can you read border shorthand?”

“Yes.”

“Eastern hill script?”

“Yes.”

“Can you identify when a village report has been edited by someone who has never seen the village?”

I thought of snowfields signed as fertile, tower levies marked voluntary, the way a city hand always wrote hunger as underperformance.

“Yes,” I said.

The prince nodded as if that settled a matter he had already decided. “Good.”

Nothing in his face showed recognition. Nothing admitted the chapel, the prayer, the impossible word that had stopped my knife. But when he reached for the next packet, I saw the slight stiffness in his wrist, as if the glove covered pain or cold gone too deep. His fingers paused for the briefest instant above the seal before closing on it.

He had not slept.

Neither had I.

“Captain Kerr,” he said without looking up, “have Harrow’s credentials checked properly.”

Kerr’s stare touched the side of my face like a blade laid flat. “Already being done.”

“Quietly.”

“Of course.”

Oren broke the seal on the packet. “If she is false, I would rather know before someone else tells me.”

I kept my breathing even.

Celia gave me a sideways glance that might have been warning or sympathy. Hard to tell with court people. “Come,” she said. “We will see whether you can survive the prince’s papers.”

Survive. A delicate word for proximity to a man I had come here to kill.

As she led me toward the side desks, I let my gaze pass once across the room and catch on the things that mattered. A map of the northern provinces pinned with black-headed markers. A schedule slate near the mantel with six appointments crossed out and two added in a firmer hand. A tray of untouched breakfast gone cold except for the tea, which had been replaced recently. A second pair of gloves drying by the inner fire, palms darkened as if melted snow had soaked through. And on the edge of the main writing table, half obscured by ministerial correspondence, a private list in the same even hand as the paper from the chapel.

Halvane.

North Reach.

Emberfell remnant quarter.

He had rewritten it.

I looked away before anyone could catch meaning on my face.

Forty-one days, Sable had said.

Now forty-one days existed not as an abstract span on a rebel’s calendar but as a set of mornings I might spend in this room, within reach of the man whose signature had ruined my life and whose prayer had slipped under my guard like a thin knife.

A prince with memory was harder to kill than a monster. Not because he deserved to live.

Because memory had weight. And once you knew a man was carrying some of the dead with him, the blade had to go through them too.

Celia deposited three bundles on the side desk and handed me a sharpened pencil. “Border reports first. If you faint from boredom, do it quietly.”

“I’ll try to choose an elegant direction.”

That earned me an actual glance from her, brief and amused despite herself. “Careful, Harrow. Wit is harder to hide than competence.”

At the far table, the prince signed one page, rejected the next, and paused over a third long enough that I knew it was something ugly. His gloved hand rested near the seal press. His jaw tightened once, then smoothed.

I took my seat, opened the first report, and let Lena Harrow lower her head over the work.

Underneath her, Mara Corven sharpened herself against the waiting days.

Somewhere beyond the windows, bells began to ring the noon hour. In the city below, smoke rose straight from warm roofs while the outer districts stayed white and mean under the cold. In the provinces, roads cracked, grain ran short, and the children of Emberfell either ate or did not eat depending on what this room decided.

I dipped the pencil.

The first line before me was a lie.

That, at least, felt familiar.
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Chapter2: The Fire in the White Palace
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The first thing I saw that morning from the prince’s window was a boy collapsing into snow.

He went down without drama. No cry, no flailing. One moment he was hauling a split crate of lamp oil across the inner court with both arms locked hard around it, and the next his knees folded under him and the crate struck the paving stones so sharply the sound reached even through the glass. Oil jars rolled in dark little circles. A groom cursed. No one ran at once.

Inside, three fireplaces burned.

The nearest one stood broad and carved, white marble veined with gray like old ice under river skin. Sweet resin wood cracked inside it. The room smelled warm enough to make a poor body forget itself. I had been in the prince’s office less than half an hour and already the heat sat on my shoulders like an accusation.

Celia Wren didn’t even turn from the cabinet she was unlocking. “You will learn quickly,” she said, as if answering a thought I had not voiced. “Here, people only hurry when the trouble can stain silk.”

I kept my eyes on the court below. Two pages had stopped. One looked ready to help. The other looked ready to tell him not to.

“Does he belong to the stable?” I asked.

“Fuel detail.” She slid a file case onto the side table. “Likely requisitioned from some outer district. You can tell by the boots. City boys complain differently.”

Below, the collapsed boy tried to push himself up and failed. His coat was too thin for capital work, patched at both elbows, white with frost around the hem where melt had frozen again. He could not have been more than fourteen.

I should not have stared. I knew why he was there the moment Celia said requisitioned.

White Tax did not stop at grain and coal. It never had. The crown’s ledgers called it civic labor redistribution when there were no life-vein holders convenient enough to strip from a village. In the frontier we used cleaner language. We called it taking the last body left standing.

The office door opened behind me.

I knew the sound of Jonas Kerr’s steps first, because no one else walked as if every floorboard needed to be reminded it was under command. The second set was lighter. Not soft. Controlled.

I turned with the correct clerk’s delay, neither snapping around nor pretending not to notice a prince entering his own room.

Oren Haldren had changed into court black. Silver clasp at the throat. Fresh gloves. Hair still damp at the ends from washing, though whoever had combed it had left a single strand out of place above his temple. No scent of perfume. Only cold air riding in with him and a tiredness he kept so tightly reined most people would mistake it for reserve.

His gaze crossed the room, took in the open correspondence, Celia’s cabinet, the side desks, the window, and me. It did not linger. That would have been easier to read.

“Morning reports?” he asked.

Celia held out a packet. “East granary disputes, two ministerial corrections, one apology from the customs office that is not sincere, and your new scribe has not yet fled.”

“Disappointing,” he said.

It was dry enough to make Celia’s mouth shift at one corner. He crossed toward the long table while Kerr remained by the door, already watching everything that moved.

Outside, the boy in the snow rolled once onto his side.

I saw Oren notice him at the same moment I did. There was no visible start. Only a break in the rhythm of his hand as he reached for the first report.

He looked toward Kerr. “Who assigned fuel transport to the lower court during the thaw wash?”

Kerr glanced through the window. “Supply office, likely.”

“Likely is not a name.”

“No, Your Highness.”

“Find it.”

He set the report down untouched and moved for the door.

That was the first surprise. Not that he had seen. That he broke motion for it. Princes were trained to let lesser problems be solved by lesser hands, especially in public view. Authority, distance, composure. The capital treated those as sacred objects.

But Oren was already opening the door himself.

Celia sighed under her breath as if this was not unusual, only inconvenient. “Harrow,” she said, “come along. He dislikes witnesses less than he dislikes useless attendants.”

I followed because a good clerk followed, and because opportunities often hid under concern.

The corridor heat gave way to courtyard cold like a slap across wet skin. By the time I stepped onto the stone, the boy had made one more effort to rise and failed again. Oil had leaked from one broken jar and spread in a dark fan over the paving. A thin man in supply blue stood several paces off with his hands tucked into his sleeves, wearing the expression administrators use when a human inconvenience threatens their schedule.

Oren dropped to one knee in the snow without hesitation.

That image stayed with me against my will. Black wool darkening at the hem, gloved hand at the boy’s jaw, the future king kneeling in slush while the official remained upright to protect his boots.

“What is your name?” Oren asked.

The boy’s lips moved. Too cracked to hear from where I stood, but I read them. Tavin. Or Taron. The second shape was blurred by shivering.

“Speak up,” the supply man snapped.

The prince did not look at him. “If he could do that comfortably, he would not be on the ground.”

The official flushed. “Your Highness, it is only a faint. These labor lots are always dramatic when brought indoors.”

Labor lots.

The phrase was almost elegant. It made me want to put a blade through his cheek just to see if he could keep sounding refined around blood.

Oren slipped off one glove with his teeth and pressed two bare fingers against the boy’s throat.

I stared.

No one in the court room had seen him ungloved yesterday. The chapel had hidden his hands entirely. Here, in the open court, with servants and pages and a supply officer looking on, he had bared his skin without a flicker of self-consciousness because a child was half-conscious in the snow.

His hand was pale enough to look translucent where the winter light struck it. Not soft. The knuckles were marked with fine white seams like old cracks in pond ice. When he shifted his wrist I saw them run farther inward beneath the cuff before the sleeve hid the rest.

The stories had not lied.

The boy flinched at the cold touch but opened his eyes. Oren bent closer. “When did you last eat?”

The answer came small and ashamed. This time I heard it.

“Yesterday night, maybe.”

The official made a protesting sound. “Rations were issued.”

“Were they consumed by him?” Oren asked.

“By the labor allotment.”

“That was not my question.”

Kerr moved in then, silent and enormous, and somehow the whole court tightened around him. He did not need to touch the official. Presence did the work.

Oren looked up at me instead. “Harrow.”

I stepped forward before the official could notice the prince addressing a temporary clerk by name and wonder what that meant. “Your Highness?”

“There is a wrapped loaf on the sideboard in the western antechamber. Bring it. And hot water, not wine.”

“Yes, Your Highness.”

I turned at once, but his next words stopped the supply man rather than me.

“Do not move those oil jars until someone confirms how long he has been carrying them in this weather,” he said. “If he collapsed from cold and exhaustion, I want the task log. If from hunger, I want the ration log. If both, I want the name of whoever decided both were acceptable.”

He still did not raise his voice. He never seemed to need to.

The official bowed too fast. “At once, Your Highness.”

He hurried off with the stiff haste of a man praying the blame would find a smaller back.

I fetched the loaf and water myself because the nearest footman had that polished palace vacancy in his eyes which meant he had learned to wait for rank before helping anyone. By the time I returned, Oren had moved the boy under the arcade and wrapped his own cloak across the child’s shoulders. He had his glove back on, but I could not unsee the bare hand.

Celia crouched beside them with a strip of salted plum and was trying to coax it between the boy’s teeth. “Chew,” she said, brisk and not unkind. “Slowly, unless you intend to embarrass yourself on the prince’s boots.”

That got the faintest ghost of a laugh out of him. Good. Living people could still laugh.

Oren took the cup from me. His gloved fingers brushed mine through the metal handle. Even through leather the chill of him lingered.

“Thank you,” he said.

Two simple words. A prince should not have needed to say them to a clerk.

It irritated me more than if he had forgotten I existed.

The boy ate in shaky bites. Once there was color enough in his face to keep his soul from wandering off in public, Oren asked for his district, his assignment ledger, his kin if any. The questions were exact. Not tender. Useful. He listened to the answers without softening.

A woman from the palace infirmary finally arrived flustered and red-cheeked, trailing a cart and apology. Oren handed the boy over only after making her repeat the instructions back to him.

“Warm him slowly,” he said. “Not by the main hall fire. Broth with salt first. Then send for someone who can tell the difference between a starved laborer and a lazy one.”

The healer swallowed. “Yes, Your Highness.”

He rose then, reclaiming his cloak only when Celia took off her own and draped it around the boy in its place. She shot Oren a look that said he would hear about that later. He ignored it with the weariness of a man accustomed to being scolded by competent women.

The supply official had returned by then, clutching two ledgers and a page runner. His face had gone the color of candle wax.

“Your Highness, the logs—”

“Walk with me,” Oren said.

We did.

He did not dismiss the matter to a sub-office. He read while moving, eyes flicking over the pages without once slowing his stride. The official stammered explanations at his shoulder. Kerr listened. Celia listened. I listened hardest.

Ration allotment reduced after transfer from the northern quarter. Labor shift extended because of pre-festival delivery pressure. Two boys from the same intake already sent back to the outer dormitories with fever symptoms. The official called it temporary strain. Oren called it negligence stripped thin by distance.

“You have calculated the point at which a body still looks usable from across a court,” he said when the man tried to invoke efficiency. “You have not calculated the point at which it stops being a body and becomes a death I must answer for.”

The man blanched harder. “It was never my intention—”

“That is one of the least useful phrases in this palace.”

They halted at the office threshold. Oren handed the log to Kerr. “Remove him from fuel assignment control. Audit the rest.”

The official made a choking sound. “Your Highness, there is no need to destroy my post over one fainting laborer.”

Oren’s face changed then.

Not much. Just enough to show me why the city loved him and feared him in equal measure. The softness people mistook for mercy vanished. What remained was not cruelty. It was colder than that. It was judgment delivered without appetite.

“One,” he said. “That you saw. This month. In the inner court.”

He let the silence after it do the cutting.

The official dropped to one knee and started pleading, names and excuses spilling over each other. I watched his mouth because mouths tell truth fastest when panic blunts them. He was already thinking of which superior had approved the ration reductions, which ledger could be altered before sunset, which clerk might take the blame. He had no room left in him for shame.

Oren turned away before the performance finished.

There, I thought. There is the prince. Not the man from the chapel. Not the one kneeling in snow. This one. The one who can look at a life and reduce it to a correction with a pen stroke.

Then he walked back into the office, and the official was left trembling in the corridor while Kerr began asking for names in a tone that suggested answers were no longer optional.

I went to my desk. Celia went to hers. Oren stood by the table for a long breath without touching any of the documents. When he finally stripped off the other glove, flexing his fingers once before taking up the pen, I kept my eyes on my own pages and watched his reflection in the window glass instead.

The cracks in his hand were worse than I had realized outside.

Fine pale lines webbed over the knuckles and disappeared beneath the cuff, not wounds fresh enough to bleed but not old enough to be forgotten either. His fingertips carried a faint unnatural pallor, the color of skin that has spent too long near snowmelt. He closed his hand around the pen as if the joints ached.

Then he signed the first report.

By noon I had learned three useful things.

First: Oren’s office ran on speed disguised as restraint. No one rushed openly. No one barked. Yet papers moved, seals broke, decisions landed, and every delay that mattered left a visible mark on his patience. He read almost everything himself. That was dangerous, because poison and forgery like layers between power and consequence.

Second: Celia Wren knew everyone’s secrets but collected them with the bored precision of a housekeeper folding linen. She corrected etiquette lapses, rerouted troublesome visitors, and told the prince exactly when he looked half-dead in tones he tolerated from no one else.

Third: Oren noticed more than he admitted.

Twice I caught his attention on me without warning. Once when I rearranged a petition stack according to provincial origin rather than ministry order and he said, without glancing up, “Keep them that way.” Once when I paused over a report from North Reach because the phrasing smelled falsified and he asked, “What is wrong with that one?”

I chose truth thin enough to be safe. “It says the village road remained passable through second snow.”

“And?”

“The ink blots where the writer pressed harder on passable.”

He looked up then, not at the page but at my face. “Meaning?”

“Meaning he wanted the word believed.”

Celia made a quiet approving sound over her own paperwork.

Oren extended his hand. I carried the report to him.

He scanned it once, then compared the signature at the bottom against a prior dispatch from the same district. His mouth flattened.

“Someone recopied the field note,” he said.

“Yes, Your Highness.”

“You say that as if you expected I would see it.”

“I expected someone should.”

His gaze stayed on me one beat too long again. Then he marked the margin for verification and set the report aside.

That should have pleased me. It meant the false Lena Harrow looked useful. Usefulness kept people close to the heart of things. Close enough to choose where a knife went in.

Instead, it made the room feel narrower.

In the far court below the windows, workers had already scrubbed away the spilled oil. Snow had been cast over the place where the boy fell. No trace remained but a darker sheen on the stone where boots had tracked melted slush. The palace was good at that. Making damage vanish by noon.

When the luncheon trays arrived, one was set at Oren’s elbow and another, smaller, at Celia’s. The rest of us got nothing. Temporary hands did not eat inside noble rooms unless summoned.

I had expected that. I had come fed and with dried pear hidden in my sleeve.

What I had not expected was for Oren to glance once at the side desks, then at the untouched tray by his hand, and say to the footman, “More plates.”

The man blinked. “Your Highness?”

“For the room.”

Celia looked up sharply. “You will start a mutiny in every office that hears of it.”

“Then let them improve their offices.”

“There are social rules.”

“There is bread.”

He did not sound amused. Merely finished with the discussion.

The footman fled to obey.

I hated how easily that unsettled me. Bread was not absolution. Warm soup at noon did not unwrite Emberfell. A prince could feed three clerks and still sign away a province before dusk.

Even so, when the extra plates came and one was set without comment beside my papers, the old frontier instinct in me counted calories before ideology. Rye, butter, a heel of cheese, thin slices of smoked fish, and broth with herbs expensive enough that I could smell them before I looked down.

Celia caught my hesitation. “Eat,” she said quietly. “He is less unbearable when the room doesn’t faint.”

“I do not faint easily.”

“Then consider this an administrative precaution.”

I ate. So did the others. Oren barely touched his own meal.

That, too, I noticed. Not because it mattered to compassion. Because patterns killed. Men who did not eat could be dosed in tea, not stew. Men who pushed food aside when their hands shook were often either very disciplined or very unwell.

He signed through half the luncheon. Then, just as I finished memorizing the rotation of the seal cabinets, Kerr returned with a packet tied in white cord.

“From the treasury council,” he said.

That changed the air.

Celia’s pen paused. Oren set down his spoon without tasting what was on it.

“Now?” he asked.

“They insist.”

“Of course they do.”

He held out his hand. Kerr gave him the packet.

The outer seal bore the winter diadem above the treasury knot. Official, urgent, unpleasant. I knew that from the thickness of the wax before he cracked it.

Inside were six pages and one summary sheet. My angle was poor, but not hopeless. I did not need to see all of it at once. A few words were enough if the right ones surfaced: reserve strain, festival draw, tower stability, emergency fuel index.

White Tax.

Not named directly in the first line. It seldom was when the court wanted clean hands. They wrote of stabilizing civic distribution burdens, seasonal reinforcement levies, necessary augmentation of northern transfer obligations. Language put silk over a garrote and expected the dead to thank it for the softness.

Oren read the whole packet in silence.

Once, halfway down the second page, he rubbed the pen hand against his wrist as if the skin there hurt. When he reached the summary sheet, his face became unreadable in a more dangerous way than usual. Not blank. Sealed.

Celia set her own work aside. “How bad?”

He handed her the summary without answering. She read fast, inhaled once through her nose, and looked at him over the page.

“They are increasing winter extractions before the festival?”

“By nine percent on grain, twelve on fuel, and an unspecified supplemental requisition on life-vein registrants where tower output falls below target.”

Celia swore softly. It sounded strange in her elegant mouth. Honest.

I kept my eyes on my plate and watched their reflections in the window.

Kerr said, “Can you refuse?”

Oren’s silence answered first.

Then: “Not outright. Not without forcing the council to send it to the Queen Dowager and the high ministers as an obstruction claim.”

“And?”

“And then they pass it without my revisions and perhaps add three more cruelties to punish the inconvenience.”

There it was. The machine under the marble. The prince who could save a boy in a courtyard and still sit within reach of numbers that turned other boys into fuel.

Celia gave the page back. “What revisions?”

“Delay implementation in the northwest districts. Cap the life-vein draw by existing medical reviews. Strike the labor conversion clause.”

Kerr folded his arms. “They will fight you.”

“Yes.”

“They may win.”

“Yes.”

His eyes went to the window for an instant, to the court where the boy had fallen, though by then the place looked clean enough to host a wedding procession.

I understood then why his prayer had sounded like a man bracing against impact. This was not redemption. It was the habit of a person trying to take smaller bites out of a system built to feed on continents.

I hated him a little more for making the shape complicated.

He took up the pen.

That was the middle of the knife.

Not the rescue in the snow. Not the scolding. This.

His bare hand tightened. He crossed out one line. Initialed a second. Added a notation in the margin, wrote an order for district review, then turned to the final sheet and signed approval for the revised levy proposal because the proposal still existed and still had to move.

The scratch of the pen across his name was one of the ugliest sounds I had ever heard.

I saw the signature clearly because I made myself look. Oren Haldren, quick and controlled, the same hand that had stood beneath the order on Emberfell’s suppression record. Not identical—five years harden a script the way winter hardens a face—but close enough that my stomach turned cold.

He had saved one boy.

He had also, with the same hand, fed more wood into the kingdom’s furnace.

If he had been merely kind, I might have despised him with ease. If he had been merely ruthless, I could have killed him by instinct. But this blend of calculation and refusal, harm and mitigation, made murder feel less like justice and more like choosing which wound the country got to keep.

A dangerous thought. I cut it off.

He sanded the signature, blew the page once, and passed it to Kerr. “Have three copies made. One to council. One to the palace reserve board. One to tower ministry with the labor clause struck and the medical cap attached.”

Kerr took the sheet. He was good enough not to let anything show, but I saw his jaw tighten.

He knew exactly what the prince had done. Not enough. The most he could do without losing the whole field.

“Today?” Kerr asked.

“Before second bell.”

Kerr left.

Celia leaned back in her chair and closed her eyes for the span of a breath. “You know they will simply take it elsewhere.”

“Yes.”

“You know they already are.”

“Yes.”

“Then why keep trying to trim rot with a writing knife?”

That one surprised me. Not because she dared say it. Because it sounded too close to the questions I had asked Sable, in harder words, when I was younger and still half-believed systems could be embarrassed into decency.

Oren looked at the dead fire reflection in the glass rather than at her. “Because if I stop, they call it necessity and no one is inconvenienced enough to notice the blood.”

Celia opened her eyes.

For a moment no one spoke.

I lowered my gaze to my report and copied a border tariff line three times because my hand had gone too tight to trust the first version.

Noticed the blood.

The capital had an exquisite talent for noticing blood only when it stained something beautiful.

The afternoon turned sharper after that.

Messengers came and went. One baron’s steward demanded relief for greenhouse fuel loss and was turned away with elegant finality. Two regional complaints from the northeast were routed to the prince instead of the ministries because someone had learned he actually read them. A petition from widows of tower draftees arrived sealed in rough wax and was set aside not because it mattered less but because the room had too many active fires already.

At the side desk I sorted, copied, listened, and built a map of the office around myself.

The runner with the scar over his eyebrow stole half his pauses by the south stair because he was bedding a kitchen maid. The under-clerk with the fashionable cuffs altered times on delivery slips after noon because he gambled and needed extra coin. Celia’s left eyebrow lifted only for two things: stupidity and grief. Kerr hated having to depend on paper for anything. Oren, when exhausted enough, pressed the base of his thumb once against the inside of his wrist as if checking whether something there still beat.

By the fourth hour I could tell which documents he would sign quickly and which he would hold long enough to bruise.

Ceremonial expenditures, swift. He disliked them, but they were the grease that kept nobles from inventing fresh crises.

District corrections, fast when practical.

Labor rolls, slower.

Life-vein requisitions, slowest of all.

The first time one came in while I was close enough to hand over another file, I saw him read the name list at the bottom before the official summary above it. Not just the district count. The actual names.

That did not improve anything. It only meant he knew the shape of the people he was grinding.

I copied two letters after that with such controlled neatness my knuckles hurt.

Late in the afternoon Celia sent me to the archive alcove behind the main office for a prior-year festival inventory. The alcove was little more than a narrow room lined with lock-front shelves and a standing desk under a small window. Cold compared with the main office. Dusty. Perfect for people who wished not to be overheard if they stood near the door and talked low.

Which, naturally, was exactly what happened.

I had the requested register open when two voices passed the half-latched door outside. One belonged to a treasury aide I had seen earlier by his clove oil scent and his habit of swallowing the ends of sentences. The other I did not know. Senior enough to use the clipped consonants of the inner ministries. I moved nothing. Even stillness has to be practiced if it is to look accidental.

“The prince struck the labor conversion clause again,” Clove said.

“He would.”

“It complicates the festival quotas.”

“Only on paper. The tower office can rebalance through special ledgers.”

A beat.

“Those are not supposed to move before the ice-lamp week.”

“They will this year.”

“Under whose authorization?”

A tiny pause. A smile, perhaps. You can hear those if you have spent enough time listening through wood.

“The kind that does not get written where clerks can stumble over it.”

My pulse kicked once and steadied.

Special ledgers.

Ice-lamp week.

The festival.

The second voice continued, “The palace reserve board wants the White Tax special register updated before the public ceremony schedules go out. Quietly. No provincial notices until after the first lighting.”

Clove exhaled through his nose. “To keep the city cheerful.”

“To keep order. Cheer is a more decorative version of the same thing.”

Their steps moved on.

I stayed where I was until the corridor settled again, then copied the inventory number I had come for and another three beside it to disguise the fact that my hand shook once at the tail of a line.

White Tax special register.

There it was. Not rumor. Not guesswork. Something updated separately, timed to the festival, moved under cover of spectacle. Exactly the sort of document Sable would skin a minister for.

I took the inventory back out with my face arranged into obedient boredom.

Celia accepted it without looking up. “Did the dead clerks in there leave us anything useful?”

“Yes, my lady. Last year’s lamp oil draw and winter linen issue.”

“Good. We may yet maintain civilization.”

I laid the volume down, then turned to my own desk before I said too much.

The room had shifted by then toward evening weariness. The western light had gone thin and blue. Servants came to light the wall sconces one by one. The fireplaces deepened from practical warmth into something softer, richer, meant for people who believed winter existed to decorate conversation.

Outside the window another set of laborers crossed the court with bundled kindling on their backs.

I wondered if the boy from morning was alive. I wondered whether one saved body altered the count enough to matter in any ledger I could not see.

When second bell sounded, Oren finally stood from the table and walked to the window with a stiffness in his shoulders that suggested he had been forcing himself upright for hours. He stopped near enough that I could smell cold on his clothes again despite the fires. He must have gone out at some point between reports, or the cold simply lived in him now.

“Celia,” he said, not turning, “the winter quarter school petitions. Did they ever reach the education office?”

“They reached it,” she said. “Whether they reached a conscience is another matter.”

“Send them back to me.”

“That will annoy the ministers.”

“Good.”

She gave me a side glance as if to say see what I endure.

I lowered my eyes and hid the thought that followed immediately: he says things like that and still signs the levy.

That was the trouble. Every decent impulse in him seemed wired to a cruelty he had not managed to cut loose. You could not trust the warm hand that fed a child if the other hand still kept the machine running.

Kerr returned just before dusk with confirmation slips for the revised levy packet. Oren read them, asked one question about tower compliance, got no satisfying answer, and dismissed the matter outwardly while I watched his fingers press once against the edge of the table hard enough to pale the knuckles.

Forty days, I thought.

The coronation was now forty days away, not forty-one. One day burned doing nothing except learning that he could be exactly the man I had sworn to kill and also the man the city would weep over if he died.

I needed a cleaner edge.

It almost came before I left.

Celia was closing the cabinet. Kerr had gone to inspect the night watch change. The last two clerks were gathering their papers. I was binding copied dispatches when Oren spoke from behind me.

“Harrow.”

I turned too quickly. Caught it. Slowed the rest of the motion into respect. “Your Highness?”

He held out a sealed memorandum. “This should have gone to archive an hour ago. It did not.”

I took it. The wax was still warm from his hand.

“The fault is mine,” I said.

“I did not say fault.”

No, I thought. You rarely did. You simply set the correction in place and let everyone else feel clumsy around it.

He looked at the stack on my desk. “Your hand is steady.”

“Usually.”

“Useful in a records room.”

Useful with a knife, too, if you stripped the sentence down.

His gaze dropped for an instant to my fingers on the memorandum, then rose again. There was that weighing pause once more. Not suspicion exactly. Interest edged by caution.

“Lady Wren says you see where papers have been altered,” he said.

“I see where people wish papers had always said something else.”

The tiredness in his face shifted. Almost a smile. Too brief to trust.

“That may be the most accurate definition of governance I have heard all month.”

He should not have said things like that to me. It made him more human. Human beings were harder to turn into targets.

I bowed my head just enough. “Then Your Highness keeps poor company.”

“Obviously. I employ clerks.”

That time the dry edge was unmistakable.

I took the memorandum and stepped back because the room suddenly felt too close, too warm, too much like a place where a person could forget why she had come.

At the door I heard him say, quieter than before but not so quiet I could not catch it, “Celia was right to keep you.”

I did not look back.

The corridor outside bit with a cleaner cold after the office heat. I carried the archive memorandum down two levels, filed it where it belonged, and spent another ten minutes walking the wrong direction first so any watcher would record simple confusion rather than intent.

By the time I crossed the outer court, the lamps along the palace galleries had been lit. Ice globes in bronze cages. Beautiful from a distance. Wasteful up close. The city was already dressing for the festival week, white and silver and glass-bright, while somewhere beyond those walls a ministry prepared a special register to decide who would feed that beauty with grain, fuel, and bodies.

At the workers’ gate, one of the infirmary girls I had seen earlier passed me with an empty broth pail.

“The boy?” I asked before caution could stop me.

She blinked, then remembered. “Still breathing.”

Not saved, then. Not dead either.

“Good,” I said.

She gave me an odd look, as if clerks were not supposed to care aloud, then moved on.

In the rented room under the widow’s roof, I lit one lamp, barred the door, and unstitched the hem of my sleeve. The hidden compartment inside held three things: a sliver of charcoal, a square of onion skin paper thin enough to fold into a ring, and a needle case that would pass casual inspection while containing much less innocent instruments.

I wrote the message in merchant tally shorthand overlaid with a kitchen account cipher Sable had taught me when I was fifteen and starving enough to memorize anything that might someday buy us bread.

Observed: prince reads labor names himself.

Observed: White Tax increase revised, not refused.

Observed: festival-timed special register, updated before first ice-lamp lighting.

Need access to reserve board or treasury transit.

I paused there, charcoal tip hovering.

Then I added one more line before I could stop myself.

He pulled a requisitioned boy from the snow with his bare hand.

I stared at the words until the lamp smoked.

That line did not belong in a report. It was not useful in the clean way Sable respected. It told her nothing actionable except that the prince had skin under the gloves and that I had noticed.

I should have burned the message and started over.

Instead I let the line stay, folded the onion skin twice, slipped it inside the hollow seam of the needle case, and set it aside for the ash seller’s daughter who carried our dead drops in apple baskets because no one ever searched a child delivering kitchen peels.

Then I sat on the edge of the bed and rebuilt the day.

The boy falling.

The prince kneeling.

The official saying labor lots.

The pen scratching approval over revised theft.

The phrase White Tax special register.

The moment by my desk when Oren Haldren had looked at my steady hand as if he were deciding whether it belonged in his office or at his throat.

I took out the little blade from my boot and laid it across my palm.

There had been chances already. Not perfect ones. Enough to make an amateur greedy. He moved with fewer guards inside his own workrooms than most rebels would have expected. He ate little, drank tea often, and trusted papers more than he should. If I wanted a simple death, poison could still do it. If I wanted a clean one, an evening corridor might someday open.

But simple deaths were for simple men.

And now there was the register.

If the palace kept a separate White Tax ledger timed to the ice-lamp festival, it would tell me more than his pulse ever could. Which districts they planned to strip. Which life-vein holders they meant to pull into the towers. Which outer settlements were judged expendable enough to keep the capital’s windows glowing through the longest cold. Maybe Emberfell’s remnant quarter would be there. Maybe worse.

Killing him before I saw it might stop one future king.

Reading it first might tell me how many villages were already marked for the knife.

I turned the blade and watched lamplight crawl along the edge.

Forty days until the coronation.

Forty days until the winter crown took a man already half eaten by it and made him useful beyond saving.

Tonight’s update, then:

I had a killable distance and did not take it.

I had a reason not to. The special register.

And I had a new limit. Before the festival lights.

Down in the lane, someone laughed too loudly. Somewhere farther off, bells marked the change of watch. The city settled itself under roofs warmed by wood that had come from somewhere colder.

I wrapped the blade again and slid it back into my boot.

Tomorrow I would return to the prince’s fires, to Celia’s sharp little mercies, to Kerr’s suspicion, to the beautiful office where human beings were turned into quantities and occasionally pulled back out again by a man who still signed the quantities anyway.

Somewhere in that machinery lay the White Tax special register.

And when I found it, I thought, I would know whether Oren Haldren needed to die for what he had done, or for what he was still about to permit.

Either way, the answer was going to be written down.
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