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Six months have passed since Seraphine Vale exposed the Conclave's corruption and established the Contact — the institution built to restore the relationship between the empire's Ashbound communities and the ancient intelligence that has been waiting below the city for four centuries.

The work of restoration has only just begun.

This is Book Two. It follows Isadora and Renn. Seraphine and Cael are present in the margins, as Isadora and Renn were present in the margins of Book One.

The empire is in the process of becoming something else. Not all of that process is visible yet.

If you are beginning here, you do not need to have read Book One to follow this story. But those who have will recognise the world behind the world.

BOOK Three

The Ruins We Chose Together

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER ONE
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The eighth foundation modification was scheduled for the third week of the month, and Lira had already decided she would not be in the building when it happened.

This was not avoidance. She had specific, defensible reasons. The deep listening made her sensitive to the substrate shifts that accompanied a modification — not painfully, not the way the early months had been, when any significant contact event left her sitting on the floor of her workroom with her head between her knees — but enough. Enough that she preferred to be somewhere useful rather than somewhere adjacent to someone else's work, absorbing echoes she had not been asked to absorb. Seraphine understood this. Seraphine had stopped asking her to be present for the foundational work after the fourth modification, when Lira had emerged from the passage looking like she had spent an afternoon grieving and could not explain why.

The substrate remembers losses, Seraphine had said, carefully. You don't have to be present for the remembering.

So Lira would be at Jenne's during the modification. She had consultations scheduled — a woman whose capacity had been presenting as persistent headaches for three years, misdiagnosed twice, and an elderly man whose deep listening had never had a name for itself and who was eighty-one years old and finally, finally sitting with someone who knew what to call it. These were better uses of an afternoon.

She was thinking about this — the old man, Seveth, and the particular patience it took to sit with someone who had carried an unnamed thing for eight decades — when she walked into the Contact's main workroom and stopped.

There was someone at the long table she did not recognise.

This happened sometimes. The Contact's network had grown in the past year, and Lira did not know every affiliate by sight. She knew the core team. She knew Jenne, Dova, Fel, Mira, Tomas with his seventeen questions. She knew the handful of practitioners who came regularly from the southern quarter and the two young women who had arrived from the coast in autumn with shaking hands and the look of people who had spent years believing they were broken.

She did not know this man.

He was sitting at the far end of the long table with a stack of Mira's archive folders in front of him, not reading them precisely — more examining the top folder with the focused stillness of someone who had trained himself not to move when he was thinking. Dark hair. Dark clothes, functional rather than fine though cut well, once. He had not looked up.

Lira set her bag down on the side table and took her coat off. She was looking for Tomas's notes on the Vera correspondence — she had a question about the northeastern plateau routes before she finalised her travel plans — and the notes were typically left in the stack by the east window.

She found them. The stranger still had not looked up.

She gathered the notes and was heading for the door when Mira came in from the passage with her arms full of bound volumes and her reading glasses pushed up into her hair.

"Oh, good — Lira, have you met —" Mira was already setting the volumes down, already turning to gesture toward the table, and Lira stopped walking because Mira's voice had a specific quality in it, the careful quality she used when she was introducing something that required care, and —

"Dorian Kael," Mira said. "He's been working with Rael's network for the past three years. Seraphine asked him to come in."

The man at the table looked up.



Lira had imagined this, once.

Not imagined it the way you imagine something you want — the way she had imagined, at twenty-two, what it would feel like to finish her healer's training, or at twenty-six, what Vennath would look like in the spring she was planning to come home to. She had imagined it the way you imagine something you prepare for. The way she had imagined, in the first months after Vennath, what she would say if she were ever face to face with one of them. One of the people whose hands had done that.

She had prepared words. Careful, devastating words. She had rehearsed them in the dark.

Standing in the Contact's workroom with Tomas's notes in her hand and Mira's careful voice still hanging in the air, Lira said nothing.

Dorian Kael looked at her. His face was — she noted this with the detached precision of the healer's register, the capacity reaching out without her permission, as it always did — exhausted. Not the exhaustion of a bad night. The exhaustion of years. His eyes were dark and still and she felt, underneath the ordinary surface of a person sitting at a table, something that had been compressed for a very long time.

He knew who she was.

She understood this immediately. The way his stillness changed when he saw her — became, if possible, more careful. As though he had been prepared for her and was trying to take up less space.

"Miss Ossian," he said. His voice was even. She recognised the evenness. She used it herself, sometimes.

Lira looked at him for three seconds. Perhaps four.

Then she turned to Mira. "I'll be at Jenne's until the sixth bell," she said. "If Seraphine needs anything before then —"

"Lira —"

"I have consultations." She picked up her bag. She kept her movements steady. "Tell Tomas I have questions about the plateau routes — I'll find him when I'm back."

She left.



The city outside was the colour of early winter — grey stone, grey sky, the particular pewter light that settled over the Tangle in the weeks before the first snowfall. Lira walked quickly, not because she was fleeing but because she walked quickly. This was a fact about her that had nothing to do with Dorian Kael.

She was three streets away before she noticed her hands.

They were shaking.

She stopped in the mouth of an alley between a herbalist and a building whose purpose she had never been curious enough to determine, and she pressed her back against the stone and looked at her hands until they stopped. The stone was old beneath her shoulder blades — pre-empire, the Tangle's bones — and she felt the faint ambient warmth of it that the capacity always produced, old stone and old patience and the substrate somewhere below all of it. The entity's edges, distant and not pressing.

Received, came the quality of it. Not a word. Never words. Just the quality — the sense of being witnessed, of existing in the presence of something older than grief.

"I know," she said, to the stone and to nothing. "I know."

She had said she was undecided. She had meant it. She had told Seraphine, months ago, that undecided was not the same as decided-against. She had said she was not ready to see Dorian Kael and had believed it.

What she had not told Seraphine — what she had not told anyone, because it would have required admitting to a complexity she did not particularly want to have — was that in the months since then she had occasionally, in the long hours of the late night when she was writing in the journals she kept obsessively, thought about what it would mean. To meet him. To be in the same room with the man who had sent the report.

She had thought about it clinically. The way she thought about a wound. What layer does it go down to? What is the actual damage? What does the tissue look like underneath?

She had not expected the depth of his exhaustion.

She had not expected to feel it before he spoke a word.

Lira pressed her palms flat against the stone and breathed. Around her, the Tangle went about its morning — the herbalist's door opening and closing, the distant sound of a cart on the wider street, a child's voice somewhere above on a window ledge. The ordinary texture of a place that kept living. She had come to love that about the Tangle. The city did not stop. It would not stop for grief, which had once felt like a cruelty and now felt like a mercy.

She had lost Vennath three years ago. She had built something out of what came after. And Dorian Kael was sitting at the Contact's table, in the place she had built.

She breathed. Then she straightened, smoothed her coat, and continued walking toward Jenne's. She had consultations. Seveth, eighty-one years old, who had finally found a name for what he carried. She was not going to be late.



She was not late.

Seveth was already there when she arrived — already sitting in Jenne's front room with a cup of tea he was holding in both hands, and the look on his face when she came in was the look she had stopped trying to prepare herself for. Relief, was the simplest word. Something complicated underneath it. Eight decades of carrying something alone.

"You look cold," he said.

"It's cold outside," she said.

She sat across from him and took her own tea and wrapped her hands around it, and for a moment they simply sat. This was something she had learned — the value of the moment before. The sitting together before the work began. Some practitioners moved immediately to the practice, the formal contact, the structured work. Lira had found, particularly with people who had spent years unnamed, that the moment before was itself the work. The normalcy of it. Two people, tea, morning light through an old window.

"Last week," Seveth said, after a while, "I was in the market — the one on Colver Street, I go Tuesday mornings — and there was a woman there, one of the southern quarter healers you sent me to. Maren, I think her name is."

"Maren, yes."

"She knew what I was before I said a word." He looked down at his tea. "Just — looked at me and knew. Said good morning like she'd been expecting me to show up in that market for years." He paused. "I don't know what to do with that."

Lira looked at him. The capacity reached, gently — she never forced it, had learned years ago that the deep listening only gave honest information when it moved at the other person's pace — and felt what was underneath the words. Something enormous that had no name yet but was beginning to suspect it might.

"You don't have to do anything with it immediately," she said. "It's allowed to be a lot."

"I'm eighty-one. I don't have the luxury of things being a lot."

"You do, actually. People have the luxury of things being a lot until they don't anymore, and you're still here." She set her tea down. "Tell me — when she looked at you. What did it feel like."

Seveth thought about this for a long time. Outside, the city moved. Stone and sky and the substrate somewhere below all of it, patient.

"Like being found," he said finally. "After I'd stopped expecting to be."



She stayed at Jenne's past the sixth bell.

The consultation with Seveth ran long, which was not unusual. The woman with the headaches, Calla, came in the afternoon — thirty-four and angry, which Lira found refreshing — and they spent two hours mapping the capacity's expression in her body and Calla's anger gradually shifted registers, from the anger at something wrong to the anger of someone who has just been told that what they thought was wrong was actually theirs and they had been lied to about what it meant.

"Three years," Calla said. "Three years I was told I was — what, fragile. Sensitive. That I needed to manage it."

"You do need to manage it," Lira said. "But you manage it toward something, not away from it. It's yours. It has use."

"They made it sound like something to be ashamed of."

"I know."

The old anger was there, underneath — Lira's own, the thing she kept below the working surface where it couldn't interfere. She had been keeping it separate for three years. She was good at it.

She left Jenne's when the last light was going grey and the Tangle's lamplighters were starting their evening rounds. She walked back toward the Contact's warehouse with her hands in her pockets and her mind doing what it always did when she did not supervise it closely enough: working.

She thought about Seveth. Like being found, after I'd stopped expecting to be. She would write that tonight, in the journals. She wrote everything — observations, questions, small human things that she was afraid of losing to the accumulation of days. Vennath had made her afraid of forgetting.

She thought, briefly, about Dorian Kael's eyes. The stillness in them. The compression.

She thought about what Seraphine had not said when she arranged for him to be in the room. Seraphine did not manage information — this was a Contact principle and also a Seraphine principle. But she chose timing. She had chosen this timing, and Lira did not yet know why.

She would need to ask.

She pushed open the warehouse door. The front room was empty. She hung her coat and walked through to the inner corridor, and she was halfway to her workroom when she heard voices from the archive room: Tomas's particular murmur, and a second voice she did not know yet but recognised.

She stopped.

She could hear, through the door, Tomas asking about something — his voice had that particular sharpened quality of someone who has found a question they have been wanting to ask for years. And the other voice: even, careful, answering. Not briefly. Not the way someone answers when they want the conversation to end. The way someone answers when they have waited a long time to be asked.

Lira stood in the corridor and listened to the voice of the man who had condemned her village, answering Tomas's questions in the archive room of the place she had helped build.

Both things, she thought. Both things at the same time.

She went to her workroom. She took out her journal. She wrote: Seveth said, like being found, after I'd stopped expecting to be.

She wrote: Dorian Kael is in the building.

She wrote, after a long pause: I don't know yet what I'm going to do with that.

She sat with it. Outside, the Tangle settled into its evening. Somewhere below the stone, something vast and patient turned its attention toward the small warm light of the Contact and received, as it always received, everything that was offered.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dorian had rehearsed walking into that room perhaps forty times in his head and had not, in any of the forty versions, accounted for the actual weight of her looking at him for three seconds and then turning away.

He told himself this was correct. This was, in fact, the best outcome he could have reasonably expected. He had not expected forgiveness — he had told himself repeatedly, on the walk to the Tangle that morning, in the careful rehearsed voice he used for managing his own expectations, that forgiveness was not the goal and had never been the goal, that he had no right to it and would not seek it, that the only thing he could offer was the work and the only thing he could ask was to be allowed to do it. He had expected, at most, coldness. A formal nod. Perhaps nothing at all — perhaps she would not even look at him, would treat him the way you treat furniture that has been placed somewhere inconvenient.

He had not expected three seconds of her eyes on his face, assessing something he could not name, and then nothing.

The nothing was worse than coldness would have been. Coldness was a position. Coldness could be sat with, worked around, understood. The nothing was simply — absence. A door that had opened a crack and shown him nothing in particular before closing again, and he found himself, for the rest of the morning, replaying those three seconds with the specific obsessive attention he usually reserved for documents that did not add up.

He did not tell Tomas any of this. Tomas asked him forty questions about the foundation modification process — genuine questions, the kind that came from real curiosity rather than suspicion, which Dorian had not expected and found himself unexpectedly grateful for — and Dorian answered them as fully as he could, because this was the thing he had learned to do with his life in the past thirteen years: when someone asks you a real question, you answer it completely, because you do not get to decide which truths are inconvenient.

"You don't have formal Ashbound classification," Tomas said, somewhere in the second hour, flipping back through his own notes with the slight frown of someone double-checking himself. "But you found Rael's network independently. You've been routing information to dispersed communities for — you said three years?"

"Longer, in pieces. Three years organised."

"How did you find them? The early ones. Before there was a network to find."

This was the question Dorian had known was coming, in one form or another, since Seraphine had asked him to come in. He had decided, on the walk over, that he would not soften it.

"I read the casualty reports," he said. "After Vennath. I requested access to the follow-up documentation — survivor tracking, relocation records, the kind of paperwork the Conclave generated and then mostly ignored. I found names. I found out where some of them had gone." He kept his voice even because the alternative was not something he allowed himself in front of people he did not know well. "I started with the Vennath survivors. There were eleven, scattered across four settlements. I found ways to get resources to them that didn't trace back to me. It took years to understand that I should be doing this for everyone, not just—"

He stopped.

Tomas did not fill the silence, which Dorian appreciated. He had met very few people who knew how to let a silence sit.

"Not just penance," Dorian finished. "That's what I mean. It started as penance. It took longer than I'm proud of to understand it needed to be something else."

Tomas studied him for a moment with an expression Dorian couldn't read — not judgment, exactly. Something more like calibration.

"Eleven survivors," Tomas said. "Out of how many?"

"Sixty-three." Dorian had the number memorized the way he had memorized very little else in his life. "Sixty-three people lived in Vennath. Eleven survived the operation and the years after it that we know of. There may be more we haven't found."

"You keep saying we."

"The operation wasn't mine alone. I reported the location. I didn't carry it out." He met Tomas's eyes. "I want to be precise about that, not because it makes it better. It doesn't make it better. But precision matters, in this kind of accounting. I told my superiors what I believed was a credible threat. I was nineteen and frightened and certain I was right, and I was the reason the operation happened, even though I wasn't the one who—" He stopped again. "I don't separate myself from the responsibility. I separate the actions, because the actions were different, and pretending otherwise serves no one."

Tomas wrote something down. Dorian did not ask what.



He saw her again at midday, briefly, in the corridor between the archive room and the kitchen — she was carrying a stack of folders he recognized as Mira's intake records, and she stopped when she saw him, the way you stop when you encounter an obstacle you had hoped to avoid, and then continued past him without a word.

He pressed himself slightly toward the wall to give her room. This was instinct rather than thought — he did it without deciding to, the way he had spent thirteen years arranging his body to take up less space, to be less in the way, to be the kind of presence that could be tolerated rather than the kind that demanded anything.

She did not thank him for the space. She did not need to. He had not expected her to.

Her perfume — no, not perfume, he corrected himself, watching her go; something simpler, herbs, the green smell of a workroom rather than a vanity — lingered for a moment after she'd passed, and he stood very still in the corridor and waited for the moment to end, the way you wait out weather.

Miss Ossian, he had said, that morning. He had practiced saying it without anything in his voice. He thought he had succeeded. He did not know if succeeding had made it better or worse.



Seraphine found him in the late afternoon, in the small room off the main workroom that Mira had apparently designated his — there was a desk, a chair, a single shelf, the unmistakable signs of a space recently cleared and not yet settled into. He was going through a stack of Rael's correspondence, cross-referencing names against the Contact's existing affiliate list, when she knocked on the open door frame.

"How was the first day," she said. Not really a question.

"Educational."

Seraphine came in and sat on the edge of the desk, which struck Dorian as a thing only someone genuinely unguarded would do — sitting on the furniture of someone she barely knew, in a room that was not yet hers. He had heard a great deal about Seraphine Vale in the past three years, through Rael's network and the careful channels he used to track the Contact's progress without making himself known to it. He had not expected her to be quite this direct in person.

"You met Lira," she said.

"Briefly."

"That's not a question either, I notice you're not really answering it." Seraphine's tone was not unkind. It was the tone of someone who had decided, a long time ago, that the honest path was always shorter even when it was harder. "I should have told her you were coming in today. I made a choice not to, and I want you to understand why, because I think you deserve to understand it and because I don't believe in withholding reasoning from people it affects."

Dorian set down the folder he was holding. "All right."

"If I'd told her, she would have found a reason to be elsewhere. Not because she's avoiding the work — Lira doesn't avoid work, she's incapable of it, it's possibly her worst quality — but because she would have wanted time to prepare a version of herself for the meeting. A managed version. And I don't think a managed meeting would have told either of you anything true." Seraphine looked at him steadily. "I wanted you to see her as she actually is, and I wanted her to see you as you actually are, without either of you having the chance to perform it first. That was a risk I took with both of your feelings, and I'm telling you because I'd want to be told, if it were me."

"You manipulated the encounter."

"I arranged the circumstances of an encounter that was always going to happen eventually, the same way I arrange the circumstances of every difficult thing this Contact does, because the alternative is pretending difficult things will resolve themselves if we wait long enough, and I have never once seen that be true." There was no apology in her voice, but there was something else — a kind of careful attention, as though she were genuinely watching to see how the words landed. "I'm not going to tell you it was painless to watch. It wasn't. I've known Lira for over a year. I know what Vennath cost her, in pieces, the way she's let me know it — which is not the whole of it, because I don't think anyone has the whole of it, including her. And I asked you to walk into a room where you would have to stand in front of that cost without anywhere to put it down."

Dorian was quiet for a moment. Outside the small window, the light was beginning its early winter fade toward evening.

"Why," he said finally. "Why do this at all. You could keep me at the edge of the network, the way I've been for three years. I'm useful there. I don't have to be in this building."

"Because you're more useful here, and because I don't think you came to me three years too late by accident." Seraphine's gaze didn't waver. "I think you've spent thirteen years building a life specifically designed to never let you stop atoning, and I think some part of you believed that was the only acceptable way to exist after Vennath. I'm not interested in managing your atonement for you. But I am interested in what happens to the work — and to you — if the atonement is allowed to become something else. Something built rather than just endured."

"You don't know that I deserve to build anything here."

"I don't think deserving is the right frame for any of us." Seraphine stood from the desk. "Cael was the commanding officer at Vennath. He carries that every day he works beside her. I don't ask whether he deserves to be here. I ask whether the work is better with him in it, honestly accounted for, than without him. It is. I suspect the same will be true of you, though I won't pretend to know how long it will take, or what it will cost you and Lira both to get there."

She moved toward the door, then paused.

"For what it's worth," she said, "she didn't refuse to be in the building today. She went to Jenne's, where she had real appointments that were scheduled before she knew you were coming. She didn't avoid the work. She just didn't do the work in the same room as you, which is a considerably smaller thing than you're currently telling yourself it is."

She left him with that.



Dorian did not go home that night. He stayed past the point where staying was useful, going back through Rael's correspondence for a third time, cross-referencing names he had already cross-referenced, because the alternative was sitting in the rooms above the print shop where he lived and listening to the particular silence that had become the architecture of his life. He had grown almost comfortable in that silence over thirteen years. It asked nothing of him. It did not look at him for three seconds and then look away.

He thought about what Seraphine had said. Built rather than just endured. He turned the phrase over the way he turned over everything — methodically, from several angles, looking for the flaw in it. He could not immediately find one, which unsettled him more than finding one would have.

He thought, despite every instinct telling him not to, about the green smell of a workroom in a corridor, and a woman who had looked at him for three seconds with an expression he could not read, and had then, without cruelty, without anything he could call cruelty, simply walked away.

He did not know what he had expected to feel, standing in front of her for the first time. He had spent thirteen years imagining several versions — her fury, which he thought he could withstand, having earned it; her grief, which he thought he could not withstand, and had dreaded more; even, in his very worst imaginings, nothing at all, a stranger's polite incomprehension, as though Vennath had not marked her the way it had marked everything in his own life.

He had not imagined the actual thing: a healer's eyes, assessing him the way she might assess a wound she had not yet decided whether to treat.

He put the correspondence down, finally, somewhere near midnight, and walked home through the cold quiet streets of the Tangle, and did not sleep for a long time.
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The northeastern plateau letter arrived on a Thursday, and Lira read it standing in the doorway of her workroom with her coat still half-buttoned, because she had been on her way out and Mira had caught her with it in hand and the words it's from Vera had stopped her mid-stride.

The handwriting was careful, deliberate, the hand of someone for whom writing was no longer effortless but who had clearly decided the words mattered enough to take the time.

Child, it began — and Lira had to stop there for a moment, because no one had called her that in three years, not once, not since her grandmother, and the word landed somewhere she had not braced for it to land.

Child. They tell me you are Sela's blood, through the Jenne side, and that you carry the listening the way the old families carried it, before the Conclave decided our way of hearing was a danger to be cured. I am old enough to remember when there were forty of us who could do what you do, scattered across three settlements, and now I am told I am one of perhaps eight left who learned it properly, from someone who learned it properly, going back further than anyone troubled to write down.

I do not know what they have told you about Arev's people, or about what is left of them. I will tell you what I know, when you come, and I hope you will come, though I understand if the world has taught you to be careful about hope.

I am eighty-six years old and the plateau gets cold early this year. Come before the passes close, if you are able. There are things I would rather say to your face than trust to a letter, and at my age I have stopped pretending I have unlimited time to wait for the right moment.

— Vera

Lira read it twice. Then she folded it along its original creases, carefully, the way she handled anything fragile, and looked up to find Mira watching her with the particular gentleness Mira reserved for moments she recognized as significant.

"The passes," Lira said. "How long before they close?"

"Three weeks. Maybe four, if the season holds mild." Mira hesitated. "I wasn't going to make you decide today. I only wanted you to have it as soon as it came."

"I'm not deciding today." Lira tucked the letter into her coat, against her chest, where she could feel its presence the rest of the morning like something living. "I'm deciding now."

"Lira—"

"I'm going." She said it and felt something settle in her chest that she had not expected — not certainty, exactly, but the absence of the usual static that surrounded her decisions about anything connected to Arev, to lineage, to the parts of herself that predated Vennath. "I need to arrange the travel. Three weeks doesn't give me much time if I want to see my current consultations through properly first."

"I
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