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❧  ✦  ❧

Nico Sava’s left hand was already marked for removal before Serafina Varo entered the ruling.

He kept it flat on the black marble table, fingers spread, as if stillness could make the hand less visible. Someone had washed the blood off him too well. His nails were clean. His cuffs were clean. Even the split beside his mouth had been wiped until it looked polite.

That was the first lie in the room.

Serafina stood behind the crimson bench and let everyone wait.

Crimson Hall held thirty-one people tonight, not counting the two House Blades at the rear doors or Dante Marrek near the west wall. Dante did not belong to the Varo Court. That made him useful to notice and dangerous to ignore. He stood with his hands loose, coat open, head slightly lowered as if the room bored him.

It did not bore him.

Men who were bored leaned. They checked watches. They looked at paintings.

Dante looked at exits.

Serafina set her red leather folder on the bench. The left hinge of the judge’s chair gave its small, tired click when she moved. It had clicked since she was sixteen. No one had fixed it. No one had mentioned it. The Hall smelled faintly of orange peel tonight because someone in the back row had been eating candy, which was obscene in a room where people came to ask for blood.

A woman in the third row kept folding a blue sugar packet into smaller and smaller squares.

No clear reason.

Serafina saw it anyway.

“Proceed,” she said.

Across the table, Valerio Bellandi smiled like he had practiced being patient in a mirror and disliked the result. His nephew, Enzo, sat beside him with one knee bouncing under the table. A pretty boy with rich hands and a cruel mouth. Twenty-four, maybe twenty-five. Old enough to know what his family did. Young enough to think style made violence cleaner.

Nico Sava did not look at him.

Good.

Looking at the person who wanted you punished gave them too much.

Tomas Vey stood at the side wall in his senior Oathkeeper black, his right thumb tapping once against his belt. Once. Then again. He did that when he wanted the ruling done and the pain started.

Serafina looked at his thumb until he stopped.

The room noticed.

It always noticed.

Valerio cleared his throat. “My house requests full crimson remedy.”

“Your house requests many things,” Serafina said. “Be exact.”

A few people shifted. Not much. Just enough cloth against wood. Port Aurelia’s private kings and polished thieves had come to hear a man lose a hand, maybe more, and they were already annoyed that she wanted grammar.

Valerio’s smile thinned. “Nico Sava moved Bellandi funds through an unauthorized Varo channel. He exposed a route. He cost us three shipments and one judge.”

“One judge who is breathing,” Serafina said.

“Not well.”

“Breathing is a legal distinction.”

Enzo made a sound into his drink.

Serafina turned her head.

He stopped.

Enough.

Celia Rook, seated below the bench with the court ledger open, did not smile. Celia never smiled in Crimson Hall. It was one of the things Serafina trusted about her. Her pen hovered over the page, black lacquer, gold tip, one small bite mark near the cap. Celia had been biting that pen since dawn.

Bad day, then.

Serafina looked back at Nico. “Did you move the funds?”

Nico’s mouth opened. Closed. He counted something with his thumb against the side of his marked hand.

“One,” Serafina said.

He flinched.

“Answer by three.”

“I moved them.”

Valerio sat back, pleased.

Serafina did not look at him. “Why?”

Nico’s gaze dropped to his hand. “My sister.”

That was all he said.

Not enough for law. Plenty for truth.

“Name,” Serafina said.

“Nadia.”

“Age?”

“Twenty-two.”

“Debt?”

“Protection.”

A small change went through the room. Not shock. These people were too well trained for that. More like a draft under a closed door.

Protection debt was the ugliest kind because everybody called it clean.

In Varo language, protection debt meant a family could charge someone for the right to keep breathing, then call the bill loyalty.

Serafina opened the red folder. The paper inside had been cut exactly to Varo court size, seven by ten, thick enough to hold wax without buckling. Her seal sat at the lower right corner of the first page, covered in a square of black silk until she chose to use it.

Her grandmother used to say the silk made the seal sacred.

Serafina used to believe her.

Now she thought it made men patient for cruelty.

“Bellandi House placed Nadia Sava under protection four years ago,” Serafina said. “After her father’s gambling debt crossed family borders.”

Valerio spread both hands. “We fed her. Housed her. Kept her breathing.”

“Then billed her brother for the cost of her breathing.”

“Protection is not charity.”

“No,” Serafina said. “It is also not ownership.”

Enzo laughed once. Too loud. Too young.

Valerio gave him a look. Enzo reached for his glass, missed the stem, caught it on the second try. He wanted everyone to think he was amused. His fingers said otherwise.

Dante Marrek shifted at the west wall.

Half an inch, maybe.

Serafina registered it and hated that she had.

“Red Counsel,” Valerio said, “with respect ”

“You have not shown any yet.”

Celia’s pen paused.

Someone near the rear coughed into a closed fist.

Valerio’s face held, but color climbed under his skin. “With respect, if Varo Law makes debt optional, then Varo Law becomes theater.”

“Debt is not optional.” Serafina touched the first page. “Inherited obedience is.”

Nico made a small sound.

Serafina did not look at him. Mercy turned weak when you handed it to the room too early.

She turned the page.

On the second sheet, under Bellandi’s claim, Celia had written three numbers in the margin.

Serafina knew Celia’s code. Twelve meant missing witness. Four meant debt transfer. Nineteen meant route altered after filing. Celia had found a crack and left it where Serafina would see.

A good fixer did not interrupt a ruling.

A better one gave you a knife and let you decide where to place it.

Serafina tapped the page once. “The claim includes three shipments, one injured judge, and breach of territorial channel.”

“Yes,” Valerio said.

“It does not include Nadia Sava.”

Valerio’s left eyelid moved.

There.

“Her debt is not relevant to the ruling,” he said.

“If it paid for the breach, it is.”

“I did not say that.”

“You did not have to.”

Enzo leaned forward. “He stole from us.”

Serafina looked at him. “Did I ask you to speak?”

His mouth stayed open a second longer than it should have. Then he sat back.

But he hated her now.

Fine.

Hatred was clean. Men who hated you made simpler mistakes than men who wanted your approval.

“Bring the witness file,” Serafina said.

Celia slid a sealed gray envelope across the lower table to a House Blade. The Blade brought it up the three steps and held it out. His glove had a tear across the knuckle. Not enough to matter. Enough to see skin.

Serafina took the envelope. The wax was Varo black, not crimson. Internal evidence. Lower weight. No blood attached.

She broke it with her court knife.

Inside: three photographs, one transcript, one transfer order.

Nadia Sava stood in the first photograph outside a Bellandi clinic, hair cut short, coat too thin for January. In the second, she stood in a hotel hallway beside Enzo Bellandi. In the third, her left cheek was swollen.

Serafina placed that photograph faceup on the bench.

Enzo stopped moving.

The room narrowed.

Not physically. The marble stayed. The lamps stayed. The orange smell stayed in the back of her throat. But the room had a way of pulling itself smaller when truth entered without asking permission.

Outside these walls, Port Aurelia is eating dinner. Someone is losing a parking ticket. Someone is kissing badly in an elevator. Someone is buying milk and forgetting why they came to the store.

Inside Crimson Hall, a young man’s hand waited on a table.

Serafina returned to the room.

“Enzo Bellandi,” she said. “Did you strike Nadia Sava?”

Valerio rose halfway. “This is outside the scope of claim.”

“Sit.”

He sat.

Not because she was louder. She was not.

Because everyone in the room knew the first rule of Crimson Hall: when the Red Counsel names a person, that person belongs to the question until she releases them.

Enzo’s knee bounced faster. “No.”

Celia wrote something.

Serafina watched Enzo’s right hand. “Do you want to try again?”

“I said no.”

“Nadia Sava gave a sworn statement that you struck her three times after her brother refused to move funds through the Varo channel. Bellandi House then filed this breach claim without disclosing coercive pressure.”

“Coercive,” Enzo said, and made the word ugly. “She was under our protection.”

Serafina picked up the photograph. “Then you were poor at it.”

His face changed.

A little.

No more.

Dante saw it too. His focus moved from Enzo’s hands to his shoulders.

Serafina put the photograph down.

“Under Crimson Law,” she said, “blood taken under protection creates a debt against the protector.”

Valerio’s mouth tightened. “Old clause.”

“Still binding.”

“Rarely used.”

“Because men dislike laws that remember what they did.”

The blue sugar packet in the third row split at one corner. Tiny white grains spilled over a woman’s black glove.

Serafina should not have looked. She looked.

Petty thought, stupid thought: she hoped it ruined the glove.

She returned to the ruling. “Nico Sava moved funds to buy his sister out of unlawful protection pressure. The channel breach stands. The motive changes the remedy.”

Tomas shifted again. His thumb tapped once.

He wanted a hand on marble.

He might still get one someday. Not tonight.

Serafina lifted the black silk from her seal. The crimson stone beneath caught the light and gave it back wrong, darker than it should have been, like old wine in a chipped glass. Her signet ring matched it, heavy on her right hand.

The ring had belonged to Marcella Varo.

The law had belonged to Marcella too, before everyone after her made it hungrier.

Serafina laid her palm over the blank ruling page.

No one spoke.

Even the orange candy had stopped cracking in the back row.

“Nico Sava,” she said, “you are guilty of unauthorized channel use, falsified routing, and breach of territorial settlement.”

His marked hand curled slightly.

“Your hand remains yours.”

The room moved.

Not loud. Nothing in Crimson Hall was allowed to be loud unless someone had already failed. But shoulders changed. Men looked at one another. Enzo muttered something under his breath that had the shape of a curse.

Serafina continued before the room could decide it had permission to breathe.

“You will repay the moved funds through supervised labor under Varo accounting, not Bellandi collection. Your sister’s protection debt is suspended pending investigation. Enzo Bellandi will answer a separate charge under the protector’s clause. Bellandi House will produce Nadia Sava within twenty-four hours for independent medical review and testimony.”

Valerio stared at her. “You are turning a breach hearing into a trial against my family.”

“No,” Serafina said. “Your family brought the wrong blood to my table.”

That landed.

Good.

Not enough.

She took the crimson oath pen from its case. The cap stuck. It always did when the room was too dry. She pulled harder than she needed to and the cap came free with a soft click that sounded indecently final.

The ink inside was red.

Not blood, not anymore, though old men loved pretending it was. Red ink, salt binder, legal dye, a drop of the ruling judge’s blood taken once a year and mixed into the master well. Symbolic. Cruel enough without being useful.

Serafina signed.

S. Varo.

The ruling accepted the ink. The paper darkened under her name.

She pressed the seal beside it.

Wax gave under gold. The Varo crest formed clean: three bars, one blade, one open hand.

Mercy was only mercy if it survived the room.

She lifted the page.

“Ruling sealed,” Celia said from below.

The phrase moved through the chamber. House Blades repeated it. Veil Clerks recorded it. The Bellandi men sat with their mouths closed and their anger awake.

Serafina looked at Nico. “Take your hand off the table.”

He did not move.

“Nico.”

He pulled his hand back as if the table might change its mind and bite.

And there it was, small and awful, the cost of being spared in a room that wanted a piece of you. He did not look grateful. He looked unfinished. Like fear had made a shape of him and mercy had not told him what to do with it.

Serafina hated that part.

She never let herself look away from it.

Celia rose with the sealed ruling and carried it to the central clerk’s stand. Her bad pen went into her jacket pocket. She used the clean court pen for the ledger, because Celia had rules about objects and blood that Serafina had never asked her to explain.

“Want water?” Celia asked quietly as she passed the bench.

“No.”

“Okay.”

Pointless. Ordinary. Almost kind.

Serafina did not thank her. She should have. Instead she adjusted the edge of the red folder by a quarter inch because the corner did not align with the marble seam.

Small wrong choice. Useless control.

Dante Marrek was still watching.

Not her face. Her hands.

That irritated her more than it should have. Men watched faces to measure beauty or weakness. Men watched mouths for soft openings. Men watched bodies because they were common.

Dante watched hands because hands made choices before faces lied about them.

Serafina closed the folder.

“Red Counsel,” Valerio said.

The title came out thin.

She did not answer.

He rose anyway. “Bellandi House will consider this ruling hostile.”

“Bellandi House may consider it in any mood it likes.”

“You are protecting a thief.”

“I am protecting the law.”

“The law is blood.”

“No,” she said. “Blood is what people spill when they run out of law.”

Enzo stood too fast. His chair scraped the floor. A small ugly sound. One of the House Blades moved near the door, not forward, just enough to remind the room that doors were opinions here, not exits.

Valerio put one hand on his nephew’s sleeve. Enzo shook him off.

“He stole from us,” Enzo said.

“And you hit a woman under your protection,” Serafina said. “Sit down before I become interested in your other habits.”

A few people looked down.

No one laughed.

The court did not laugh at Bellandi men unless the winning side had already been chosen.

Enzo sat.

Dante’s mouth changed by almost nothing.

Serafina caught it anyway. Not a smile. Worse. Approval.

She did not want his approval.

She wanted no.

She wanted the ruling carried, Nadia found, Nico removed safely, Bellandi contained, Celia’s margin code checked, Dante Marrek kept outside the circle of things that mattered.

That was all.

Completely all.

She reached for the court bell.

Before she touched it, the north door opened.

No one used the north door during a sealed session. Not unless the building was burning or someone important had died.

The House Blade at that door stepped aside with his hand on the weapon under his jacket. A Veil Clerk entered, young, pale, and trying not to run. Her name was Lysa. She wore her hair pinned too tight and always left one sip in every glass. Serafina had seen three unfinished waters on her desk this week.

Lysa carried a second ruling tube.

Crimson.

The room did not breathe.

Serafina kept her hand near the bell. “This session is sealed.”

Lysa stopped at the foot of the bench. Her throat moved, but she made no sound. The ruling tube shook in her hand.

Celia had already stepped away from the ledger.

Dante had straightened fully.

Serafina looked at the tube. Same size as hers. Same black ribbon. Same crimson wax. Same Varo crest.

Her crest.

No.

Not no. No was for children and locked doors and small refusals. This was something else. Something colder.

“Bring it,” Serafina said.

Lysa climbed the three steps. On the second step, she missed the edge and caught herself with one hand. The tube knocked against the marble. The sound was small. Everyone heard it.

Serafina took the tube.

The wax seal was perfect.

Too perfect.

The Varo crest sat sharp and deep, but the open hand had a flaw in the palm. A tiny notch. Almost nothing. A private mark from the old signet, before Serafina had it repaired two years ago.

That seal should not exist anymore.

And.

That was the part she had not prepared for.

Serafina turned the tube once in her hands. She could hear her own ring against the lacquer. Tick. Tick. Tick.

“Who received this?” she asked.

Lysa answered the wrong question. “I did not open it.”

“I asked who received it.”

“South courier desk. Seven minutes ago. Marked emergency enforcement.”

“From whom?”

“No sender.”

“Who accepted it?”

Lysa looked toward Celia. Then away.

Celia’s pen was no longer in her hand.

Serafina broke the seal.

Inside was one page, Varo court size. Red ink. Her name at the bottom. Her seal beside it.

Not copied.

Not printed.

Pressed.

Her court phrase sat in the first line.

By Crimson remedy, mercy is withdrawn.

The words did not enter her all at once. They came in pieces, each one too clean.

Mercy.

Withdrawn.

Enforcement.

Immediate.

Nico made a sound behind her. Or maybe Enzo did. The room had too many bodies in it now, too many eyes, too many ways for panic to dress itself as judgment.

Serafina read the order again.

By authority of Red Counsel Serafina Varo, the protected witnesses attached to Bellandi breach file 12-4-19 are stripped of mercy status and remanded to immediate blood remedy. No appeal. No delay. No further review.

Her signature sat below it.

S. Varo.

The S had her pressure. The V had her cut. The final mark was slightly angled because she held the pen too hard when she was angry.

Someone had studied her hand.

Someone had learned it.

Someone inside.

The blue sugar packet in the third row spilled completely.

Dante moved first, but only to close the distance between himself and the center aisle. He did not reach for her. He did not speak.

That would do.

If he touched her, the room would decide she needed holding.

Serafina placed the forged order on the bench where everyone could see it.

Valerio’s face had lost all practiced patience.

“What is that?” he asked.

Serafina ignored him. “Lysa.”

The young clerk stared at the floor.

“Say it.”

Lysa’s fingers twisted around the empty tube. “Emergency confirmation came with it.”

“Say the confirmation.”

Lysa looked sick. “Three protected witnesses are dead.”

Nico stood so fast his chair fell behind him.

Serafina did not move.

Lysa kept talking because terror had made her obedient. “One rival heir is missing. Bellandi House has declared breach of mercy. Morrow Circle is requesting armed review. Calder has closed the docks.”

The room broke into noise.

Valerio shouted. Enzo cursed. Tomas moved toward Nico. Celia snapped an order at the Blades. Someone near the back knocked over a glass. It rolled under a bench and kept rolling after it should have stopped.

Serafina watched the forged page.

Her name.

Her seal.

Her mercy turned into a blade and placed in someone else’s hand.

Dante came to the foot of the bench. Not closer.

“Serafina,” he said.

No title.

That was a mistake.

The whole room heard it.

Serafina lifted her hand, and somehow the room lowered by half. Not quiet. Never quiet after blood news. But lower. Enough.

She looked at the forged order one last time.

Then she looked at Nico Sava, whose spared hand was pressed against his mouth now as if he could hold in the cost of living.

“No one touches him,” she said.

Tomas stopped.

Valerio turned on her. “Your seal ordered blood.”

“My seal was used.”

“Your signature.”

“My name,” Serafina said, “is not proof of my will.”

A door opened somewhere behind the benches. More feet. More voices.

The orange candy smell was gone now. Only wax and hot metal and the sour edge of fear.

Serafina picked up the forged ruling and held it in the red light.

The notch in the open hand stared back.

“Lock the Hall,” she said.

Celia looked at her. “All doors?”

“All doors.”

Valerio barked, “You cannot trap us in here.”

Serafina turned toward him slowly.

On bad days, her grandmother became warm. Sweet. Almost loving.

Serafina became polite.

“I can,” she said. “And I have.”

The House Blades moved.

Bolts slid into place around Crimson Hall, one after another, hard and clean.

❧  ✦  ❧

— Chapter 2 —

THE MAN ASSIGNED TO HER DOOR

––––––––
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❧  ✦  ❧

The bolts had not finished sliding before Dante Marrek chose who would die first if the room turned.

Wanting had nothing to do with it.

Because wanting had nothing to do with the math.

Tomas Vey stood closest to Nico Sava, hand near his jacket, weight already shifted forward. Valerio Bellandi had two men behind him with shoulders too square for lawyers. Enzo was stupid enough to move fast and rich enough to think speed made him brave. The House Blade by the north door had a torn glove and a knife hidden low, left side.

Dante counted them.

One. Two. Three. Four.

Serafina Varo stood above all of it with a forged death order in her hand and did not look at anyone for help.

That was the first thing.

Not her face. Not the red light on her black suit. Not the court ring on her finger, heavy enough to bruise if she used her hand right.

The first thing was that she did not look for rescue.

Valerio Bellandi was still talking. Not speaking. Talking. There was a difference. Speaking had purpose. Talking filled space and tried to claim it.

“Your seal killed three people,” Valerio said.

Serafina placed the forged order on the bench with two fingers. “My seal appears on a page.”

“Do you hear yourself?”

“Yes,” she said. “That is why I choose my words.”

Enzo made a move toward Nico.

Dante moved half a step.

Not enough to threaten. Enough to make Enzo stop and notice that stopping had been his own idea.

Good.

Men liked living better when they thought it was their choice.

Celia Rook snapped orders to the Blades. “North and south doors sealed. No one touches the witness table. Lysa, sit down before you fall down.”

“I’m fine,” Lysa said.

“You are the color of soap. Sit.”

Wrong answer. Still useful.

The clerk sat on the lower step and clutched the empty ruling tube in both hands. The tube knocked softly against one of her rings. Click. Click. Click. She wanted someone to tell her this was not her fault. No one had time to give her that kindness yet.

The room had three details Dante trusted: red lamps too low over the bench, the sweet rot of orange candy somewhere near the back row, and a loose strip of black carpet by the side aisle that could catch a careless foot.

He shifted near the carpet.

Small thing.

Small things kept people alive.

Serafina raised her hand, and Crimson Hall lowered around her again. The woman could do that. Not quiet a room. Lower it. Press the sound down until people remembered they had throats.

“No one leaves,” she said. “No one calls out. No one sends a message. The next person who reaches for a phone will answer under breach protocol.”

Valerio laughed once. “You think you can hold Bellandi House because your paperwork betrayed you?”

Dante watched Serafina’s hand.

Still.

Too still.

“You came to my court for remedy,” she said. “You will remain in my court until I know whether you came as petitioner, victim, witness, or accomplice.”

Enzo said, “You can’t ”

“I can.”

Two words.

No heat. No raised voice. That made it worse.

Dante had seen men shout before killing. He had seen women smile before ruining families. Serafina Varo did neither. She used the same tone for mercy and threat, which meant nobody could relax inside either one.

He should have disliked that.

He did dislike it.

Mostly.

A man learns early which doors open and which ones only pretend.

Dante had learned at twenty-six, on a wet floor outside a Calder storage house, when his sister’s body came back with a crimson mark tied around her wrist and no one would say who had signed the order.

Livia had been twenty-eight. Old enough to know better, everyone said afterward, as if knowing better ever stopped a knife once the law had named you meat.

The mark on her wrist had been red thread, not ribbon. Cheap. Wrong. She would have hated that. Livia noticed cheap things. Fake pearls. Bad coffee. Men who said “with respect” before disrespecting you.

She would have hated Crimson Hall.

Dante blinked once.

Gone.

Not her. Never her.

The room.

Serafina had turned from Bellandi to Celia. “Find the courier chain. Start at south desk.”

Celia nodded. “Already sending Rook men.”

“No outside movement.”

“My men are inside.”

“Then use fewer.”

Celia’s mouth twitched. “You are difficult when framed.”

“I will try to become charming after the dead are counted.”

A strange line. Not funny. Someone near the rear made a sound anyway, almost a laugh, then swallowed it. People did that around Serafina, Dante noticed. They reacted before deciding whether it was safe.

Tomas Vey moved again.

Dante did not turn his head. “Take one more step toward Sava and I will break your knee.”

The room snapped toward him.

Tomas smiled without pleasure. “You are not Varo Court.”

“No.”

“Then you have no standing.”

“I have a bad habit of standing anyway.”

Serafina looked at him then.

For the first time since the forged order arrived, she truly looked. Not a glance. A judgment. He felt it like fingers testing the edge of a blade.

Dante should have said nothing else.

But small wrong choices had a way of wearing good shoes.

“Tomas wants him dead before Sava says who else knew about Nadia,” Dante said.

Tomas’s smile left.

Serafina turned slowly back to the senior Oathkeeper. “Is that true?”

“No,” Tomas said.

Dante watched his left shoulder drop. There. His lying tell, maybe. Or injury. File it later.

Serafina said, “Then you will not object to standing six feet away from him.”

“I object to being ordered by a woman whose seal ”

“Six feet,” Serafina said.

Tomas moved.

Not far enough.

Dante took another half step.

Tomas moved the rest.

And that was the part Dante had not expected. Serafina did not thank him. Did not reward him with a look. She accepted the outcome as if he had been another tool in the room, useful only because he had chosen the correct angle.

He liked that.

He disliked liking it.

A runner came to the inner door and stopped when the Blade raised a hand.

Celia went to him. The runner bent, whispered, passed a phone. Celia listened, expression flat. The left corner of the phone case had been chewed by somebody nervous. Dante saw teeth marks.

“Red Counsel,” Celia said.

Serafina did not move from the bench. “Say it.”

“Two dead confirmed at the north clinic. One at Bellandi’s west house. The missing heir is Matteo Morrow.”

Morrow.

That changed the room. Bellandi rage was manageable. Morrow panic had money, surveillance, and men who liked clean walls because they did their worst work elsewhere.

Valerio’s face changed for half a second. Not surprise. Calculation.

Serafina saw it too.

“Interesting,” she said.

“My nephew is missing,” Valerio snapped.

“No. Your rival’s heir is missing.”

“He attended under Bellandi assurance.”

“Then your assurance is failing loudly tonight.”

But.

Dante had been in enough rooms with powerful people to know when the floor changed before anyone else felt the tilt.

This was not only a frame. It was a cut through four families at once. Varo seal. Bellandi file. Morrow blood. Calder docks closed.

Someone wanted every old oath awake by morning.

Felix Calder had said that nine hours earlier in a room that smelled of cold tea and expensive smoke.

Not exactly. Felix never wasted good prophecy.

He had said, “The Varo woman is either the reform they need or the match they deserve.”

Dante had sat facing the door, because he always sat facing the door. Felix had noticed. Felix noticed everything and pretended boredom made him generous.

His office above the Calder docks had one broken clock on the wall, stopped at 2:17 for three years. A bowl of green apples sat on the desk though Felix never ate fruit. Somewhere below, a forklift beeped in reverse every twenty seconds. Beep. Beep. Beep. Like the building was backing away from its own sins.

Felix poured tea he did not drink.

“Want one?” Felix asked.

“No.”

“Good. It tastes like floor polish.”

Dante had looked at the folder on the desk.

Red string. Black seal. Varo crest.

Felix pushed it forward with two fingers. “Serafina Varo presides tonight.”

“I know.”

“She is expected to rule mercy.”

“That sounds unlike the room.”

“That is why the room will watch.”

Dante had not touched the folder. “Why am I here?”

Felix answered another question. “Your sister’s case came through Varo channels.”

Dante’s hand went to his watch.

Old habit. Bad habit. Livia’s watch, silver, too small for his wrist, worn on the inside where his pulse hit the cracked face. The minute hand stuck at thirty-two if the weather turned damp. He never fixed it.

Some things were allowed to stay broken.

Felix saw the movement and pretended not to.

“What did you find?” Dante asked.

“Not enough. More than before.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the kind we can afford.”

A boy outside the office laughed at something. Too young to be near the docks at that hour. Maybe eighteen, maybe nineteen, dragging a crate with both hands while trying not to look small in front of older men.

Dante had looked away first.

Felix opened the folder. “The Varo Court requested a neutral Oathkeeper in the room. Someone Bellandi cannot buy, Morrow cannot scare, and Varo cannot claim as blood.”

“Neutral,” Dante said.

Felix smiled. “Do not be dramatic.”

“I’m not neutral.”

“No. You are disciplined. That will do.”

Inside the folder were two pages.

The first: Keep Serafina Varo alive until the seal dispute is resolved.

The second: If evidence confirms deliberate false ruling, detain and deliver Serafina Varo to the Bench under Calder-Varo enforcement pact.

The pact gave Dante a legal shape in the room: protector if she was framed, delivery if the Bench made guilt stick.

Dante had read both twice.

Then a third time, because the mind did stupid things when old grief wore new clothes.

Alive.

The word had sat there like an insult.

Felix leaned back. “You wanted a door into Livia’s case. This is it.”

“By guarding a Varo.”

“By watching one.”

“And if she is guilty?”

Felix’s face did not change. “Then you bring her in.”

“She is Red Counsel.”

“People with titles bleed indoors like everyone else.”

Dante had closed the folder. “And if she is not guilty?”

Felix watched him for too long. The forklift beeped below them. The broken clock stayed at 2:17. Somewhere in the hall, someone sneezed and cursed afterward.

“Then,” Felix said, “you keep her alive long enough to prove it.”

Dante almost asked why Felix cared.

He did not. Questions were doors. Some opened into rooms you could not leave clean.

Now, in Crimson Hall, Serafina Varo stood under red glass with the entire city starting to burn around her name.

Dante had been ordered to keep her alive.

He had also been ordered to hand her over if guilt hardened around her.

The problem was that guilt, in Dante’s experience, did not harden. Men shaped it. Women hid it. Families signed it into law and called the result clean.

Serafina looked at the forged page, then at each faction in turn. She did not hurry. That mattered. People in panic looked for speed. People in command created it for others but did not spend their own.

“Celia,” she said, “secure Nico Sava under Varo witness hold.”

Valerio surged forward. “Absolutely not.”

Dante almost smiled at the word. Absolutely. People loved dressing refusal in nice jackets.

Serafina turned to Valerio. “Your family’s claim was used to kill protected witnesses. Until I know whether Bellandi blood fed this, your house touches no witness attached to the file.”

“He is ours.”

Nico flinched.

Serafina noticed.

Something in her changed. Not her posture. Not her voice. Something smaller, meaner, and more honest.

“No,” she said. “That is the law I am currently tired of hearing.”

Tomas muttered, “Old law does not tire.”

Serafina looked at him. “Then it can stand while I do.”

A red bicycle leaned against the far wall near the service passage, child-sized, absurd under the lamps. Dante had not seen it before. No child should have been anywhere near this place. Maybe a courier used it. Maybe someone had stolen it. It had a white ribbon tied around the handlebar.

No one else looked at it.

Dante did.

Unearned detail. Useless. Still there.

Celia crossed to Nico. “Come with me.”

Nico did not move. His freed hand had gone stiff again, but not on the table now. Against his chest.

“I didn’t do this,” he said.

“I know,” Celia said.

“You don’t.”

“You’re right. I don’t. Come anyway.”

He almost laughed. It came out wrong.

Celia wanted him gone because the longer he stood there, the more likely someone would use him as a reason to start killing in a locked room. She also wanted a cigarette. Dante had seen her fingers search her pocket twice and stop. Side characters, Felix once said, are where the room tells the truth. He had not said it like advice. More like complaint.

Serafina gave a small nod.

The Blades moved Nico behind the bench, toward the inner holding door.

Enzo lunged.

Dante caught his wrist before Enzo touched the table.

It was a simple hold. Not cruel. Cruel would have been easy.

Enzo gasped and tried to twist out.

“Don’t,” Dante said.

“You work for her now?”

Wrong question.

Dante bent Enzo’s wrist one inch lower. “I work.”

Enzo’s mouth opened. Nothing useful came out.

Valerio took a step. “Release my nephew.”

“When he remembers his bones are attached.”

Serafina said, “Let him go.”

Dante did.

Immediately.

Not because she owned the room. Because she had the right order at the right time.

Enzo backed away, rubbing his wrist, wanting credit for not making noise. Dante saw it in the angle of his chin.

A small, petty part of Dante wanted him to cry anyway.

Not noble.

There, finally.

Serafina’s attention flicked to Dante for one short second. She had seen the hold. Seen the release. Seen the fact that he obeyed her without making it look like obedience.

He wondered what she would do with that.

He wondered too much.

The Hall held them for forty-eight minutes.

Long enough for three confirmation calls, two faction threats, one Bellandi legal challenge, and one Morrow warning delivered through a Veil Clerk who looked like he would rather be shot than repeat it. Long enough for Serafina to issue emergency containment without giving Bellandi the blood fight they wanted. Long enough for Dante to watch her choose precision again and again when everyone else reached for force.

Then she released them in layers.

Bellandi first, under escort, because angry families hated leaving before they were ready and that made them easier to track.

Morrow envoys second.

Varo internal staff last.

Every phone leaving Crimson Hall was checked. Every message logged. Every person touched the court ledger before exiting, palm down, name spoken, time recorded.

Serafina stayed standing through all of it.

The red light made shadows under her cheekbones. Her lipstick had not moved. Her right sleeve had a faint wax smear near the cuff where she had handled the forged tube.

Dante noticed.

He did not want to.

When the last Bellandi guard passed him, the man muttered, “Varo bitch.”

Dante’s hand moved before his mind gave permission.

He caught the man by the back of the neck and put his face against the side wall. Not hard enough to break anything. Hard enough for the man to understand the evening had become educational.

Serafina’s voice came from the bench. “Marrek.”

One word.

Dante held the man one beat longer than he should have.

Small wrong choice.

Then he released him.

The guard backed away, red-faced, furious, smart enough not to speak again.

Serafina did not thank Dante.

Good.

He would not have known what to do with thanks from her.

Celia came up beside him after the outer doors reopened. “You always this friendly?”

“Usually worse.”

“I can see why people invite you places.”

“I bring balance.”

Celia gave him a dry look. “Bring less.”

He almost liked her.

She walked off before he could answer, probably because she knew he had none worth hearing.

By the time Crimson Hall emptied, only Serafina remained at the bench, with Celia near the ledger and two Blades posted outside the inner door. Lysa had been sent away wrapped in someone’s coat. The blue sugar packet was still spilled in the third row. Nobody cleaned it.

Serafina removed the court ring first.

Not the gloves. The ring.

She twisted it once, then pulled it free and placed it beside the forged ruling. Her finger underneath had a red dent around the base.

Dante looked away.

Too private.

Then he looked back because that was what he had been paid to do and because the part of him that was not paid had become stupid.

Serafina lifted her court gloves from the bench. Dark red leather. Soft. Stained at the fingertips with wax and ink.

She removed one slowly.

Then the other.

Her hands were steady until the second glove came loose. One finger flexed. A small motion, almost nothing, like the hand had remembered it belonged to a body and not a title.

Dante felt the old watch against his wrist.

Tick.

It did not tick. It had not worked right in years.

He heard it anyway.

Celia spoke from below the bench. “You need to sit.”

Serafina folded the gloves together. “I need the south desk records.”

“You need food.”

“I ate.”

“You had coffee and three almonds.”

“That counts if no one says it aloud.”

“You’re ridiculous.”

“And yet employed.”

Celia closed the ledger with more force than needed. “I am going to find out which clerk accepted that tube. I am also going to smoke one cigarette and lie to myself that it helps.”

“Only one.”

“Don’t become maternal. It’s unattractive on you.”

Serafina’s mouth almost moved.

Almost.

Celia left through the inner door.

Dante remained.

The sound in the Hall changed without the crowd. Red lamps hummed faintly overhead. Somewhere behind the bench, old pipes knocked once and settled. The orange candy smell had soured into wax and warm dust.

Serafina touched the forged page.

Not the signature. The seal.

“Do you know what you are looking at?” she asked.

He answered the question she had not asked. “An old signet.”

Her hand stopped.

“The open palm has a notch,” he said. “Current Varo seal does not.”

She turned her head toward him. “You know my current seal?”

“I watched you use it.”

“Tonight.”

“Yes.”

“One look?”

“It was enough.”

She took that in. A lot of people liked being observed until they understood what observation meant. Serafina did not like it. She also did not waste time being offended.

“That old signet was retired two years ago,” she said.

“Destroyed?”

“Supposedly.”

“Supposedly is where bodies get stored.”

Her mouth changed then. Not amusement exactly. Recognition, maybe.

“Who are you loyal to, Dante Marrek?”

The name sounded different in her voice. Not softer. More exact.

He should have said Calder.

He should have said the pact.

He should have said whatever kept the folder in Felix’s office from becoming a noose later.

Instead he looked at the forged seal, then at the dent her ring had left on her finger.

“Tonight?” he said. “The truth.”

“That is a pretty answer.”

“I don’t collect pretty things.”

“Everyone collects something.”

He thought of the watch. The unpaid hotel bill in Livia’s name he still kept folded behind his license. The list of families he had moved out of Port Aurelia under names nobody would trace. The way he remembered which doors opened inward.

“I collect exits,” he said.

Serafina studied him.

Not with softness. Not with trust.

With use.

That should have been safer.

It was not.

“Then find mine,” she said.

Before he could answer, Celia returned to the inner doorway. “Office. Now. South desk records are gone.”

Serafina picked up her ring, did not put it back on, and walked down from the bench. Dante stepped aside. Not behind her. Not in front.

Beside, for three steps, until she noticed.

She noticed.

Of course she did.

“Too close,” she said.

He moved half a step away.

“Too obedient,” she added.

“That is new.”

“Is it?”

He did not answer.

Wrong answer would have been too easy. Right answer would have been too revealing.

They crossed through the private corridor behind Crimson Hall. The corridor had no windows, only narrow red guide lights along the baseboards. One light flickered near the turn. The place smelled faintly of boiled mint from the staff kitchen, which had no business reaching this far down. Behind the wall, water moved through old pipes with a sound like someone dragging a chair slowly across another room.

Serafina walked fast, but not hurried. There was a difference. Her loose glove hung from one hand. She had not noticed she was carrying it.

Or she had noticed and chosen not to fix it.

Dante checked each doorway as they passed.

“Do you do that everywhere?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Churches?”

“Yes.”

“Bedrooms?”

He paused.

She kept walking.

There it was, the smallest cut of a smile in her voice and nowhere else.

He should not have liked that either.

They reached her office at the end of the corridor. Celia had already gone inside and switched on only the desk lamp. The overhead light stayed off. Broken or chosen, Dante could not tell. A framed map of Port Aurelia hung crooked near the shelves. The room smelled like black coffee gone cold, and from somewhere in the wall came the faint tap of a loose heating vent.

Three details. Enough.

Celia stood by the desk with a tablet in hand. “South desk footage deleted from 9:42 to 9:51.”

Serafina set the forged order down. “Backup?”

“Also gone.”

“Clerk list?”

“Four names. One missing.”

“Name.”

“Marek Ives.”

Serafina’s fingers tightened once on the back of her chair.

Dante filed the name.

Marek. Not Marrek. Close enough to annoy the ear. Close enough that somebody might enjoy the confusion.

Serafina saw that he heard it.

“He is not yours,” she said.

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I know the difference between my name and a clerk’s.”

Celia looked between them. “Wonderful. Names are intact. The city may survive.”

A phone rang on Serafina’s desk.

No one moved.

The screen showed: ILONA VARO.

Serafina let it ring twice.

Three times.

Four.

Then she turned the phone facedown.

Celia’s eyebrows lifted. “That is a choice.”

“Yes.”

“Good one?”

“Ask me when I still have a grandmother tomorrow.”

Celia did not answer. She tucked the tablet against her side and headed for the door. “I’ll find Ives.”

“Take Rook men only.”

“I know.”

“Celia.”

The fixer stopped.

Serafina’s voice went flatter. “Do not go alone.”

Celia looked briefly annoyed, then something else. “Fine.”

She left.

The door clicked shut behind her.

Dante stayed at the threshold. One foot outside, one inside. He did not sit unless invited. He did not stand where a corner could trap him. He did not forget the second page in Felix Calder’s folder.

Deliver her if guilty.

Serafina walked behind the desk and placed both hands on the wood. The gloves lay beside the forged order. One finger of the left glove had folded inward, like a hand making a fist badly.

She looked at it for longer than the object deserved.

Then she laughed once.

Not because anything was funny.

The body knows first. The mind catches up later, if it wants to.

Dante said nothing.

Serafina looked up.

“You may come in, Marrek.”

He stepped inside.

She watched the movement. The placement of his feet. His hands. The distance he left between them.

Then she said, “Close the door.”

He did.

The lock clicked behind him.

Serafina stood across the desk from him, no ring, no gloves, no court watching her now. Still dangerous. Maybe more.

“I know what men look like when they come with two orders,” she said.

❧  ✦  ❧

— Chapter 3 —

TERMS OF PROTECTION

––––––––
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❧  ✦  ❧

Dante Marrek did not deny having two orders.

That was almost worse than lying.

He stood inside Serafina’s office with the door locked behind him, one hand loose at his side, the other near nothing at all. Not his weapon. Not the chair. Not the edge of the desk. A careful man’s stillness. The kind that gave nothing away except the fact that it was giving nothing away.

Serafina hated careful men.

She trusted them more than careless ones.

“Who sent you?” she asked.

“Calder.”

“Felix himself?”

“Yes.”

“That was the first order. Who gave you the second?”

His gaze moved once to the forged ruling on her desk. Not long. Long enough.

Rain tapped against the narrow office windows, light and steady, too soft for the kind of night unfolding below them. The city should have been ugly with weather. Instead Port Aurelia glittered through the glass in clean silver lines, as if three dead witnesses and one missing heir had happened in another place entirely.

The map on her wall still hung crooked.

The heating vent tapped behind the shelves.

Cold coffee sat in the ceramic cup Celia had abandoned hours ago, smelling burnt and sweet at once.

Three things. Enough room to be trapped in.

Dante said, “I was sent to protect the integrity of the ruling process.”

Serafina laughed once. It came out small. Badly shaped. “That sentence died before it reached the floor.”

“It was never healthy.”

“Try again.”

“I was sent to keep you alive.”

“And?”

He did not answer.

There.

The office became very exact. The corners. The desk. The single lamp turning the forged page red at the edges. His silence was not empty. It had weight. Not the silence of a man with nothing to say. The silence of a man refusing to give her the knife handle-first.

Serafina reached for her ring, then remembered she had removed it.

Her thumb found the bare dent where the band had been.

She stopped.

Dante noticed.

Of course he did.

“You watch hands,” she said.

“I watch weapons.”

“My hands are not weapons.”

“No?”

She should have disliked that answer more. She did dislike it. Mostly.

“Do not stand behind me,” she said.

“I am not.”

“You will be tempted to.”

“If someone comes through that door, yes.”

“If someone comes through that door, you may stand beside me or in front of the threat. Never behind me.”

His mouth moved, almost a response, then he shut it down.

Good.

Men revealed themselves by the arguments they swallowed.

Serafina moved around the desk and opened the lower drawer. Inside were three items: a clean handkerchief, a spare oath pen, and a small silver tin of mints she never ate. The tin had a dent in the lid from the night Celia threw it at a clerk and missed.

She took the pen.

Not the handkerchief.

Small wrong choice. Her fingers still had wax on them, and she left it there.

Dante tracked the pen. “You planning to stab me with that?”

“If I need to stab you, I will not use stationery.”

“That’s good to know.”

“Do you want coffee?”

“No.”

“Good. It’s terrible.”

Pointless. Almost normal. It made the room worse.

She uncapped the pen and wrote three words on a blank card.

PROTECT. WATCH. DELIVER.

Dante did not move.

Serafina turned the card toward him. “Which one did Calder use?”

He looked at the words. His expression did not change, but his right hand flexed once at his side. Not a fist. Not guilt, exactly. Something old reaching for the body.

“Protect,” he said.

“Only?”

“No.”

Enough.

She had expected it. Expecting a cut did not stop skin from opening.

Serafina put the pen down with more care than necessary. “If the evidence turns against me, you are to deliver me.”

His attention lifted to her face.

Not surprise.

Confirmation.

The bare place on her finger began to ache. Ridiculous. A ring dent could not ache. Skin was skin. Nerves were stupid.

“Alive?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“That is generous.”

“It is specific.”

“Specific is sometimes worse.”

“Usually.”

She disliked how well he understood that.

Serafina went to the office door and unlocked it.

Dante’s weight shifted.

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“Not far.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one you have earned.”

She opened the door.

He moved, not blocking, but close enough that she could not step out without brushing his coat.

Too close.

Serafina looked at the space between them. Then at him.

He moved back half a step.

“Better,” she said.

“Not good?”

“Better is all you get tonight.”

She stepped into the corridor. He followed at an angle, careful to remain beside and slightly behind without becoming the shadow at her spine. He was trying. That irritated her too. A man who did not listen was simple. A man who listened and still hid things had to be handled with sharper tools.

At the end of the private corridor, a Veil Clerk stood on a ladder under the flickering red guide light, trying to replace the cover with shaking fingers. The girl could not have been more than twenty-three. Old enough. Still too young for this building after midnight. A screwdriver sat between her teeth, and she wanted desperately to be invisible.

“Down,” Serafina said.

The clerk jerked, the screwdriver dropped, hit the floor, spun twice, and landed at Dante’s shoe.

He picked it up and handed it back handle-first.

The girl blinked at him as if kindness from a man shaped like him had arrived in the wrong envelope.

“I was told to fix it,” she said.

“By whom?” Serafina asked.

“Marek Ives.”

Dante’s head turned a fraction.

Serafina kept hers still. “When?”

“Before the hearing. He said Red Counsel hates flicker.”

That was true.

That was also not something Marek Ives should have known.

The clerk climbed down, missing the last rung and pretending she had meant to hop. Her name tag said ELLEN. She had ink on her chin. “Do you want me to keep fixing it?”

Dante answered before Serafina did. “No.”

Serafina looked at him.

He looked back. “It gives someone an excuse to stand near a junction box.”

She turned to Ellen. “Leave it broken.”

“But the light ”

“Can irritate me tomorrow.”

Ellen nodded too many times and hurried away.

A green button lay on the floor near the baseboard. Not from the clerk’s jacket. Wrong shade. Cheap plastic, four holes, cracked through the middle.

Serafina picked it up.

No clear reason.

She put it in her pocket anyway.

Dante watched. “Evidence?”

“Maybe.”

“Or habit?”

“Do you always ask questions you already have half an answer to?”

“Yes.”

“That must be exhausting for everyone near you.”

“I’ve heard that.”

They entered the seal chamber through a side door that required Serafina’s thumbprint, voice phrase, and court ring.

She had no ring.

The scanner flashed red.

Dante said nothing.

Serafina took the court ring from her jacket pocket and slid it back on.

The metal stuck for one ugly second at the swollen dent in her skin. She forced it down.

Fine.

One word. Barely that.

The scanner accepted her.

The chamber beyond was small and windowless. Too cold. Always too cold. It held no chairs, no art, no family photographs. Only a central steel table, one wall of sealed drawers, and the old red safe sunk into the far wall like a mouth that had learned patience. The room smelled faintly of printer toner, though no printer had ever been allowed inside. Above them, the air filter made a soft clicking sound, irregular, like teeth that could not settle.

One drawer handle was wrapped in black tape because it had cracked six months ago.

No one had repaired that either.

Varo power adored ceremony and neglected maintenance.

Serafina crossed to the steel table. “This is where my seal sleeps.”

“Strange word.”

“Better than lives.”

“Not by much.”

She opened drawer seven with her ring and pulled out the current seal matrix: gold, red stone, clean open hand without the notch. She placed it on the table.

Dante kept his hands at his sides.

“Good,” she said.

His brows moved slightly.

“You wanted to touch it.”

“I wanted to see its weight.”

“You can see weight?”

“I can see how people hold what matters.”

She did not like how close that came to being true.

Serafina took the forged page from the folder she had brought with her and placed it beside the current matrix. “Old signet. Current phrase. My signature. Emergency enforcement format. Whoever did this had access to the history, the law, and my hand.”

The old signet could not imitate her current authority by itself, but it could open dead routes the modern system still obeyed.

“Or someone close to you did.”

“Everyone in this building thinks they are close to me.”

“Are any of them right?”

Wrong question.

Too direct. Too quiet.

Serafina lined up the pages instead of answering. Her hand moved the forged order left, then right, then back where it had been. Useless adjustment. Dante did not comment.

Good for him.

“Sealed rulings require three things,” she said. “A living handprint from Red Counsel, the seal matrix, and a court phrase attached to the file.”

“Living handprint,” he repeated.

“The system checks pulse pressure and heat. A dead hand cannot seal a ruling.”

“Someone could force you.”

“They could try.”

“That was not an answer.”

“It is the one you have earned.”

His mouth changed again. Almost approval. Almost annoyance. Both sat there without solving each other.

She took out the small glass plate used for handprint checks. It was clean, blue-edged, ugly in the way expensive equipment often was. A tiny bubble had been trapped in the glass near one corner. Serafina had noticed it the day the device arrived. She still noticed it every time.

She pressed her palm to the plate.

The screen lit.

RED COUNSEL VERIFIED.

Her name appeared underneath.

SERAFINA VARO.

Dante looked at the screen, then at her hand. “Could the data be copied?”

“Not from outside.”

“From inside?”

“Everything can be stolen from inside if someone has enough time and no conscience.”

“Who has both?”

She gave him a dry look. “You are standing in a mafia courthouse.”

“Fair.”

The faintest sound came through the chamber wall. Not footsteps. Not voices. A small metallic scrape. The building settling, maybe. Or someone on the other side of the old maintenance panel.

Dante heard it too.

He moved toward the panel.

Serafina said, “Ask.”

He stopped.

His shoulders changed first. Then he turned back.

“What?”

“If you are going to touch anything in my seal chamber, ask.”

“That panel may hide a person.”

“Then ask quickly.”

His face went very still. A man not used to being corrected while danger was possible.

A man deciding whether her boundary mattered under threat.

Serafina waited.

The scrape came again.

Dante said, “May I open the panel?”

“Yes.”

He opened it.

No person.

Only a maintenance crawlspace, dark inside, with a loose strip of metal tapping against pipe when the air kicked on.

Dante looked at it for a long moment.

Then closed the panel.

“Building’s old,” he said.

“Useful excuse.”

“For buildings and families.”

That landed nearer than she wanted.

She turned back to the table. “Here is the problem. The forged ruling should not exist. Old signet or not, without my living handprint, the system should reject the seal. Without the file phrase, enforcement should refuse the order. Without internal registry, the ruling should die at the courier desk.”

“But it did not.”

“No.”

“Then one of those three things is false.”

“Or all three.”

Outside, the rain brightens the city and pretends to clean it. A man in a brown coat crosses the service alley below with a takeout bag held over his head. He is late for something. He does not know a city can tilt while he worries about soup.

Serafina blinked and returned to the chamber.

Dante had not moved.

“You left,” he said.

“Only in my head.”

“Dangerous place?”

“Expensive.”

He almost smiled.

This time, she let herself see it.

A phone buzzed in her jacket.

Ilona again.

Serafina did not reach for it.

Dante noticed. “You are avoiding her.”

“I am choosing order.”

“You sound like you believe that.”

“I usually sound convincing.”

“To others.”

“To everyone.”

He said nothing.

She hated him a little for that too.

The phone stopped.

Then buzzed again.

Celia this time.

Serafina answered. “Tell me something useful.”

“Ives’s apartment is empty,” Celia said. Street noise cut under her voice. “Closet cleared. Sink running. Neighbor says he left with a black bag at seven.”

“Seven is before the hearing.”

“Yes.”

“What else?”

“He had a cat.”

Serafina closed her eyes for half a second. “Celia.”

“Cat is gone too. That means he planned to leave, not panic-run.”

Dante heard it. His attention sharpened.

Serafina said, “Did the neighbor see who picked him up?”

“A woman in a gray coat. No face. Bad shoes.”

“Bad how?”

“Expensive but wet through. Woman has money and no sense.”

“Send me the building footage.”

“Already did. Also, your grandmother called me.”

“And?”

“I did not answer.”

“You do learn.”

“No, I screen calls from terrifying old women as a lifestyle choice.”

Serafina almost smiled.

Almost.

“Stay with Rook men,” she said.

“I have two. One keeps humming. I may kill him before your enemies do.”

“Do not create paperwork.”

“No promises.”

Celia hung up.

Dante said, “The cat matters.”

“Yes.”

“People leave money behind when afraid. They do not leave animals.”

“You have a tender spot for cats?”

“I have a practical spot for planning.”

“Of course.”

She set the phone facedown on the steel table. The screen lit once more with Ilona’s name beneath the glass.

Dante looked at it. “She will keep calling.”

“She taught me persistence. I am returning the favor.”

“You should answer.”

Serafina’s attention cut to him. “Should?”

“Bad word?”

“In my rooms, yes.”

He took that in. “Your grandmother may know why someone used an old signet.”

“My grandmother knows why the sea comes in. She tells the truth only when it profits the tide.”

“Still useful.”

“So is poison, in the right dose.”

“Do you use that often?”

“Poison?”

“Truth.”

That was a better question than he deserved to ask.

Serafina turned the forged ruling so the first line faced her.

By Crimson remedy, mercy is withdrawn.

There was a flaw in the phrase. Not the obvious one. Not the old signet. Not the signature. Something under the sentence. A pressure point. An irritation at the edge of her mind.

She read it again.

By Crimson remedy, mercy is withdrawn.

She read the authentic ruling she had signed less than an hour ago.

By Crimson review, remedy is suspended pending witness protection inquiry.

Review. Remedy. Mercy.

The forgery had not copied her ruling.

It had answered it.

“You said sealed rulings need a court phrase,” Dante said.

“Yes.”

“What was tonight’s?”

“Bellandi breach file. Phrase was: Under red witness.”

“And this one?”

Serafina did not answer.

The bottom of the forged order had a second line beneath the seal, almost hidden in the wax shadow. Not enforcement text. Not clerk code. A family phrase.

The old kind.

She brought the page closer to the lamp.

Dante waited.

Good.

Most men filled waiting with noise.

Serafina read the line once.

Then once more, because the first time her mind refused to let it be true.

Mercy is the first betrayal.

Her hand went cold before thought arrived.

Not from fear. Not exactly. From recognition.

Marcella Varo had written that sentence in the private family copy of the Crimson Codex after her youngest son sold safe passage to the men who killed her husband. Children learned it at ten. They copied it in red pencil until the lesson stuck under the skin.

Mercy is the first betrayal.

Only Varo blood knew that phrase.

Only Varo blood and the few people trusted enough to be worse than blood.

Dante had gone very quiet.

Not empty quiet.

Waiting quiet.

Serafina placed the forged page on the table.

“My protection terms,” she said.

His eyes no. His attention stayed on her, heavy and exact.

“First,” she said, “you do not stand behind me.”

“I heard you.”

“You will hear it again until I believe you.”

“Fine.”

“Second, you do not move my body without warning unless there is active fire, active gunfire, or a blade already in motion.”

“If there is a vehicle ”

“Third, you do not interrupt my rulings.”

“I did not tonight.”

“You threatened Tomas in my court.”

“He was moving toward Sava.”

“And you were useful. Do not confuse usefulness with permission.”

A muscle worked once near his mouth. “Understood.”

“Fourth, everything you see goes to me before Calder.”

“No.”

There, finally.

Serafina looked at him.

He did not soften it. Did not dress it. No apology. No long speech.

Just no.

The room seemed to sharpen around the word.

“Explain,” she said.

“I report threats involving Calder interests to Felix.”

“This is a Varo matter.”

“Three dead witnesses, one missing Morrow heir, Calder docks closed. It stopped being only Varo before the bolts finished moving.”

“You are in my seal chamber.”

“Yes.”

“Under my permission.”

“Yes.”

“And you refuse my term.”

“Yes.”

She picked up the current seal matrix and put it back in drawer seven. The lock accepted it with a low click. “Then leave.”

He did not move.

“Was that unclear?”

“No.”

“Door is behind you.”

“I know.”

“Do you?”

“I know where every door is.”

“Then choose one.”

A long second passed.

Rain pressed lightly against the walls somewhere beyond the chamber. The loose metal strip in the crawlspace clicked again.

Dante said, “If I leave, Calder sends someone else.”

“I will refuse him.”

“He will not ask.”

“I do not need permission to survive my own house.”

“No,” Dante said. “You need information.”

The word hung there.

Information.

Not protection. Not muscle. Not obedience.

Information was harder to refuse.

Serafina hated him for choosing the right bribe.

“What information?” she asked.

“Calder closed the docks before the second confirmation reached this building.”

Her fingers tightened around nothing. “You know that how?”

“Felix had a man inside Morrow’s west house.”

“That is not an answer.”

“It is the one you have earned.”

The nerve of him.

The exact nerve.

Serafina stepped closer before she decided to. Not close enough to touch. Close enough that the lamp caught the small scar at the edge of his lower lip, a pale line badly healed. She had not noticed it before. No, that was a lie. She had noticed. She had filed it somewhere useless and private.

“You will not use my words against me in my chamber,” she said.

“I did.”

“Do it again and I will have Celia remove every Calder favor from every Varo file by morning.”

“That would hurt.”

“Yes.”

“It would also slow your investigation.”

“Yes.”

“Small wrong choice.”

“Mine are never small.”

“They are when you make them angry.”

That should have earned him a dismissal.

Instead it stayed between them, irritating because it was close enough to truth to draw blood.

She moved back.

“New fourth term,” she said. “You report immediate physical threats to whoever can stop them fastest. All evidence connected to my seal comes to me before Calder.”

Dante considered.

“Agreed,” he said.

“Fifth, you do not decide what I can survive knowing.”

His face changed.

There. Not much. Enough.

“Agreed,” he said, quieter.

“Sixth, if your second order changes, I hear it from you before it becomes a knife at my back.”

“That may not be possible.”

“Then make it possible.”

He looked at her bare hand, then at the ring, then at the forged page.

“I can promise to try,” he said.

“I did not ask for effort.”

“Then you are asking for a lie.”

The words were plain. Not cruel.

That made them worse.

Serafina turned away first, and that annoyed her enough to make her open drawer three when she meant drawer four. Inside were old red pencils from childhood lessons, sharpened to mean little points. One had bite marks in the wood.

She shut it.

Wrong drawer. Wrong memory. Wrong night.

Dante did not comment.

The phone lit again.

ILONA VARO.

Serafina answered this time on speaker.

“Grandmother.”

Ilona’s voice filled the seal chamber, warm as poured cream. “You locked my Hall.”

“I locked my crime scene.”

“You embarrassed Bellandi.”

“Bellandi embarrasses itself with little help.”

A pause. Ilona knew how to use pauses the way some women used perfume. Lightly, and never by accident.

“Is Marrek with you?”

Dante’s face did not move.

Serafina said, “Yes.”

“Good. He is difficult to buy. That makes him less boring.”

“Did you send him?”

“No.”

“Did you know he was coming?”

“Yes.”

Honesty from Ilona was never a gift. It was a hook with velvet on it.

“Why?”

“Because a woman with your enemies should not stand alone tonight.”

“I am not alone.”

“No,” Ilona said softly. “You are surrounded. Learn the difference before morning.”

Serafina looked at the forged page.

Mercy is the first betrayal.

“Who has the old signet?” she asked.

Another pause.

Too long.

“Destroyed,” Ilona said.

“That was not my question.”

“It is my answer.”

Dante’s attention sharpened.

Serafina picked up the forged page. “Someone used Marcella’s private phrase.”

Ilona went quiet.

Not silent. Quiet. There was a faint sound under the call, a spoon against porcelain maybe, because Ilona drank tea at obscene hours and expected the world to bleed around her schedule.

“Which phrase?” Ilona asked.

“Do not insult me.”

“I have many private phrases in this family.”

“Mercy is the first betrayal.”

The spoon stopped.

Serafina could picture it. Ilona in the east sitting room at the estate, wrapped in black silk, white hair pinned low, tea cooling
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