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The sky was putting on a show that nobody had the time to appreciate. Red bled into orange, orange gave way to pink, and at the far edge of the horizon where the light gave up entirely, the darkness was already winning. It was the kind of sunset that deserved silence and stillness. It did not deserve four tired, bickering teens standing at the edge of a forbidden garden arguing about a shortcut. And yet here they were.

Kaelyn had noticed the sky the moment they crested the hill. Ulysse said it was one of her more impractical qualities. He wasn't wrong, exactly. It had never fed anyone or fixed anything. But she couldn't stop doing it, this noticing, this quiet cataloguing of the world that she kept mostly to herself because there was rarely anyone interested in hearing it. She tore her eyes from the sky and looked at the gate.

Iron, tall, wound through with climbing vines that hadn't been trimmed in years. The metal was dark with age and weather, the scrollwork along the top gone soft at the edges with rust, but the lock was new. She could see the difference even from here, the hard gleam of it against all that weathered black. Someone maintained the lock even when they let everything else go. Beyond the gate, the path cut clean between rows of flowers she couldn't name in the dying light. The garden stretched further than she could see, the path beautiful and hushed and absolutely off limits.  

Her family had kept their distance from the castle her entire life. It wasn't as though the Emperor had ever given them reason to do otherwise. No help had come from those walls, no warmth, nothing but the occasional shadow of a soldier on the ridge and the kind of rumors that spread in villages where there was little else to talk about. 

The late Emperor's rage was the thing people spoke of most. Not his policies, not his wars, not the taxes that had ground whole families into dust. The new Emperor she knew even less about, and most of what she did know had come from Tabitha.

Tabitha had told her about the castle the way she told most things: plainly, sitting at the kitchen table with her hands around a bowl of tea, not dramatizing, not softening. Kaelyn had been perhaps eleven the first time she asked. “The new emperor has never been seen, though he’s presumably there and alive. He never comes out for any reason. I can only assume he’s terrifying like his father- maybe unpredictable. Perhaps he’s just a rumor wearing a crown.” Tabitha had paused then, her bowl held in both hands, her eyes on some point between the table and the window. “People say things that are impossible to confirm from outside the castle. Sun Mi supposedly locks the boy away since before he could walk- he’s been blamed for something that happened at his birth and is being punished for it. The Empress of course has died now, but she hadn’t died immediately, so why the boy is punished, I don’t know. One thing I do know, Kaelyn, is that a child raised in a room that way would grown into a man shaped by it.” 

Kaelyn considered Tabitha’s words as she looked at the lock, clearly maintained. Rumor still said the castle might be run by advisors and the Emperor had died. She didn’t know what she believed other than that the gate was locked, the garden forbidden.

"It's less than an hour," Ulysse said.

He said it the way he said most things to her lately, patient and measured, with the tone of a man who has explained something several times already and is being very gracious about explaining it again. Kaelyn's jaw tightened. She was good at keeping her face still. She had been practicing for two years, ever since she first noticed the gap between who Ulysse was in company and who he was when it was just the two of them. Not large enough to leave over, she had always told herself. Not small enough to ignore.

"I know how long it takes." She kept her voice even. "That isn't the point."

"Then what is the point, Kaelyn."

He didn't inflect it as a question. Ulysse rarely did. His questions were statements in question-shaped clothes, and the statement underneath was always the same. You are being difficult. You are being dramatic. You are too much and not enough simultaneously, and I am very tired of the combination.

She looked at the gate rather than at him. Gerald had already drifted toward it, hands in his pockets, pretending not to listen. He was always slightly elsewhere even when he was standing right beside you, which made him useful company for Ulysse because he never pushed back on anything. He and Ulysse had been friends since they were boys and he had spent most of that friendship in comfortable agreement. Kaelyn had never disliked him exactly. She had never felt strongly about him in any direction, which was perhaps its own kind of verdict.

Frieda was less easy to be neutral about. She stood slightly apart from the group, her blonde hair loose around her shoulders. She was watching Ulysse with an expression Kaelyn had catalogued exhaustively over the past several months. It wasn't desire, exactly, though that was in there. It wasn't pity, though that was in there too. It was something more proprietary: the patient attention of someone who believes they are waiting for something that is already, in all the ways that matter, theirs. She wore it constantly, made very little effort to conceal it, and Kaelyn hated herself for the energy she spent noticing.

"The law is the law," Kaelyn said. "Whether or not anyone has ever been caught before."

"Gerald and I have cut through a dozen times." Ulysse turned from her. She felt the precise moment he stopped looking at her, felt his attention withdraw like a tide going out. He raised his voice just enough. "Frieda."

Frieda turned with the ease of someone who had been waiting to be called. She always turned that way when Ulysse said her name. "Mmm?"

"You're alright cutting through?"

"Of course." Frieda's eyes moved briefly to Kaelyn. Her expression occupied the ground between unkind and warm, which was somehow harder to receive than either would have been. "I can run as fast as any of you if it ever came to that. Which it won't."

"I'm uncomfortable." Kaelyn hated how her voice came out. “That should be enough."

"Go the long way then." He said it lightly. He always delivered the cruelest things lightly, as though the lightness were a kind of mercy. "As for the rest of us, we have work in the morning."

"It's less than—"

"Go by yourself, Kaelyn."

He smiled when she flinched. Not broadly, just a small private thing, gone almost before it arrived, but she had been watching his face for two years and she caught it. He knew about the dark. He had always known, had filed it away the way she filed away sunsets, except he used his observations differently. She had told him once, early in their courtship, laughing at herself a little, that she had been afraid of the dark since childhood. Something about the absolute quality of it, the way it pressed, had never stopped feeling like a held breath. He had been tender about it then. Had held her hand through a night market when the torches burned low. Had called it endearing.

That was before. 

On the far edge of the horizon the last of the color was dying. The darkness on the other side was rising fast. Not even the moon would bother tonight, the sky gone heavy with cloud cover that had been building since afternoon. To go the long way alone meant forty minutes on an unlit road with only that pressing dark for company. To go through the garden meant getting caught. The Emperor's wrath. Some soldiers stepping out from between the roses.

She looked at the gate. She looked at Ulysse. She looked at Frieda, who had turned away entirely and was examining her fingernails with the serene detachment of someone who has already decided how this ends.

"No," Kaelyn said quietly. "It's fine. I'll come."

Ulysse caught up her hand and pressed his lips to her knuckles, quickly, the gesture of a man already thinking about the next thing, and then he was signaling Gerald and they were running. The gate swung open under Ulysse's hand with an ease that said this was not the first time, and the garden swallowed them.

It was different inside. Kaelyn noticed this immediately. The path was wider than it had looked from outside, the pale flowers taller, their shapes strange and unfamiliar, petals closed against the night. Her feet found the stones without her telling them to and she ran, keeping pace with the hand still loosely holding hers, her eyes adjusting slowly to the dimness.

It was, she thought wildly, actually beautiful here. Against every instinct, against everything she had told herself standing at that gate, it was beautiful. The kind of place that felt preserved, looked after in ways that didn't show obviously but were evident in the health of things, in a lushness that came from genuine, sustained care. She had expected neglect. She found the opposite, and it confused her enough that she almost stopped running.

Ulysse's grip on her hand tightened. He was moving faster now, Gerald having disappeared somewhere ahead in the dark. The path curved and she curved with it, her free hand brushing the tops of flowers as she passed, petals cool and soft. She thought of the lock on the gate, bright and new against all that weathered iron, and wondered who tended this garden. Whether they knew it looked like this at night. Whether anyone had ever stood inside it in the dark and understood what they had.

Then she heard Frieda. The sound cut across everything, sharp and startled, and Kaelyn's feet stuttered on the path. Ulysse stopped beside her, and in the sudden stillness she heard other things: footsteps that were not theirs, movement with the controlled quality of someone trained in it, and then a voice, low and male, carrying the flat authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed without needing to raise it.

Ulysse's hand left hers.

She turned to look at him and found him already looking elsewhere, calculating, his eyes moving from the sound of Frieda to the bend in the path ahead where Gerald had gone. She recognized the expression on his face because she had seen it before in smaller moments: the way he divided things into what was his to protect and what was peripheral, and made the calculation quickly, without guilt, the way a man does when he has been practicing that arithmetic for years without ever naming it.

"Ulysse—"

"Run." He yanked her arm and she stumbled forward, and for a moment she thought he meant together. Then she felt his hand leave hers for the second time and she understood.

She didn't know why she stopped. Every animal instinct told her to keep moving, the dark pressing in, the footsteps closing, the sound of Frieda's voice gone suddenly silent in a way that was worse than the crying had been. She should have run. She would think later, in the long hours that followed, about the version of herself that ran, what she would have gone home to, what she would have found there, whether it would have felt like safety or only like the ordinary continuation of a life she had been slowly losing her grip on anyway.

The soldier was behind her. 

He was tall and dark-uniformed, his face carrying the settled calm of a man who does not expect resistance and is mildly curious when he finds it. His hand was already extended, not reaching for her yet, just extended and patient, waiting for the inevitable. Behind him the garden lay still and beautiful and utterly indifferent to everything happening inside it.

Kaelyn stood in the middle of it with her heart hammering and the cool petals of unknown flowers brushing her wrists and thought, clearly and with a strange absence of panic, I should have taken the long way round.

"Come along," he said.
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THE CASTLE DID NOT clean itself. This was a truth Yong had been managing for eleven years, and she managed it the way she managed everything: efficiently, without complaint, and with the quiet conviction that if she ever stopped, the whole enterprise would collapse within a fortnight. The floors would dull. The baseboards would collect their grime. The unoccupied rooms, and there were many, far too many, whole corridors standing empty and waiting for a life that hadn't arrived yet, would gather dust in the corners and silence in the walls and begin, slowly, to smell of disuse. She had seen it happen in lesser households. She had no intention of seeing it happen here.

So she cleaned. Daily. Thoroughly. Every surface, every threshold, every room whether occupied or not, because the standard did not change based on whether anyone was watching and she would not allow the castle she kept to reflect anything less than what it should be. The Emperor likely wouldn't have noticed a streak on a window. He noticed very little, in her experience, beyond the contents of Patty's pastry plate and whatever patch of garden was visible from whichever window he happened to be standing at. But Yong would have noticed. That was sufficient.

Jin was another matter entirely. She moved through the world at a frequency slightly removed from the practical one, Jin did. Her hands went through the motions of work while the rest of her was plainly somewhere else, somewhere with softer lighting and more romantic architecture. She was not unintelligent. Yong had observed her closely enough over the past two years to know that the dreaming was not a cover for any lack of capacity. Jin was sharp when she chose to be, quick when something captured her attention. The problem was that very little in the day-to-day operation of a castle captured her attention for long. She would scour a hallway to an inch of its life and then stand at the window for ten minutes with a faraway expression, the cloth hanging forgotten from her hand, her eyes fixed on something that wasn't there.

"You've fluffed that pillow sixteen times," Yong said, without looking up from the baseboard she was examining.

Jin startled. "I was just—"

"You were standing there with your head in the clouds while the east wardrobe hasn't been touched." Yong straightened, pressing one hand briefly to the small of her back. "If you've already done the hallway you can start on the shelves. The high ones. You're taller."

Jin moved to the wardrobe obediently, and Yong returned to her assessment of the room. It was one of the larger unoccupied ones: high ceilings, tall windows, the furniture draped in cloth covers that gave everything a ghostly, waiting quality. She had been told, years ago when she first took her position, that these rooms were kept for concubines. She had absorbed this information without comment. In eleven years she had never seen the Emperor with a woman. She had never seen him with much of anyone, truth be told, beyond Bon Hwa and Patty and the rotating cast of soldiers and servants who orbited him at a careful distance. He was not a man who collected people. He was a man who endured them.

Still. The rooms were kept ready. That was her job and she did it. She dropped to her knees beside the large wardrobe and thrust her cloth beneath it, once, twice, checking for the dust that accumulated in those low unreachable places where even the most diligent cleaning left gaps. The cloth came back clean on the first pass. Clean on the second. She was reaching for the third when it caught on something and she drew it back slowly to find an envelope snagged in the fabric.

She looked at it for a moment without touching it. Yellowed with age, the paper gone soft at the corners from years of contact with the floor. It must have slipped from somewhere, a pocket, a book, a surface cleared in haste long ago, and settled in that low dark space and simply stayed. The writing on the front was faded nearly to nothing, but the quality of the hand was still visible beneath the years. Delicate. Precise. The loops of someone who had been taught to write by someone who cared about it.
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