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​Chapter One - The Order of Things
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The assignment arrived on a Tuesday, the way all assignments did: folded into thirds, set on the corner of his desk by someone who had already left the room. Corvin Ash had been an inquisitor for long enough that he had stopped needing to open them before he knew what they would say. The weight told him something. The fold told him something. This one was thin and crisp, which meant the case was new, the file underdeveloped, and whoever had compiled it had not expected the subject to require much.

He was right about two of those three things.

He read it standing, without sitting down first, which was a habit Tavia had noted twice and which he had not changed. The subject was a healer. Male, early thirties, operating a private clinic out of a rented ground-floor space at Vael Cross, in the outer district where the plague had taken hold most thoroughly and the Crown's quarantine cordons had been in place for fourteen months. Name: Theron. No family name in the file, which either meant he had none recorded or that the compiler had not bothered. Corvin noted this the way he noted everything: without expression, as a fact among facts.

The charge was standard. Treating corrupted individuals in violation of Crown quarantine law. Providing medical assistance to persons under active Order detainment warrant. Failure to report known corrupted persons to district authority within the mandated forty-eight hour window.

The paperwork described a minor lawbreaker. Someone who had made poor choices about who he let through his door. The language was mild, almost indifferent, the bureaucratic equivalent of a shrug. Corvin read it twice. He set it on the desk. He picked up the case file, which was three pages, and read that too.

The clinic had been operating for eight years. The same location, the same healer, the same reputation among the district's population for treating anyone who knocked without asking what they had done or what they carried. Eight years of this, and the Order was only now filing a detainment request. That gap was the first thing Corvin noticed, and he wrote it in the margin in pencil before he had consciously decided to.

He went to find Tavia.

She was in the north corridor, coming toward him from the other direction, which suggested she had been waiting for him to come to her and had lost patience. Tavia Ruun was the only person in the building whose patience Corvin had ever successfully exhausted, and he had done it precisely twice in seven years.

"You've read it," she said. Not a question.

"Eight years," he said.

She stopped walking. They were in the corridor, equidistant from both ends, which was the closest thing to privacy the Order building offered during the day shift. She looked at him the way she always did when he said something that required her to decide how much of what she knew she was going to share with him.

"The case flag came from district health office," she said. "Routine review of practitioner records in quarantine zones."

"Routine review doesn't produce a detainment order," Corvin said. "It produces a compliance notice."

"And yet." She was looking somewhere just past his shoulder. "A week of observation before you make the approach. We want this clean."

"The file says he's a minor lawbreaker."

"The file says what it says," Tavia said, which was not confirmation and was not denial and was, Corvin had learned, the most information she would give him when she was working under constraints he was not going to be told about. "Then bring him in."

He went.

Vael Cross was forty minutes on foot from the Order's central building, through the thinning districts where the buildings grew shorter and the streets grew narrower and the smell of the plague's residue settled over everything like a specific quality of cold. It was not the bodies, not anymore; the sweeps had been through enough times that the streets were clear of the obvious dead. It was something else, something that lived in the air itself, a heaviness that the districts closer to the city's centre did not have. Corvin had worked this end of the city four times in the past three years. He had not gotten used to it. He suspected that was intentional on some level he had never examined.

The clinic was exactly where the file said it would be. Ground floor of a building that had once been something commercial, judging by the wide doorframe and the faded signage still barely visible beneath the new paint. The front window was large and clean, which was unusual for the district, and lit from within by something steadier than candle-flame. A lantern on a hook above the door, burning in the grey afternoon. The door itself was propped slightly open with a wooden wedge, despite the cold, and from across the street Corvin could hear, just barely, the sound of movement inside. Someone working.

He found a position. A recessed doorway in the building opposite, close enough for observation, far enough not to be unreasonably conspicuous. He had done this enough times that his body settled into the posture automatically: slightly back from the frame, weight distributed, still without being rigid. He opened the ledger.

It was a standard Order issue ledger, small enough to pocket, black cover, cream pages ruled in light grey. He had picked it up from the supply room without particular intention, needing something to record field observations in, and had not thought about it since. He uncapped his pen.

He wrote: Healer. Clinic at Vael Cross. Two informants paid. No immediate threat. Monitoring.

He looked at the word monitoring for a moment. Then he closed the book.

The afternoon moved. Corvin was good at stillness in ways that most people found unsettling when they noticed it, and he settled into the particular quality of attention that surveillance required: wide, patient, not looking for anything specific but not letting anything pass. A woman with a cough came through the propped door and left twenty minutes later without the cough. A man in a labourer's coat came and went. A child was carried in by an older woman who had the look of a grandmother pressed past her capacity, and was brought back out an hour later walking, the child's hand in hers, the child's eyes less glassy.

And then, just before the second bell of the evening, a man arrived who was being carried by two others.

He was large—taller than either of the men supporting him and built broadly through the shoulders, which made the carrying awkward and ungainly, the whole arrangement tilting as they came up the street. He was conscious, barely, his head rolling on his neck with a looseness that suggested significant blood loss or fever or both. The men supporting him had the look of men who had not planned to be here and were now committed past the point of changing their minds: determined, frightened, moving fast.

They knocked. The door opened.

Theron was the one who opened it.

Corvin had been expecting someone older, in the vague and unexamined way he always formed impressions from files before meeting subjects. The file had offered nothing to correct for this, so he had defaulted to something he couldn't have precisely described—and what he saw instead was a man in his early thirties, medium height, dark eyes behind the kind of steady attention that caught the situation in a single assessment and was already moving before the assessment was complete. He took in the large man, the supporting two, the degree of injury, and stepped back to hold the door wider, all in the time it took the group to stop walking.

"Bring him through," Theron said. His voice carried clearly in the cold air. "Left side, the cot with the blue cover."

They brought him through. The door remained ajar.

Corvin watched through the window. The large man was on the cot now, and Theron was working—not frantically, not with the showy urgency of someone performing competence, but with a quiet efficiency that had its own kind of speed. He had the man's coat off before the two carriers had stepped back from the cot. He was already examining the wound at the man's side, already reaching for something on the shelf behind him with one hand while the other held pressure.

The injured man had a plague lesion on his neck. Corvin could see it clearly from across the street: a dark, edged discolouration in the particular pattern the Black Lung variant left on the skin, which was different from surface-level infection and which the Order's charts classified as Stage Two presentation. He was, by the definitions the Order used, corrupted. Not mortally, not yet, but classified.

Theron did not classify him. He dressed the wound at his side and then—and this was the detail that caught at something in Corvin's observation, a small snag, unexplained—he pressed both hands flat against the dressing before pulling on his gloves. A brief delay, deliberate or habitual, it was impossible to say. Then the gloves went on, and he continued working.

Twenty minutes later, the injured man was stable and sleeping. The lesion on his neck looked smaller.

Corvin looked at it for a long time, from across the street, through the clean window in the lamplight. He was aware that he was looking at something he did not have language for yet, and that this was not the same as looking at nothing.

He wrote, under his first entry: Patient received, Stage Two presentation. Wound treated. Recovery rate appears accelerated. Cause unclear.

He looked at this sentence. He did not cross it out. He put the ledger in his coat pocket and stayed in the doorway until the third bell of the night, watching the light behind the clinic window burn steady and uninterrupted, a man inside moving in and out of its frame, working.

He did not go in.

He went back to his room and sat at the small desk that the Order rented for him in a building two streets from his post, and he thought about eight years. Eight years of treating the corrupted alongside the clean, the dangerous alongside the salvageable, the legally condemned alongside those with nothing yet on their record—anyone who knocked, treated the same. Eight years without a detainment order, and now one had arrived, and Tavia had looked past his shoulder and said the file says what it says in the particular tone that meant there was more she was not telling him.

He had a week of observation. He intended to use it cleanly and to make the arrest on the eighth day, promptly and without drama, and to return the file to the completed stack with a clarity of conscience he had never once had trouble maintaining.

He went to sleep.

Across the street, behind the clean window, the light stayed on until the fourth bell.
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​Chapter Two - What the Ledger Holds
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The night before the sweep, sixteen years earlier—a room in the Order's western annex, winter, the smell of tallow candles and mildew. Corvin Ash at twenty-two, sitting with seventeen other new-made inquisitors at a table that had not been built for comfort, being briefed by Commander Aldren Hask on the parameters of the following morning's operation.

Hask used the word cleansing. He said it the way a man says any procedural term—without inflection, without drama, as a container for a set of actions and nothing more. The targets were listed by district block, not by name. Block Seven, Block Twelve, Block Fifteen. A total of forty-one individuals confirmed corrupted by the alchemical office's assessment, under active detainment warrant, who had failed to present themselves to the Order's facility within the required period. Standard sweep. The language around it was standard. The language around everything was standard.

Corvin wrote down the block numbers. He did not ask any questions. He was twenty-two and had been an inquisitor for four months and had not yet learned the difference between not asking questions and not having them.

The briefing lasted forty minutes. He went back to his bunk. He lay on his back in the dark and looked at the ceiling and thought about Block Twelve, which was the district where his mother's sister had lived until three years prior when she had moved to the eastern quarter. He was not sure why he thought about this. He did not think about it for long.

The next morning he was in position at Block Seven by first light.

He did not ask questions then, either.

In the present, on the sixth day of his observation post, Corvin Ash paid Jesset Crow for the first time.

He had identified the informant through the standard channels—a name flagged in the district's existing Order records as a reliable low-level source, no active warrants, a man whose commodity was proximity to information rather than any particular loyalty. He found Jesset in the market on the edge of Vael Cross, at the stall of a woman who sold fried dough and small bitter cakes and who had the particular look of someone who had learned not to look at the people her customers talked to. He was younger than Corvin had expected, and thinner, and had the watchful, calibrated quality of someone who had developed the habit of seeing exits long before anyone had ever explained to him why.

Corvin put a coin on the counter beside Jesset's elbow. Not in his hand. On the counter. Jesset looked at it and then looked at Corvin with the expression of someone who has already priced what they are about to say and is deciding whether to ask for more.

"The clinic at Vael Cross," Corvin said. Quietly. The market sound did the rest.

"Know it," Jesset said.

"Who else is watching it."

A pause. Jesset ate the last of his dough. "Right now? No one official. Couple of locals keep an eye because the healer sends them home with food sometimes and they want to make sure he's still there. That's not watching in your sense of the word."

"Anyone unusual in the district in the last month."

"Define unusual."

"Crown couriers where Crown couriers aren't typical," Corvin said.

Jesset was quiet for a moment, which was its own kind of answer. He picked up the coin. "Twice in the last month. Different couriers, but the same route both times—came into the district from the north gate, moved through the market, went south toward the Cross, and came back empty-handed."

"Empty-handed."

"Like they'd delivered, not collected."

Corvin wrote nothing. He would write it later, in the room, in the ledger, in the margin where he was beginning to accumulate details the file had not anticipated. He put a second coin on the counter. "Same route both times."

"Same route. Which isn't the health office route." Jesset looked at the coin, looked at Corvin, and then said, with the tone of someone offering unsolicited context that they expect to be paid for later: "You planning on arresting him soon, then?"

Corvin said: "Monitoring."

Jesset said: "Right." He said it in a tone that was not mockery and was not quite something else, that contained, without elaborating, the whole paragraph of what right meant when said in that particular way, by a person who made his living knowing the difference between what people said they were doing and what they were actually doing. He pocketed both coins and turned back to his dough.

Corvin walked back to his post.

On the sixth day, the ledger held the following:

Day one: Healer. Clinic at Vael Cross. Two informants paid. No immediate threat. Monitoring. Patient received, Stage Two presentation. Wound treated. Recovery rate appears accelerated. Cause unclear.

Day two: Six patients attended. Two discharged. One with active Stage One presentation, treated and retained overnight. Clinic remained lit until the fourth bell. No visitors not seeking treatment.

Day three: Four patients. One child, fever, admitted. Healer sent the accompanying adult away with a parcel of food as well as the prescription. Note: the parcel was not asked for.

Corvin had not noted down, consciously, why he had written that last sentence. It had not been a threat assessment. It had not been information that advanced the case. He had written it because he had seen it, from across the street in the cold, and because something in the gesture—the second parcel, the one not asked for, passed into a woman's hands as she turned to go—had registered in him in a way that had no category in the ledger's usual accounting.

He looked at it on the sixth night, reading back over his entries. He considered crossing it out. He left it.

On the seventh day, he paid Jesset a second time and asked about the building the couriers had moved south toward.

"Can't tell you what building," Jesset said. He was at the fish stall this time, which told Corvin it was a Tuesday. "South of the Cross is four blocks. Could be any of them."

"The route they came back on."

Jesset chewed on a piece of dried fish. "East of the market. Which puts them back on Merchants' Row if they're going to the main gate. South of the Cross, east out through the Row." He paused. "There's a building on Cutter's Lane that's not on the district registry. Doesn't officially exist, in the sense that the tax records don't know about it. Some buildings are like that in the outer district—fell through the administrative collapse during the first cordon and no one's got around to filing the new documentation."

Corvin wrote: Cutter's Lane. Unlisted building. Courier route terminus, provisional.

He read the entry three times. Then he turned back to the beginning of the ledger and read it through from the start, which he had not done since the first page. The first four entries were in his usual handwriting—cramped and angular and efficient, the shorthand of a man who had been writing in the field for years. By the fifth entry, something had shifted, small but legible. The letters were slightly larger. The sentences slightly less abbreviated. On day three, where he had noted the parcel not asked for, the handwriting of that last sentence was different from the sentence before it, the way handwriting changes when the mind behind it is doing something other than cataloguing.

He closed the ledger.

He had two more days before Tavia's deadline. He had enough now to make the arrest by morning if he chose to. The file was thin, the case was straightforward, and the healer had given him nothing in six days of observation that altered the fundamental legal situation.

He opened the ledger again. He turned to a new page. He wrote: Day seven.

And then he stopped. Across the street, visible through the clinic's clean window in the lamplight, a figure moved back and forth with that particular unhurried competence—taking something from a shelf, returning to the cot where a patient lay, bending down in a way that required care. Outside, the outer district's particular cold settled over Vael Cross, and the lantern above the clinic door burned without flickering in the still air, and the night smelled of everything the plague left behind and one other thing, something Corvin couldn't name from across the street, something that was not part of the smell of the outer district as he had come to know it over four operations, something that seemed to emanate from that lit window and no other on the whole length of the street.

He sat with his pen touching the blank page for a long time.

He wrote: No new threats. Monitoring continues.

He did not write the other thing, the thing he did not have words for, the thing that the change in his



d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
< > :

)
X

Sl

VOIDANDVELVET





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





