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The Commission

The kettle had been off the heat for twenty minutes by the time Seravaine remembered it.

She was reading—Mervaine's Collected Correspondence, third volume, which she had been meaning to finish for two months and had finally gotten back to this evening—and the tea was supposed to be a brief interruption, not a project. It had become a project. She had set the water to boil, gone back to her chair, opened the book, and the kettle had resolved matters itself by going cold.

She noted this now only because Aldeon had, without comment, replaced her cup.

The new tea was the right temperature. He had made it the way she preferred it—a fact she had never explicitly told him, that he had simply, at some point, learned. The honey already stirred in. The cup on the table beside her elbow, precisely where she would reach for it without looking.

She did not comment on this either.

"You're frowning," he said, from the other side of the room.

"I'm reading." She turned a page. The letter Mervaine had written to his third patron was spectacularly ill-advised in ways that she found almost restful. Nothing about Mervaine's disasters was her problem. "Mervaine was a fool."

"Most people who wrote extensively about themselves were."

"He's describing a negotiation in which he believed he had the advantage." She read another line. "He did not have the advantage."

"How does it end?"

"He loses the house." She glanced up long enough to locate her cup, drank from it without marking her page. Across the room, Aldeon was at the wide desk by the window, the same position he'd been in since dinner—correspondence spread between his hands, the lamp adjusted to the exact angle he preferred, a small careful economy of arrangement that she recognized as his the way she recognized his handwriting. He was not, she noticed, reading the letter currently in his hands. He was looking at her.

"What?" she said.

"Nothing." He went back to the letter.

She read two more pages of Mervaine's unfolding catastrophe. Outside, the city made its evening sounds—wheels on stone, a shout somewhere several streets distant, the irregular pulse of the neighbours’ bell that hadn't been properly hung in three years. She had stopped hearing it months ago. She heard it now only because the evening was very quiet, and because she was, without quite deciding to be, paying attention to the quality of the quiet.

There was a knock at the outer door.

Not a visitor's knock—not social, not apologetic. Compact business had a particular knock: measured, three beats, and then a pause that said the person on the other side had been trained to wait. Seravaine's page turned before she was fully aware of having turned it. She catalogued the sound the way she catalogued most things, filed it while her eyes continued moving over Mervaine's increasingly creative explanations for why none of this was his fault.

She heard Aldeon set down his correspondence.

She heard him cross the room—she knew his step so precisely she could have told you which floorboard he was on—and open the outer door. A brief exchange, the particular register of a courier completing a task and wanting to be gone. Then the door again. Footsteps back.

He said nothing.

She turned another page.

The letter appeared on the table beside her cup. Compact seal, unbroken, her name and his in the Registrar's hand. He had put it closer to her than to himself, which was: a thing he did, when the commission was hers to read first.

She set down the book.

The seal was standard, which told her only that whoever had sent this had wanted it to look standard. She knew the Registrar's handwriting well enough to clock the speed—hurried, which the Registrar rarely was. She noted the date stamp. Three days ago, which meant this had come by fast courier, which meant someone had decided it was urgent enough for the cost.

She broke the seal.

It was a standard commission letter in the same way the seal was standard: technically accurate and deliberately unremarkable on its face. Joint envoy assignment. The Intercessory Compact extended its regards, etc., etc. A kingdom called Vaeth moor—high country, mineral wealth, two generations of isolation—had submitted a petition for membership. An accession assessment was required. Seravaine, as Compact mage, would conduct the magical survey. Aldeon, as Compact archivist, would review the treaty terms.

She read it again.

"Vaeth moor," she said. Not a question.

"I heard." He had come to stand near the window—not reading over her shoulder, which he did not do without permission, just present. "The timing is—"

"Strange." She looked at the commission date again. "They've been outside the Compact for forty years. Closer to fifty. And now—"

"Generous terms. I'd want to see the petition itself before I said anything definitive." A pause. "But yes. Strange."

Seravaine folded the letter along its original crease. The commission was real—the seal, the Registrar's signature, the particular wording that indicated this had been through proper channels before landing in this room—but real documents could carry unreal purposes. She had learned this early and had not forgotten it.

Something about Vaeth moor’s timing sat wrong. She did not yet know why, which meant she would be thinking about it at odd intervals until she did, likely in the bath, likely at three in the morning, likely in the carriage on the way there when she should be doing something else.

She was aware, also, of a separate thought, quieter, which she did not look at directly: that missions meant proximity. Days of it. Aldeon in the next carriage seat, Aldeon at the next table, Aldeon reading his own documents while she read hers and the working silence between them ran uninterrupted by ordinary life, by invitations and appointments and all the usual furniture of their days. She was aware of this and aware that she was noting it, and she moved on from it briskly.

"Three days out," she said. "If we leave by the end of the week."

"Four, through the mountain passes. Depends on the road conditions." He had moved, without her tracking exactly when, from the window to the desk. Not his own chair—the other one, the one that had migrated from the far corner to the near side of the desk sometime in the past year, which neither of them had commented on. He was looking at the commission letter now, though she was still holding it. "We'll need to request the petition documents before we go."

"And the surveying records. What exists of them." She handed him the commission. He took it with the automatic ease of someone who had done this before, who had sat across from her in various rooms and received documents passed between them like instruments, like something that required two people to hold properly. "I want to know what the Compact already has on their mineral reserves."

"They have caelite," he said. "Documented, at least in the older surveys." He read the letter again—she watched him read it with the particular attention he gave to things he wasn't certain of, taking it apart line by line. "Though the extent of it is likely underreported."

"Because they've been isolated."

"Because they've been isolated and they knew it was valuable and they had no reason to share accurate numbers with anyone." He set the letter down. Something in the set of his expression was careful in a way she recognized, though she could not yet have said what he was being careful about. "Miscalculation, I think. The timing. Not a trap—they're not positioned for that. But they've misjudged something about what they're asking for."

Seravaine considered this. She had a different read—not a contradiction, precisely, but an angle he hadn't tried. Forty years of isolation. A petition submitted now, generous to the point of implausibility, at a moment when the Compact was not, particularly, exerting pressure on them to join. The generosity wasn't necessarily miscalculation. It could be misdirection. It could be both.

She did not argue the point. She was still working it out.

"We'll see," she said instead, and picked up her book, and found her page.

He returned to his correspondence. The lamp put a warm circle of light on his hands and on the documents between them. Outside, the neighbour’s bell shifted in a wind she couldn't feel from here, rang once, and settled.

She read three more pages of Mervaine. Across the room, he worked. The tea stayed warm long enough.

It was, she thought, without looking up, a very ordinary evening.

It would be the last one for some time.
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The Road to Vaeth moor

The carriage smelled of cold leather and the faint mineral tang of mountain air that crept in through the window seals. Seravaine had been awake for three hours before dawn, finishing her packing and then, when the packing was done, sitting at the desk with the caelite survey literature she'd requested from the Compact archive. There was not very much of it. What existed was old, imprecise, and written by people who had not been allowed close enough to the deposits to make the measurements that would have mattered. She had noted this. She had noted several things.

She was noting them again now, in the carriage, the documents spread across her lap and the mountain road unrolling beneath them in the grey early light.

Across from her, Aldeon was reading.

He had been reading since they left the city—forty years of Vaeth moor political correspondence, requested from three separate archive repositories and delivered the morning of their departure in a stack that had made the courier's arms shake. He was not rushing through it. He turned pages with the particular deliberateness of a man taking something apart to see how it worked, and occasionally he made a small mark in the margin with the narrow pen he kept in his inside pocket, the one she had given him four years ago that he had never replaced.

The carriage swayed. She set her pen down before it could do damage to the survey notes.

"There's an account from a Compact assessor in the 280th year," she said, without looking up. "He was permitted to survey the eastern reaches and nothing else. He describes the conductivity effects as—" she found the line— "an unusual sensitivity of the working faculty, akin to the sensation of a bow strung too tightly." She looked at that phrase. "Which is either a very precise description of magical amplification or proof that he had no idea what he was experiencing."

"Possibly both," Aldeon said, from behind his correspondence.

"Possibly both," she agreed.

She set the assessor's account aside and picked up the next document. Outside, the city had given way to the outer districts and then to farmland and then, gradually, to the first foothills—gentler than what was coming, still soft with the last of autumn's color. She watched the land change without quite watching it, the way she read when she was also thinking about something else.

The petition was the thing she kept returning to.

She had spent the two days before departure reading everything the Compact had on Vaeth moor—which was less than it should have been, given the kingdom's size, and almost nothing dated to the last twenty years. What she had was this: a mineral-rich mountain state, genuinely prosperous, with no obvious external pressures that would explain a sudden desire for Compact membership. No wars on their borders. No succession crisis in the recent record. No famine, no plague, no diplomatic incident that would make the Compact's protection newly attractive.

Which left the terms themselves, and the terms were the strangest part. Vaeth moor was offering more than they needed to. Trade access, survey rights, a faster ratification timeline than any petitioning state had proposed in forty years. You didn't offer more than you needed to unless you needed something very specific that the standard terms wouldn't give you.

"I've been thinking about the terms," she said.

She heard him turn a page. "So have I."

"They've over-offered."

"Yes."

"That's not a miscalculation." She looked at her notes, though she wasn't reading them. "Miscalculation is when you mis-read the room. They've read the room correctly—they know what the Compact expects from a petitioning state, and they've given us twice that. They want something specific, and the generosity is meant to keep us from asking what it is."

Aldeon set down his correspondence.

She had his attention, which was never inattentive—but there was a quality to it when she was working through something that she recognized without being able to describe exactly. He listened the way he read: taking it apart.

"That's one reading," he said.

"What's yours?"

"A trap." He said it simply, as though it were not a particularly alarming word. "Not necessarily a violent one. Diplomatic. They want us in the room—specifically a Compact mage in the room—and the generous terms are to ensure we come without asking too many questions first. The over-offering isn't misdirection, it's a lure."

✦ ✦ ✦

Seravaine considered this. She folded the survey notes along a crease she'd already made twice. "A lure for what?"

"I don't know yet." He picked up his correspondence again. "That's why I'm reading forty years of their political history."

"The lure interpretation requires an active agenda," she said. "Something they're building toward. The misdirection interpretation only requires a specific ask—could be as simple as trade access to a particular supply line, could be Compact protection without Compact oversight on their internal mining practices. Simpler."

"Simpler isn't always more likely."

"No. But you need evidence of the complex thing before you assume it." She picked up the assessor's account again. The too-tightly-strung bow. "I'm not saying you're wrong. I'm saying we don't have enough yet to know."

He looked at her over his documents. It was a brief look—a second, maybe two—with something in it she couldn't immediately classify. Not disagreement. Closer to the expression he wore when he was filing something away.

"No," he said. "We don't."

They read in silence for a while. The road climbed. The foothills became something steeper and more serious, the trees thinning at the higher elevations and the rock showing through the hillsides in long grey striations. Seravaine had traveled this route once before, a decade ago and in worse weather, and she remembered the passes being colder than you expected them to be and the mountain light having a particular quality—very clear, very direct, the kind that showed everything.

By afternoon she had finished the survey literature and started on a secondary source, a geographical study of the high-altitude mineral deposits of the northern ranges, which was more useful than she'd expected and less useful than she'd hoped. She made notes in her own cramped hand in the margins, which she had done since she was a student and which she would continue doing until someone stopped her, which no one had.

Aldeon had finished the first stack of correspondence. He was now engaged in a secondary stack, which he had, with some architectural ingenuity, balanced against the carriage wall beside him. She had watched him construct this arrangement without comment and had privately found it satisfying in a way she didn't examine.

✦ ✦ ✦

"You're going to run out of wall," she said.

"I have three more relay posts before I run out of wall."

She looked at the stack. "Two."

He looked at it. He appeared to be doing an honest assessment. "Possibly two," he allowed.

She went back to her geological study. The carriage slowed for a river crossing—she heard the coachman's murmur to the horses, felt the change in the road surface beneath them—and she held her documents steady until they were through.

"There's something," Aldeon said.

She waited. He didn't continue immediately, which meant he was still working out whether the thing was a thing or whether it only looked like one. She had learned not to rush this.

"Their Chancellor," he said, finally. "I've been reading her correspondence—what exists of it, which is less than it should be for someone in her position. She's been Chancellor for eleven years. In that time there are perhaps thirty documents that bear her direct signature and another hundred or so that show her influence without naming her. For someone who has effectively been running the kingdom for a decade—" He paused. "She doesn't leave much of a record."

Seravaine looked up. "Deliberate?"

"Almost certainly."

"A Chancellor who doesn't leave records is either very careful or very boring," she said. "Given the petition, I would not assume boring."

"Neither would I."

She held that for a moment. A careful Chancellor, leaving minimal traces, in a kingdom that was suddenly petitioning the Compact with implausibly generous terms. Either interpretation—trap or misdirection—fit a careful Chancellor. Someone building toward something and wanting the paperwork tidy.

"We should find a way to meet her early," Seravaine said. "Before the formal proceedings."

"I was thinking the same."

She returned to her document. The geological study had a chapter on caelite's known properties that she had not yet reached, and she wanted to reach it before the light failed.

✦ ✦ ✦

They stopped for the night at a relay inn at the foot of the first real pass—the kind of place built for exactly this purpose, functional and clean, with a fire in the common room that had been going since morning and a host who asked no unnecessary questions. Seravaine had been awake since before dawn and felt it in the specific way she always did when she had been reading too long: not tired exactly, but slightly removed from her own edges.

She washed her face, changed her traveling clothes for something that didn't smell of carriage leather, and came back to find that Aldeon had, without discussion, arranged for dinner to be brought up rather than taken in the common room.

She sat down at the small table and did not comment on this. She also did not comment on the fact that the food was—

"Where did you find candied figs at a mountain relay inn," she said.

"They keep a small stock for the southern trade route." He sat across from her and opened his napkin. "You mentioned them. In the autumn, at the Beaumont dinner, when the dessert course came out. You said you hadn't had them since your training years in the south of the city."

The Beaumont dinner had been eight weeks ago. She had said it in passing, in the particular half-attention of a conversation she had not thought he was listening to, because he had been talking to Beaumont himself about some archival matter and she had been talking to Beaumont's wife about something else entirely.

She looked at the figs. Small, dark, in a little dish beside the bread.

"Aldeon," she said.

"Mm."

She did not finish the sentence. She was not entirely certain what the sentence would have been. She picked up her fork instead, and ate her dinner, and did not look at the figs again until she wanted one—which she did, eventually, and they were very good, and she ate three of them and left two and did not offer him any because she knew, without asking, that he didn't particularly like them, that this had been done entirely for her.

He was reading again over dinner. She let him. She had her own notes to review, and the quality of their silences had always been workable—the kind you could inhabit without effort, that didn't require maintenance.

"The Chancellor's name," she said, when she had finished her dinner and was looking at her notes on the petition terms. "Drevaine."

"Yes."

"Do you have anything personal about her? Letters, anything that isn't official?"

"One." He turned a page. "A letter to her predecessor, written when she was still Deputy Chancellor. It's—" He paused, reading. "It's interesting. She's describing a minor diplomatic incident with a neighboring territory. The tone is very different from her official correspondence. Warmer. More direct." He looked up. "She's someone who keeps her real self for private channels."

"Which means the official version is a performance."

"Everything official is a performance. Hers more than most, I think." He closed the document. "She'll have done her research on us."

"Yes."

"She'll have a strategy."

"Yes." Seravaine looked at her notes. The over-generous terms. The minimal record. "I'd like to know what she thinks she knows before we arrive." She considered it. "We should write to Marcen. He has contacts in the Vaeth moor trade guilds."

"I was going to suggest the same. I'll draft something at the next stop."

She nodded. The fire in the hearth shifted, resettled. Outside, the wind had picked up—she could hear it against the shutters, the mountain weather that changed faster than lowland weather and left less warning.

They turned in without ceremony. Two days of carriage travel remained, and she had more to read.

She was aware, in the particular way of someone who had learned to sleep lightly in strange places, of the exact moment she stopped being tired enough to stay awake and started being tired enough to sleep. The bed was narrow by the standards of their rooms at home—relay inns were built for function—but not uncomfortably so, and the blankets were the heavy wool kind that held heat properly.

She was almost asleep when he said, quietly, into the dark: "The petition was submitted six weeks ago."

She processed this without opening her eyes. "So they decided to petition in late summer."

"Or earlier, and took time preparing the terms."

"Or earlier," she agreed.

A pause. The wind against the shutters.

"Something happened," he said. "Something that made the timing feel urgent to them, and they've constructed the generosity to cover the urgency." He wasn't asking her a question. He was, she recognized, thinking out loud—which he rarely did, which he did sometimes, in the dark, when the thinking had been going long enough that it needed air.

"Something internal," she said. "Not external. There's no external pressure."

"Something internal," he agreed. "Yes."

She let that sit. The caelite. The surveys she hadn't been allowed to conduct properly. A Chancellor who kept herself out of the official record. A King who had petitioned the Compact with open hands that might be covering something, or might be asking for help, or might be both.

It would be the thing, she thought, on the edge of sleep. Whatever it was that had made the timing feel urgent. That would be the thing they needed to find.

She didn't say any of this. He would have arrived at the same place by now. She heard his breathing slow and even toward sleep, and she let herself follow, and the mountain wind moved against the shutters all night, and in the morning the passes would be cold and clear and they would be one day closer to whatever Vaeth moor was.
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First Reception

Vaeth moor announced itself with light.

They came through the last pass in the early afternoon, the road switching back on itself twice before it opened onto a long descending view of the valley, and the city was laid out below them in the specific clarity of high-altitude autumn—the kind of light that had no softness in it, that showed edges. The buildings were pale stone, the rooftops dark slate, the river that ran through the lower district catching the sun in hard bright pieces. It was, objectively, a very beautiful city. Seravaine noted this the way she noted things she might need to use later: accurately, and without letting it affect her.

"The palace is the one at the back of the valley," Aldeon said. He was leaning slightly toward the window, not far enough to be obvious about it. "The one with the eastern tower."

She looked. The palace was large without being extravagant—the architecture of a kingdom that had been prosperous long enough to stop needing to prove it. The eastern tower was the tallest point in the city, pale stone like everything else, and from this distance she could see what might have been a flag or might have been the light on the stone itself.

"They'll have had word we're coming for two days," she said.

"At least."

"So everything we see from this point forward is arranged." She leaned back from the window. "The route they take us through the city. Who greets us at the gate. Where we're placed at the reception."

"Yes." He was still looking at the city. "Though arranged doesn't mean false. It means chosen."

She considered the difference. "What do you think they've chosen to show us?"

He was quiet for a moment. "Stability," he said. "Prosperity that doesn't require defence. A kingdom that has done perfectly well outside the Compact and is joining now as a matter of choice, not necessity." He finally leaned back. "They want us to feel that we need them slightly more than they need us."

"Which is not true."

"Which is not true," he agreed. "But it's a reasonable opening position."

Seravaine watched the city rise toward them as they descended. The light off the river. The pale stone. Chosen. All of it chosen, and she would need to read it the way she read text—not for what was said, but for what the choice of saying it revealed.

✦  ✦  ✦

She was, she found, extremely interested in Chancellor Drevaine.

The gate ceremony was brief and well-managed—a formal escort of six, no more and no less than protocol required, the senior officer delivering the Vaeth moor welcome in the standard phrasing and then stepping back with the precision of someone who had rehearsed it until the precision was invisible. Seravaine received it with equivalent formality, feeling the familiar shift that happened at the beginning of a mission when the ordinary self stepped slightly to the side and the envoy stepped forward.

It was not, exactly, a mask. It was more like a different set of tools.

The route through the city was, as she had predicted, arranged. They were taken along the main thoroughfare, which was wider than it needed to be for traffic and lined with the kind of buildings that suggested civic wealth without ostentation—a library, a hall she took to be a guild-house, what looked like a centre for Compact-adjacent trade even before membership was formalised. She catalogued these without appearing to. Beside her, Aldeon had his hands folded and was looking at the street with the mild, pleasant expression he wore when he was reading a room and preferred that no one know it.

She had always found that expression useful for locating what was worth reading.

The palace interior was warm after the mountain air—heated efficiently, she noted, which suggested either good engineering or access to a fuel source that the survey records hadn't fully documented. The entry hall was stone and tapestry and very deliberately proportioned: high enough to be impressive, not so high as to be intimidating. Someone had thought carefully about the difference.

They were shown to an anteroom to wait while the household completed its preparations for the reception. A servant brought wine—good wine, local, from the southern slopes of the valley—and Seravaine took a glass and did not drink from it and watched the room.

"The heating," she said, quietly.

"I noticed," Aldeon said, equally quiet.

"Underfloor."

"Yes. And consistent through the corridor, which means it's not localised for show." He turned slightly toward her, the angle of a casual conversation. "They have a heat source they're not documenting."

✦  ✦  ✦

"Or they are documenting it and we don't have those records." She set her glass down. "Something to look for."

He nodded, once, and returned to mild.

The reception hall was full when they entered, and it was full in the specific way of a court that had been told to be full—everyone present, everyone positioned, the whole room arranged around a centre that had not yet declared itself. Seravaine read this in the first thirty seconds and adjusted accordingly.

King Aldric of Vaeth moor was not what she had expected.

The portraits in the Compact archive were fifteen years old and had depicted a man of martial bearing and considerable dignity. What she found was that the martial bearing had softened into something gentler without quite disappearing, the way a face does when the years have been more complex than the painter could have anticipated. He was older than the portraits, which was obvious, and warmer—the warmth immediate, unperformed, the kind that came from a person who genuinely liked people and had never seen a reason to conceal it.

He came to meet them, which was not strictly required by protocol and which she noted.

"Envoy Seravaine." He took her hand with both of his. His grip was careful—the specific care of
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