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CHAPTER ONE
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Wren

The thing about knowing everyone's fate is that you stop being surprised by yours.

That's not wisdom. That's just what happens when you spend eight years pressing your bare palm to a stranger's wrist and watching their whole romantic future unspool behind your eyes like a film reel they'll spend the next decade catching up to. You get very good at other people's love stories. You get very practiced at your own quiet, uneventful mornings.

This particular morning smelled like cardamom and the faint ghost of yesterday's candles. I had the back workroom to myself for exactly four more minutes before Sable arrived and the shop became a living thing again. I used the four minutes the way I always used them: badly. I reorganized a stack of consultation cards that didn't need reorganizing. I topped up the kettle. I stood in the doorway between the workroom and the front of the shop and looked at what eight years had built.

The Bound & Blooming* took up the ground floor of a narrow building on Crispen Row, sandwiched between a clockmaker whose hours were a mystery and a herbalist who left bundles of dried lavender on my doorstep every solstice with no explanation. The front room had two velvet chairs and a low table and a shelf of oracle texts I'd stopped consulting years ago, not because they weren't useful but because most of them had been written by contact oracles who had significantly less field experience than I did and significantly more opinions about the spiritual weight of the gift. On the wall above the shelf: a framed copy of my registration certificate from the city's Guild of Diviners, slightly crooked, and a small painted sign that read *All readings are provided in confidence. The oracle is not responsible for how you feel about the truth.

That sign had been Sable's idea. I had not stopped it.

The consultation card in my hands read: Aldric Vane, 9 a.m. Referred by the Aldermacy office. His handwriting was looping and assured, the kind of script that suggested a person who had been complimented on their penmanship at least once and had never quite let it go. I set the card down. Straightened it. Straightened it again.

I had been doing readings for long enough that I had stopped being nervous before appointments. What I had instead was something closer to professional alertness — the awareness that in a few minutes someone was going to sit across from me and I was going to learn something about them that they didn't know yet, and I was going to have to decide how to say it in a way that didn't make them feel like a plot they hadn't been consulted on.

Most people took the news well. Most people wanted to know. That was why they came.

The door opened. Sable came through it the way she came through most things: at a slight angle, arms full, hat askew, trailing a suggestion of whatever she'd been thinking about on the walk over.

"The clockmaker is having a row with someone in his back room," she said by way of greeting. "I couldn't tell if it was a person or a very disgruntled mechanism." She set her bag on the hook, her second scarf on the hook beside it, and looked at me with the particular attentiveness that was just her face's resting expression. Sable had the gift of emotional amplification, which meant she could feel the temperature of a room the way other people felt weather. She always knew, within seconds, exactly where I was emotionally. "You've reorganized the consultation cards."

"They needed it."

"They never need it." She moved past me to start the proper tea. "Who's nine o'clock?"

"Aldric Vane. Referred from the Aldermacy."

"Government adjacent. Slightly nervous, probably, but not the kind that runs. Wants this." She was guessing, the way she always guessed — not from the gift, just from the years of watching people walk through our door. She was usually right. "What about the letter?"

The letter. I had put it on the workroom table and covered it with a consultation card because looking at it made the back of my neck do something I didn't have professional vocabulary for.

It had arrived yesterday afternoon, on Office of Civic Enchantments stationery, politely formal in the way that formal letters are when they want to seem like they're giving you a choice. The office is conducting an inquiry into a matter of civic enchantment and would value your cooperation as a licensed Guild diviner. A representative will be in contact to arrange a consultation at your earliest convenience.

I was a matchmaker who ran a small enchanted contract practice on Crispen Row. I had never in my life been described as someone whose cooperation would be valued by anyone in an official capacity. It was flattering in the manner of things that are also slightly alarming.

"I'm going to respond today," I said.

"You said that yesterday."

"I mean it today."

Sable handed me a cup of tea and did not say anything further, which was its own form of comment.

Aldric Vane arrived at exactly nine, which told me something. People who arrived exactly on time were usually either anxious about making a good impression or so organized that punctuality was structural rather than intentional. He was tall, with the comfortable rumpled quality of someone who had stopped fighting their natural habitat and simply settled into it. Brown hair that had been combed this morning and had opinions about that. He smiled at the front room in the way people sometimes smiled at The Bound & Blooming when it met some private expectation, and then he saw me and his smile adjusted to the kind you give a professional.

"Miss Calloway."

"Mr. Vane." I gestured toward the velvet chairs. "Please."

He sat. I sat across from him. The low table between us held a small clay dish for rings and watches — people sometimes needed reminding that I didn't need accessories, only skin — and the particular quiet that the front room held when it was about to be used for its purpose.

"You've never had a reading," I said. Not a question. I could tell, usually, within the first thirty seconds. People who'd had readings before had a specific way of holding their hands: loose, already offered, like they remembered the mechanics. People who hadn't held themselves a beat more tightly.

He looked slightly surprised. "No. Is it that obvious?"

"A little." I kept my voice gentle. "There's nothing required of you except the contact. I take your hand, I see what I see, and then I tell you. The visions last only a moment from your perspective — you won't feel anything unusual, and I won't be in your head. I'm only ever in the moment of connection."

He nodded. Looked at his hands, then back at me.

"I should tell you," he said, "that I'm not entirely sure I believe in it."

"Most people aren't, the first time." I smiled. "That's all right. The gift doesn't require your belief to function."

He laughed at that, brief and genuine. "That's either very reassuring or quite alarming."

"Both, probably."

He held out his hand.

I work with gloves. Everyone who knows anything about contact oracles knows this — we have to, unless we want every accidental brush with a sleeve on a crowded street to send us sideways into a stranger's romantic future. My gloves were a practical measure and also, if I was being honest with myself in the way Sable occasionally made me be, a kind of armor. I had a lot of them. Today's were a soft grey, slightly worn at the right index finger where I tended to pull them.

I removed the right one. I took his hand. I breathed in.

The vision arrived the way they always did: not quite sight, not quite feeling, something between the two. A woman, dark-haired and laughing, sitting cross-legged on a floor surrounded by what looked like ledger books. The quality of light was afternoon-gold. She was saying something I couldn't hear, but her whole face was animated by whatever it was — lit up from the inside by the specific warmth of someone who doesn't yet know they're being watched with absolute attention. Then she looked up. At him. The vision folded.

I came back to the room. Two seconds, maybe three. Aldric Vane was looking at me with the expression people wore when they wanted very badly to look calm.

"Well?" he said.

"She has dark hair," I said. "She works with numbers — documents of some kind, ledgers. She laughs with her whole face." I paused. "She's someone you may already know, I think, or will encounter soon in a professional context. The light in the vision had the quality of an afternoon meeting."

He was very still.

"Did any of that land?" I asked.

"I," he said. Then he stopped. Then: "Yes. Yes, I think it might have."

I let him sit with it for a moment, the way I always did. This was the part of the gift I liked best, if I was being honest. Not the vision itself, which was quick and clinical and belonged to the person sitting across from me, but this: the moment after, when someone received the fact of their own future and you could watch it rearrange something in their face. It never got smaller, that moment. Eight years and it still felt like watching someone see the sun come out.

"What do you do now?" he asked. "With the information."

"That's entirely up to you," I said. "I can file the reading in your name with the city's Register of Sightings, which creates a dated record. Or I can simply tell you and leave it between us. Some people prefer to find their match without the official paper trail."

"And if I want to formalize it? Later, if things — if it works out?"

"Then you come back to me, or to any licensed scrivener, and we write the enchanted contract. Both parties sign. It's registered. It's as real as any legal document in this city." I folded my hands in my lap. "But that comes later. First comes the finding."

He nodded slowly. Then he reached into his coat pocket and produced a card — professional, city-issued, with the seal of the Aldermacy records office. He set it on the table between us.

"I'd also like," he said, "to recommend you to my brother."

* * *
[image: ]


The letter from the Office of Civic Enchantments was still on the table when I locked up that evening. I had answered four other consultations, written up two preliminary contract assessments, and reorganized nothing else. Sable had gone home at five having delivered her verdict on the letter ("just respond, Wren, it's not going to bite you through the stationery") and I had said I would and then continued sitting with my tea until the tea was cold.

I picked up the letter. Read it again, which did not improve it.

The thing was, I had heard things. Not through the gift — the gift didn't work like that, didn't give me civic intelligence or professional gossip, just soulmates, always and only soulmates — but through the ordinary network of a small city's magical community. Three couples in six weeks. Registered contracts that had simply... faltered. Not dissolved. Not broken in any documented way. Just gone quiet in the particular way of an enchantment that had been interfered with at the root.

I knew one of the couples. I had written their contract myself.

I wrote my reply. Kept it short. Said yes, I was available, they could send their representative at their convenience.

I sealed it before I could think too hard about what I was agreeing to.

* * *
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CHAPTER TWO
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Caspian

The third file looked exactly like the first two, which was the problem.

I had spread them across the surface of my office table in the arrangement that helped me think: oldest on the left, newest on the right, the investigation timeline running parallel to the contract timeline for each pair. The Halloways, matched four years ago, contract registered through a small shop on Crispen Row. The couple known in my notes as Subject Pair B — a man named Ferris and his match Delia, registered eighteen months ago through the same shop. And now Subject Pair C, registered contract dated fourteen months ago, same provenance.

Same shop. Same scrivener. Same root enchantment structure, which I knew because our office's enchantment analyst had spent twelve hours with the voided contracts and emerged looking like she'd had an argument with the fabric of professional magical practice and lost. "Whoever did this," Odalys had said, "didn't break the contract. They found the seam. They just... took the seam apart."

The seam. The root binding. In enchanted contracts of the kind registered by The Bound & Blooming — I had looked up the shop name in the civic directory and it had sat in my notes looking insufferably whimsical — the root binding was the foundational enchantment that made the contract alive rather than merely documented. A legal document said two people were matched. An enchanted contract made that match feel real, palpable, the kind of daily knowledge that settled into a person's chest like certainty. Not compulsion. Not control. Simply the removal of doubt.

Void the root binding and the certainty went quiet. The people remained. The love remained, presumably. But the anchor lifted, and without the anchor, people who had relied on that certainty for years found themselves suddenly adrift in their own relationship, unsure of things they had never needed to be unsure of before.

It was a cruel thing to do to someone. It was also technically brilliant.

I made a note: method requires intimate knowledge of contract structure. Inside knowledge, or extensive access to registered contract archives.

My door opened without a knock. Magistrate Fetch did that. In eight years under his oversight I had accepted this as a fixed feature of the professional landscape, like the noise the records department lift made on its way to the third floor and the fact that no one in the Civic Enchantments canteen could make tea properly.

"Tell me something good," he said. He was a compact man with the quality of compressed patience — someone who had been waiting for things for a very long time and had found a way to make that look like equanimity.

"The three voided contracts share a single point of origin," I said. "Same shop. Same contract writer."

"Is that good?"

"It's a pattern. Patterns are good. They suggest the problem is finite rather than systemic." I looked up from the files. "It means someone is targeting a specific practice, not trying to unravel the city's entire registered contract infrastructure."

"Small mercies." He crossed to the table, looked at the spread of files, and did not touch any of them, which I appreciated. "What do you need?"

"Access to the contract shop's records. And the oracle herself." I had done the background reading. The shop's owner was a licensed contact oracle, not only a scrivener — both halves of the matchmaking practice, the vision and the documentation of it, housed in one person. Unusual. Efficient. "If someone is targeting contracts she's written, she may have information she doesn't know she has."

"The Guild records list her as Wren Calloway, licensed since she was twenty. High confidence rating from the Diviners' board." He paused. "She agreed to cooperate. Replied this morning."

"Good."

"She's on Crispen Row."

"I know where she is."

He looked at me. "I want this closed before the Halloways go to the press. Which they will. Married couples whose certainty has been stolen from them are not a population inclined to suffer quietly."

"I understand that."

"The public trust in registered contracts is the entire foundation of —"

"I understand, Fetch." I said it gently. I had learned, over the years, that gently was the most efficient register with him when I needed him to stop talking. Firm bounced off him. Gentle created a small pause in which I could continue working. "I'll go tomorrow."

He left without another word. The door closed behind him, normally this time.

I returned to the files.

There was one detail I had been sitting with since Odalys's report. The root binding unraveling was technically sophisticated, but the access — the mechanism of getting to the root binding in the first place — required the kind of knowledge that wasn't in any public document. It was the proprietary architecture of a specific enchanted contract practice. The magical equivalent of someone knowing not just how to open a lock but how this particular lock was built.

Which meant either someone had very close access to The Bound & Blooming.

Or someone had been studying it for a very long time.

I wrote that down in the margin: not impulsive. planned. personal grievance or ideological? both?

Then I wrote: ask the oracle what she knows about her enemies.

It was not the softest opening to a professional consultation I had ever planned. I decided I'd find a better way to say it in the morning.

* * *
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I lived twelve minutes from the office, a fact I had selected deliberately when I chose the flat. I liked the walk. The city in the morning was different from the city at other times — quieter in some places, specifically loud in others, the rhythm of it establishing before most people arrived to make it complicated.

Aelford was old in the way of places that have been continuously lived in rather than periodically rebuilt: the bones of something much earlier under the current surface, the enchantments of three generations sitting on top of each other in the city's registry like sediment. I had grown up in the western district, where the older enchantments were close to the surface and sometimes did things in the small hours that the residents had long since stopped remarking upon. I had studied at the Civic Institute, done my placement in contract enforcement, and ended up in the Office of Civic Enchantments at twenty-four because I was good at pattern recognition and moderately bad at tolerating situations where patterns existed and no one was examining them.

Aldric thought I was too linear. He said this fondly, which softened it but didn't change it.

I had dinner with him that evening — he had appeared at my office door at half-five with the expression he wore when he'd decided we were doing something social whether I had expressed an interest or not. We went to the place near the records office where the food was reliably good and the tables were far enough apart for a conversation without an audience.

He asked about the case. I told him what I could, which was the shape of it without the interior.

"Enchanted contract sabotage," he said. He worked in the city records department, which meant he had an understanding of registered contracts that was adjacent to mine without overlapping it. "That's specific."

"It is."

"Any sense of why? Ideology? Profit?"

"Not yet." I turned my glass in a small circle on the table. "I'm going to see the oracle tomorrow. The contracts that have been voided all came from her practice."

Aldric looked at me with the expression I had known since we were children: the one that meant he had noticed something and was deciding whether to say it. Usually I waited him out. Tonight he moved faster than expected.

"Is she known? In the Guild community?"

"High confidence rating. Eight years practicing. She has a good reputation." I paused. "Unusually good, for a contact oracle. The success rate on her matches is documented in the civic register."

"And she's going to help you."

"She agreed to cooperate."

"That's not the same thing," he said, "but all right." He smiled at me in the specific way that meant he was filing something away for later examination. I recognized this because it was probably the same expression I wore when I did the same thing. We had inherited it from the same parent.

"What," I said.

"Nothing." He refilled my glass. "Tell me about the method. The voiding."

I was glad to talk about the method. The method was concrete, documentable, and didn't come with the look he'd just given me sitting alongside it.

* * *
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I reviewed the case files again when I got home. This was a habit Aldric called excessive and Odalys called thorough and I called necessary. The difference between reviewing for thoroughness and reviewing because you couldn't stop was, in my experience, largely a matter of whether you were learning something new each time.

I was learning something new each time.

The pattern in the contract dates. The specific interval between the original registration and the voiding. The Halloways had been targeted earliest, and their contract was the oldest. Subject Pair B next, and their contract was the second oldest. Subject Pair C were the newest registration of the three. Which meant the targeting was working backwards — most recent to oldest, maybe, and the Halloways had simply been first because the search had started at the top of the archive and worked down.

Or the Halloways were first because they were the point. The inciting case. Everything else was elaboration.

I noted this. Considered it. Let it sit.

The oracle's shop address sat in the top corner of my case file: 17 Crispen Row, The Bound & Blooming.

Insufferably whimsical, I noted again, more out of habit than conviction. And then I stopped noting and went to bed.

* * *
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CHAPTER THREE
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Wren

He was there when I arrived.

This was my first mistake — and I want to be clear that it was genuinely an accident, because I had no way of knowing that the Civic Enchantments representative would be waiting on my doorstep at a quarter to nine, a full fifteen minutes before I had said I was available, when I had barely finished with my keys and still had one glove on. I would not have touched him if I'd known he was going to be there. I would have planned for it.

The second mistake was not looking up.

I was thinking about the consultation card in my bag, which was for a nervous young couple I had seen twice before and who were almost certainly going to ask about registration today, and whether I had remembered to buy more cardamom, and the letter, still sitting in my head even though I had sent the reply yesterday and the matter was therefore proceeding. I came around the corner of Crispen Row with my bag on my shoulder and my right glove still tucked in my pocket because I'd only had one hand free, and the man standing outside my door turned at the sound of my footstep and extended his hand automatically — a reflex of professional greeting — and I was already mid-reach because that was also my reflex, and we touched.

Bare skin. His hand around mine. Warm.

Then: nothing.

Not the nothing of someone who had never been in love. Not the blank of a person who had chosen isolation so thoroughly that the gift had nothing to find. I had read those people before — they came out quiet, muted, a frequency that needed adjustment rather than absence. This was different. This was like pressing your hand to a window expecting glass and finding static instead — active, present, a full and deliberate interference pattern where the vision should have been.

It lasted a second. Maybe two.

I came back to the present to find him looking at me with dark, attentive eyes and the particular stillness of someone who had noticed that something had happened and was waiting, without urgency, to find out what.

"Miss Calloway," he said. His voice was dry, precisely calibrated, the kind that didn't waste its edges. "I apologize for the early arrival. I wasn't certain of the traffic."

"It's all right," I said. Professionally. Calmly. As though I had not just experienced the single most anomalous reading of my eight-year career and was not, at this moment, running rapid calculations about every oracle text I owned and what any of them said about null results. "You must be from the Office of Civic Enchantments."

"Caspian Vane. Senior Inspector." He released my hand — he had still been holding it, just slightly, in the arrested moment of the greeting. His expression was even, professional, giving me nothing in particular. "I hope the early arrival wasn't an inconvenience."

"No." I had my key in the door. I was opening the shop. I was doing these things automatically because the manual part of my brain was apparently still functional while the rest of it was processing. "Come in."

The shop looked the way it always looked at this hour: chairs straight, table clear, the morning light coming in at the angle that caught the dust in the air above the oracle shelf. It smelled of cardamom and the faint sweetness of old candle wax. I watched him look at it — not the long curious examination of a first-time client, but the quick cataloguing of someone who had walked into rooms professionally for a long time and had refined the process to a glance.

His gaze landed on the sign above the shelf. He read it. Something moved briefly at the corner of his mouth — not quite a smile. Not quite not one either.

"Tea?" I asked.

"Please."

I went to the back. I put the kettle on. I stood in the workroom and let myself breathe for a moment, properly, the way I hadn't been breathing since his hand closed around mine.

Eight years. Twelve hundred readings, approximately, depending on how you counted the informal consultations. I had read grieving people and skeptical people and desperate people and people who had arrived already certain and simply wanted confirmation. I had read people with suppressed gifts, people with ambient enchantments, people who had undergone magical procedures of various kinds. I had read a man once who had had a memory adjustment done that had affected the surface of the reading, making the vision foggy and dim, but even that had resolved into something.

I had never read nothing.

I had read a static. An active interference. Which was, according to the texts, categorically different from absence. The texts said that active interference in a contact oracle's reading indicated either a deliberately placed block — a suppression enchantment of significant caliber — or a theoretical condition they described only in footnotes, in language that suggested none of the authors had actually encountered it: the case of a person whose future was, for reasons unspecified, currently unresolvable.

The kettle was ready. I made the tea. I carried it through.

He had not sat down. He was standing near the window, looking out at the Row, and when I came through he turned with the efficiency of someone who didn't have wasted movements. I set the cups on the table. We sat.

He produced a case file. Laid it open, not toward me but between us, equidistant, so we were both looking at it from our respective sides. I noticed this. He arranged things with an implicit logic that he didn't bother to explain, because the logic was visible if you were paying attention.

"You've been told the basics," he said. It was not quite a question.

"Three registered contracts voided," I said. "All written by this practice."

"Voided at the root binding. Not at the surface level. Not dissolved through the formal process." He turned a page in the file. "The enchantment analysis indicates the method is consistent across all three cases — the same technique, the same point of access. Which means it's not opportunistic."

I looked at the analysis summary. Odalys Maren's name was at the bottom, and her credentials were impeccable. I had met her once, at a Guild symposium. She had the kind of mind that found pleasure in the exact places where things were supposed to be impossible.

"The root binding," I said slowly. "The structural architecture of it — that's not in any public document."

"No."

"It's proprietary. Specific to how I write contracts." I looked up at him. "Which means whoever did this either had access to my practice — to the physical documents, the originals — or studied enough registered contracts from this office to reverse-engineer the structure."

"That's our working theory." He met my eyes without particular drama. His were dark brown, attentive in the way of someone who was always listening even when they appeared to be doing other things. "What I need from you is everything that might help narrow those two possibilities. Former clients with grievances. Former staff. Anyone who has had access to your contract archive."

"I should tell you," I said, "that I don't have any staff who have ever handled the contract originals. Sable — my assistant — does client-facing work and administrative scheduling. She's never had access to the archive room."

"The archive room is locked?"

"Individually keyed. I'm the only one with access."

He made a note. Not in the file — in a small separate notebook, which suggested the file was for the official record and the notebook was for thinking. I found this clarifying, somehow. The notebook felt more honest.

"What about former clients," he said. "Anyone who received an outcome they were dissatisfied with."

I thought about it. Eight years was a long time, and not everyone had received their news with grace. Some had argued with the vision, as though my description of it was negotiable. Some had come back later, frustrated that the match hadn't materialized on their timeline, as though the gift came with a delivery schedule.

And there was Corvin Latch.

The name arrived in my mind with the weight of things I had thought about more than once. Not a client, technically. A dissolution case — I had been asked by the city to provide a witness statement for the formal proceedings when his registered contract was challenged. The reading I had done at the time had suggested the match was wrong — not that the connection wasn't real, but that the enchantment had been written on incomplete information, and a proper contact oracle's reading at the time of registration would have caught it. He had not been pleased with my assessment. He had not been pleased with me.

That was three years ago. The dissolution had gone through. I didn't know what had happened to him after.

"There's one case," I said. "A dissolution I was
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