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​Chapter One - All the Right Doors, None of Them Hers
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The bell that tolled at four in the morning was not a church bell.

Sera had known this since childhood—that the church bells of the Voss district rang on the quarter-hour in a minor key, with the particular resonance of old iron and older stone, and that the bell she could hear now was a different instrument entirely. Flatter. More deliberate. The kind of sound produced by something that did not care whether you found it beautiful.

She stood in the centre of her dressing room in her silk nightgown and listened to it count.

Four strokes. An administrative measure. Someone, somewhere in the empire's vast clerical machinery, had decided that four in the morning required official acknowledgment, and so it received one, and now the sound was dissolving into the dark over the gaslit street below, and Sera was still standing here.

The dressing room was the finest room in the townhouse, which made it the finest room she had ever occupied, which meant very little to her at this particular hour. The mirror was framed in carved mahogany inlaid with the Voss crest—the iron gate on a field of blue, the motto beneath it in the old language that translated, approximately, as through order, belonging. The wardrobe held forty-seven garments she had been dressed in by other people's hands. The dressing table held seventeen bottles of scent, a set of hairpins in a silver dish, two letters she had been meaning to answer for a month.

She had not lit the lamp. The gaslight from the street came through the tall windows in amber bars and lay across the floor at an angle that made the room look like something painted rather than inhabited.

The house was quiet.

Not the quiet of deep night, when even a house of this size eventually settled into its own breath—the wood shifting, the pipes cooling, the particular small sounds of forty years of building. This was a different quiet. The quiet of something already concluded. The staff had not yet been told. She understood this from the particular stillness of the servants' quarters above her, the absence of any light under the kitchen door she had passed in the corridor. They had not been told. But they knew the way animals know weather—through some collective reading of small signs she could not identify and they could not articulate. They knew. And so they were very, very still.

Sera had always been good at reading rooms.

She had been good at it the way she was good at many things that were not, strictly speaking, useful for the life she had been arranged into: identifying the precise emotional temperature of a gathering from across a ballroom, knowing which guest was three minutes from causing a scene before they themselves knew it, reading the architecture of a conversation for the load-bearing walls. These were skills that had served her adequately at dinners and rather well at the empire's social performances and almost never in any situation that actually mattered.

The situation, as it stood, was this.

Her father had been arrested four months ago on charges of sedition—specifically, the allegation that he had been providing financial intelligence to a faction the Crown had designated as treasonous six years prior. He had gone quietly, which was very like him. He had sent her a letter from the holding facility that managed to be both apologetic and entirely without self-pity, which was also very like him. She had read it eleven times. She had begun a response on four separate occasions. She had not sent any of them.

He had been convicted eight weeks ago in a closed proceeding she had not been permitted to attend. The sentence had been carried out the following morning.

She had not attended that either. She had not been given the option.

She turned away from the mirror.

The window looked onto the street, which was—as it had been, as it would continue to be for some hours yet—empty of everything except the amber pools of gaslight and the wet stone and the thin line of sky between the rooftops going from black to the very earliest suggestion of something else. Not dawn. Not yet. Just the idea of dawn, held at a distance.

Sera stood at the window for a moment. Below, on the street, a Crown runner was moving at a quick, official pace—not running, because running implied urgency, and official urgency was its own kind of disorder, and the Crown did not traffic in disorder. Walking fast. Purposefully. In the direction of the administrative quarter.

She watched him until he turned the corner and was gone.

Then she went to her wardrobe.

She chose the grey dress—not because it was the most practical, though it was among the more practical things she owned, but because it had been a gift from her father three birthdays ago, chosen by him personally rather than delegated to a secretary, and it was the sort of thing you wore when you needed to be reminded of a reason to be precise. She dressed herself. This was something she could do—had always been able to do, despite the years of maids and ladies-in-waiting—though she had rarely been permitted to do it without commentary on whether the result was correct.

The result was correct. She knew what she was doing.

She sat at the dressing table and looked at herself in the mirror framed in her family crest.

The face that looked back was thirty seconds ahead of her. She had noticed this before—that the face in the mirror always seemed to know what she was about to decide before she decided it. The eyes, her father had said once, were the problem. Too alert for the rest of the performance. They had a habit of being present even when the rest of her face had correctly arranged itself into whatever was required.

The Voss family motto lay in the carved arch above her reflection.

Through order, belonging.

She had thought, for most of her life, that this was a statement of faith. She understood now that it was a transaction. You maintained the order. The order maintained your belonging. The belonging was conditional. The condition had not been met—not by her, not by her father, not by the specific shape of their particular loyalty to the empire that had decided, in the end, that they were more useful as an example than as a family.

She touched the silver hairpin dish. She did not take a hairpin.

Behind her, in the mirror's reflection, the door to the dressing room was closed. Beyond it, the house was very quiet. And somewhere in the city, a bell that was not a church bell had finished counting and was silent, and the administrative machinery that had produced it was already moving on to its next requirement, and Sera was sitting in a chair in a room full of things that belonged to her name rather than to her, and she was, as she had always been, entirely alone in the way of someone surrounded by people who were watching for signs of weakness.

She looked at herself for a long moment.

She did not look away.

Downstairs, something moved. A different kind of quiet settling into the floor above the entrance hall—the specific acoustic signature of a house receiving news it had already known was coming.

Sera breathed in. She breathed out. She stood.

She did not look at the mirror again on her way out.
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​Chapter Two - What the Axe Knows
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The yard was wet.

It was always wet at this hour—the cobblestones held moisture the way old stone held everything, reluctantly and then all at once, and the pre-dawn cold had settled the damp into every crack and joint until the whole surface gleamed a dull grey in the lantern light. There were three lanterns. This was regulation. The Crown had opinions about the appropriate illumination for proceedings of this nature, and those opinions had been committed to paper and circulated, and the paper was somewhere in a filing room in the administrative quarter, and the three lanterns were its consequence.

Wick had not counted them. She simply knew.

The prisoner was a man of perhaps fifty, which was old for a political conviction—most of the current wave had been taken younger, the Crown preferring to move quickly through the list before the list could move first. He stood in the wet yard with the particular stillness of someone who had decided, at some point in the recent past, that dignity was the only remaining currency available to him and had determined to spend it carefully. His hands were bound in front rather than behind, a small clemency that meant someone in the processing chain had made a quiet decision that morning. Wick noted this. She did not note it as sentiment. She noted it the way she noted everything: as information.

The court official to her left was reading charges. He had been reading charges for six
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