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	This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, businesses, events, or locations is entirely coincidental.


Author's Note

	This book contains depictions of death and mourning ritual, grief, emotional manipulation and gaslighting by a trusted authority figure, references to past plague death and community ostracism, conspiracy and institutional cover-up of murder, mild violence, and one scene of consensual intimacy between adults. There are no depictions of sexual violence, self-harm, or harm to children. If any of these subjects are difficult for you, please take care of yourself first. The story is, at its heart, about being seen clearly and choosing to stay anyway — I hope it finds you at the right time.


Chapter 1: The Unclean Hour

	Stillmourn Citadel does not rise from the cliffs so much as refuse to fall into the sea, the way a man refuses, out of pure stubbornness, to die when every reasonable sign suggests he should.

	I feel it before I see it. That is the first thing the carriage teaches me, jolting up the cliff road in the failing light — a pressure behind my sternum, faint and specific, the way a held breath feels before you know you're holding it. Then the trees break, and there it is: black basalt walls going up and up against a sky already the color of a bruise, towers with their tops lost in low cloud, no lit windows anywhere along the whole black face of it except one, high up, burning gold and alone like an eye that has decided not to blink.

	Okay, I think. That's a choice.

	I have not even reached the gate and I am already cataloguing the wrongness of the place the way my mother taught me to catalogue the wrongness of a body — not with fear, fear is for people who can afford to look away, but with attention. Detail by detail. The gate itself is iron, old enough that the rust has gone soft and velvet-dark, and it does not creak when the gatekeeper hauls it open. It should creak. Iron that old always creaks. This gate has been oiled, recently and with care, by someone who does not want to be heard coming or going.

	I file that away. I am, after all, paid to notice things other people have decided not to.

	The steward who receives me at the door does not give his name. He is narrow and grey and walks like a man who has spent forty years learning exactly how much floor he is permitted to occupy. He looks at my trunk, then at my gloved hands, then very deliberately not at my face, and says, "The Anointer's quarters are this way," in a tone that makes the title sound like something he'd rather not have said aloud in the front hall.

	I've been Anointer for three years. I am used to being spoken of as a fact rather than a person — the Anointer, the way one might say the weather, something that arrives and must be endured. What I am not used to is the particular flavor of fear underneath his courtesy here. In most houses, people fear what I do. In this one, I get the distinct sense, within ninety seconds of crossing the threshold, that they fear what I will find.

	Big danger energy. Noted.

	The corridors of Stillmourn are not merely old. They have the specific cold of a place that has had something taken out of it and never quite filled the space back in — that thinning of air you feel in a house after a funeral, except this house feels that way everywhere, all the time, as though grief here is not an event but a permanent tenant. Candles gutter as we pass, though I feel no draft. My own shadow, thrown long against the stone by the steward's lamp, seems for one half-second to lag a beat behind my actual step before it catches up to me.

	I tell myself it's exhausting. Three days on the road will do that to a person's eyes.

	My body doesn't believe me. There's a coldness at the back of my neck that has nothing to do with the stone, a small animal alertness that predates language, and I have learned, the hard way, more than once, not to argue with it.

	✦

	The Anointer's quarters are at the end of the east corridor, past a stretch of unlit hall where the wall sconces have been left empty of candles entirely, as though the house itself has decided that section isn't worth the wax. My room, when the steward unlocks it — and he does have to unlock it, the key sticking faintly in a lock that has not turned in some time — is small, stone-floored, sparse in the particular way that tells you its last occupant left in a hurry, or did not get the chance to pack.

	There is a basin. A narrow bed, made up with linens gone slightly yellow at the fold. A writing desk with one drawer that won't quite close, and inside it, when the steward isn't looking, I find a single dried sprig of lavender, the kind Anointers tuck into hems to keep the smell of the work from following them into sleep.

	Someone lived here. Someone did this work, in this room, recently enough that the lavender hasn't crumbled to dust.

	"My predecessor," I say. Not quite a question.

	The steward's jaw does something small and tight. "Mistress Crane held the post before you. She is no longer with us."

	No longer with us. I turn the phrase over the way I'd turn over a stone with something pale and many-legged underneath it. It's the kind of sentence built specifically to mean nothing while sounding like it means something — dead, or dismissed, or fled in the night, all equally true under that careful grey wording.

	"How did she die?" I ask, because someone has to, and apparently that someone is always going to be me.

	"Fever," he says, too quickly, in the rehearsed cadence of a man who has been asked this question more than once and has settled on an answer he can say without his face doing anything interesting. "Anointer's fever. It is not uncommon at work."

	It is, in fact, uncommon. I have prepared two hundred bodies in three years and never once met another Anointer felled by her own trade like a soldier shot by his own gun. But I only incline my head, the way the role requires — necessary but unclean, never seated at table, never touched bare-handed, never permitted the dignity of being disbelieved to your face — and let him think I've accepted it.

	I have not accepted it. I am simply choosing, for now, not to say so out loud.

	✦

	He leaves me a single candle and the keys to my own chamber, which is, I am coming to understand, the full extent of luxury Stillmourn intends to offer me. When his footsteps have faded back down the unlit corridor, I do what I have done in every strange house since I was twelve years old: I walk the boundary of my own space before I let myself rest in it.

	The corridor outside my door runs another twenty feet before it ends at a second door, heavier than mine, iron-banded, with no handle on this side at all — only a keyhole, and below it, scored into the wood in pale, fresh scratches, four parallel lines, close together, the kind of mark made by fingernails, or by something with fingernails, dragged downward from the inside.

	I stand in front of it longer than is sensible.

	Okay, says the dry, unbothered part of my brain that has gotten me through every village that ever decided my family carried bad luck like a smell. That's unhinged. Cool. Cool cool cool.

	The rest of me — the part underneath the slang, the part that is still, after everything, my mother's daughter — goes very still and very quiet, the way you still go around something that might still be listening.

	There is no sound from the other side. No light under the gap at the floor. Only that thin, persistent cold that seems to be coming, very specifically, from around the frame of that door rather than from the stone wall around it, as though whatever is on the other side has its own weather.

	I press my palm flat to the wood. Just for a moment. Just to see.

	It is colder than the wall. Colder than it has any right to be, in a house where every other surface is merely ordinary, ancient stone-cold. My hand wants to pull back before my mind has finished deciding it should, and I let it.

	I think of Mistress Crane's lavender, dried and forgotten in an unclosing drawer. I think of a steward who has clearly told the fever story so many times it no longer requires his attention to deliver. I think of a gate oiled quietly enough that no one would hear it open in the night.

	And I think, with the particular cold clarity that has never once been wrong, in three years, in a hundred death-rooms, in every house that ever tried to manage what I was and wasn't allowed to see:

	This door was not locked to keep something out.

	It was locked to keep something in.


Chapter 2: What the Hands Remember

	There is a particular silence that belongs only to the recently dead, and it is not the silence of an empty room. It is the silence of a room that has just stopped being occupied — air still faintly disturbed, warmth not yet entirely surrendered, as though the body on the table is not gone so much as waiting, the way a held door waits to see if anyone follows through it.

	I have stood in that silence two hundred times. By now my hands know the work before my mind has finished arriving in the room.

	The courtier laid out before me this morning is an old man, a minor cousin of some collateral branch of the royal house, dead in his sleep of nothing more sinister than seventy-one years. Mrs. Pemberton — the housekeeper, broad and grey-aproned, with the kind of permanently folded arms that suggest she has spent her whole life holding something in place by sheer will — stands in the doorway of the preparation room and does not come closer than she has to.

	"You'll want the eastern basin," she says. "The water runs warmer there. Mistress Crane always said so."

	It is the first time anyone in this house has spoken my predecessor's name without first checking the corridor behind them.

	"Did she," I say, mildly, and begin unrolling my instruments — the small bone-handled blade, the linen strips, the vial of sweet oil that makes the binding hour bearable for everyone in the room except the Anointer, who has long since stopped being able to smell it as anything but work. I do not look up. I have learned that people tell you more when you are not looking directly at them, the way a deer will graze nearer to a hunter who isn't holding the gun like he means it.

	"She did," Mrs. Pemberton says. A pause, weighted. "She was very particular in her methods."

	"I'd like to learn them. If you remember."

	Another pause, longer. I count it — four full seconds, which is three seconds longer than this conversation requires, if there is nothing underneath it.

	"I don't see what good that would do you now," Mrs. Pemberton says, and there it is — not quite a refusal, too careful to be a refusal, but a door very gently, very firmly easing shut. "She's gone. Best you find your own way, and not go chasing after a dead woman's habits."

	Okay, so that's not suspicious at all. I keep my face perfectly neutral and my hands perfectly steady, because the dead do not care whether you are unsettled, but the living watching you most certainly do, and a flicker of reaction here would close a door I haven't even properly found the handle of yet.

	"Of course," I say. "Practical of you."

	I feel her watching my hands as I work — gently, correctly, the old rites murmured under my breath the way my mother taught me, words for closing the eyes that have seen the last of the world, words for the hands that will not reach for anything again. It is, I have found, the one part of this profession that no one in any house has ever questioned or interrupted. Grief makes even suspicious people patient.

	"Mistress Crane," I say, conversationally, halfway through binding the courtier's wrists, "was she well liked, here?"

	"Well enough."

	"And the fever took her quickly?"

	Silence this time is not four seconds. It is closer to seven, and in it, I hear something I was not meant to hear — the small, sharp intake of breath of a woman deciding, in real time, which lie to tell.

	"It's not a kindness," Mrs. Pemberton says at last, "to speak ill of the dead by asking too many questions about how they came to be that way."

	It is, I think, a remarkably specific thing to say to a question that asked nothing ill at all.

	✦

	I do not push further. Pushing, I have learned, is a tool best used sparingly, the way you'd use a blade on something already weakened rather than something still whole — push too early, and a person simply hardens around the place you touched, and you lose access to it forever. So instead I finish the rite in silence, and let Mrs. Pemberton believe she has successfully redirected me, and store the seven-second pause away with the lavender sprig and the iron door and the gate oiled too quietly, in the growing private ledger I am keeping of every wrongness in this house that someone has decided I should not look at too closely.

	He has some nerve, this house. Every wall of it.

	When the rite is finished, Mrs. Pemberton crosses herself in the old way — three fingers, forehead to heart — and finally, finally, steps close enough to look directly at the old man's face rather than at me.

	"He'll rest easier than some who've gone before him," she says, quietly, and there is real grief in it, the genuine kind, not performed. Whatever else this woman is hiding, her sorrow over this particular death is not part of the performance. "At least he had the courtesy to die of something ordinary."

	It is, I think, an extraordinary thing to say. The kind of sentence that only makes sense if you are comparing this death, consciously, to others that were not ordinary at all.

	I file it. I do not react. I have a great many files, after one morning in this house, and not nearly enough drawers to keep them all separate.

	✦

	It is later, walking the long gallery toward the dining hall where I am to take my meal alone — Anointers do not eat with the household, a rule so old no one bothers to explain it anymore, it simply is, the way the sky is — that I see it.

	The gallery is hung floor to height with portraits, generations of a royal line stretching back further than the citadel's own foundation stones, painted men and women in old fashions with old, watchful eyes, the kind of portraits that seem, in low candlelight, to track you the length of the hall whether or not their painted pupils actually move. I have grown almost used to that particular Gothic trick of the eye by the time I am halfway down the gallery.

	What stops me is not a portrait. It is the absence of one.

	Between two paintings — a stern, jowled king on the left, a pale young woman with her hand resting on a hunting dog's head on the right — there is a gap. Not an empty wall, exactly. A rectangle of stone perhaps three feet by four, paler than the soot-darkened wall around it, the precise pale shadow a painting leaves behind when it has hung in one place long enough to protect the stone beneath it from decades of candle smoke, and has then, recently, been taken down.

	No nail remains. No hook. Someone did not merely remove the painting — someone removed every trace that it was ever meant to be removed at all, and did it carefully enough that only a person looking for exactly this kind of absence would ever notice it.

	I stand in front of that pale rectangle for a long moment, the cold of the gallery settling into my shoulders, and I think of Mrs. Pemberton's strange, specific grief over an ordinary death, and the seven-second silence around the word fever, and a locked door with fresh scratches dragged downward from the inside.

	Whoever used to hang in this empty space, I think, was loved enough, or feared enough, or known enough, that someone in this house decided the safest thing to do with the memory of them was to make it disappear entirely.

	I do not yet have a name to put on the missing portrait.

	But somewhere down the gallery, in the dark between two strangers' painted eyes, a space on the wall is lighter than the stone around it, shaped exactly like a woman no one in this house will admit to remembering.


Chapter 3: The Archive at Midnight

	Power, in my experience, rarely announces itself with noise. It walks into a room already certain of the room, and waits, with terrible patience, to see who moves first.

	I did not sleep on my first night at Stillmourn. This is not unusual — I have never slept easily in a house I haven't yet finished cataloguing, and Stillmourn has given me, in one afternoon, more to catalogue than most houses manage in a year. So instead of lying in Agatha Crane's old narrow bed listening to the sea worry at the cliffs below, I take my candle and walk.

	I tell myself it's reconnaissance. It is, a little. It is also, if I'm honest with the part of myself that doesn't get much say in these matters, restlessness wearing reconnaissance as a disguise.

	The unlit corridor past my room gives onto a wider one, and that one bends toward a stretch of the citadel I haven't seen — high windows, the glass old enough to ripple the moonlight strangely, and at the far end, a door I recognize immediately though no one has named it for me yet. It is taller than the others. Bound in iron at the seams. Boarded, in places, with planking gone silver-grey with age, nailed not from carelessness but with the particular thoroughness of people who wanted to be certain something would not simply be pried open by curiosity.

	The cold here is unlike the cold anywhere else in this house. Stillmourn's cold is ambient, patient, the cold of old stone that has never once been warm. This cold has an edge. It moves.

	I do not go closer. I have learned, over three years and two hundred death-rooms, exactly how much closer is sensible on a first night in a strange house, and the answer, almost always, is not that much closer. I file the boarded door — its position, its iron, its particular thoroughness — and I keep walking, because somewhere ahead of me there is candlelight under a different door, warm and ordinary and steady in a way nothing else in this corridor has been, and ordinary light, tonight, is more interesting to me than wrongness I've already catalogued.

	✦

	The library is larger than I expect, shelved floor to vaulted ceiling, and it is, against every reasonable expectation I had formed of this house in one afternoon, occupied.

	I feel him before I understand what I'm feeling. That's the order it always comes in, with me — sensation first, a held-breath tightening low in my chest, a prickling along the backs of my arms that has nothing to do with the room's temperature, which has, I notice only after the fact, dropped by some small and specific degree since I crossed the threshold. Only once my body has finished its quiet alarm does my mind catch up enough to identify the cause: a man, seated at the far table, dark head bent over a ledger, utterly still in the particular way of someone who has trained himself not to be startled by anything ever again.

	He looks up before I've decided whether to declare myself, which answers that question for me.

	I have prepared, over three years, the bodies of two earls, a baron's wife, and one minor royal cousin of indeterminate relation. I have never, until this exact moment, been in a room with a man who looks like he has already attended his own funeral and found the eulogy lacking.

	He is not handsome in the way court portraits are handsome — there's nothing soft enough in his face for that. He is handsome the way a cliff edge is handsome: a fact about the landscape you respect before you decide whether you like it. Dark hair, unfashionably plain. A face built for stillness, the kind of stillness that costs something to maintain. And there's an exhaustion under it, old and load-bearing, the exact texture of grief that has been carried so long it's stopped being grief and started being structural.

	"You're the new Anointer," he says. Not a question. His voice is low, even, the voice of a man who has long since stopped needing volume to be obeyed.

	"I am." I am not cute. Anointers don't, by custom — we are below the courtesy of bowing and above the indignity of being ignored, an arrangement that has always struck me as a tidy way of avoiding having to decide what we actually are. "And you're the reason the steward wouldn't say the word prince without checking the door first."

	Something moves behind his eyes — not quite a smile. The ghost of the idea of one, already dismissed before it could properly arrive.

	"Alistair Drennan," he says. "I'd offer my title, but you've clearly already worked out what to do with it."

	He stands. Crosses the room with the unhurried economy of a man who has never once needed to rush toward anything, and when he reaches me, he does the one thing I have not been braced for, in a house already full of things I wasn't braced for: he takes my hand.

	Gloved. Mine is always gloved. But he didn't hesitate over it the way the steward hesitated, the way Mrs. Pemberton's eyes flicked to my hands before they flicked away. He simply takes it, the old formal greeting, brief and correct, and lets go again before I've finished registering that it happened at all.

	My pulse is doing something stupid and immediate in my throat. I attribute this, privately, to surprise.

	"Most of the household doesn't touch me even through the glove," I say, because apparently I have decided, in the three seconds since he let go of my hand, that bluntness is the register I intend to use with this man.

	"Most of the household believes touching you invites whatever it is they think you're carrying." He says it without inflection, the way one reports a fact about weather. "I've never found that superstition particularly convincing."

	"And what do you believe
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