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Prologue: The Morning the Auditors Came

Mira Solten was seven years old when she learned that the dead do not simply rest.

She learned it in the dark of a Salt Flat dawn, curled beneath a blanket that smelled of her mother's chamomile soap and the faint salt tang that clung to everything in their small house. The blanket was thin, worn through in places, but it held warmth the way her mother held secrets; imperfectly, but enough.

The night had been quiet. Too quiet, she would later understand. The kind of quiet that comes before a door opens and changes everything. Her mother's breathing had stopped sometime after midnight. Mira had felt it happen, even in sleep. The rhythm that had lulled her to sleep every night of her life had simply ceased, and her body had known before her mind could form the word.

Mother.

The door opened at half past four.

Mira heard it from her place at the top of the stairs. She had crept there in the darkness, her bare feet silent on the worn wooden steps. The house was small, barely more than two rooms and a loft, but the stairs had always seemed vast to her, a mountain she climbed each night to reach her bed. Tonight, they were a watchtower.

She pressed herself against the wall, small and invisible as a Salt Flat mouse. Her nightgown was too thin for the cold, but she did not shiver. She had learned early that shivering made noise, and noise attracted attention, and attention was dangerous.

Two figures entered the house.

They wore gray. Not the gray of morning fog or old stone; the gray of ash and bone dust. The gray of the Conclave. Their coats were long and tailored, the fabric so fine that it did not rustle when they moved. Their boots made no sound on the floor. They moved like they had done this a thousand times, because they had.

Mira's father was already standing in the main room.

He had not lit the lamps. He stood in the half dark with his hands at his sides, his shoulders slumped, his face turned toward the back room where her mother lay. He had not woken Mira. He had not called for help. He had simply stood there, waiting, because there was nothing else to do.

The gray figures spread a document across the table. The paper was thick, cream colored, stamped with a seal that caught the faint light from the window. Mira could not read the words from her hiding place, but she knew what it was. Everyone in the Salt Flats knew. A consent form. Permission for the Borrowing.

Her father did not ask to read it. He did not ask for more time. He simply picked up the pen that one of the gray figures offered and signed his name at the bottom of the page. His hand did not shake. That was the worst part. He had done this before, for neighbors, for cousins, for friends. He knew the script. He knew there was no point in fighting.

"Where is she?" one of the gray figures asked. A woman. Her voice was the same gray as her coat. Flat. Final. The voice of someone who had delivered this question so many times that the words had lost all meaning.

"The back room," Mira's father said. His voice was hoarse, scraped raw by something that was not a cough. "She passed three hours ago. I was going to come to the processing house at sunrise."

"The Mercy does not wait for sunrise." The gray woman turned toward the back room. The other figure followed.

The Mercy. Mira would learn later that this was what the Conclave called the Borrowing. A gift, they said. A chance for the dead to serve the living. A mercy, to give purpose to those who could no longer speak for themselves.

Her mother's body was in the back room. Mira had not seen her since yesterday afternoon, when she had complained of a headache and gone to lie down. She had not said goodbye. She had not known she needed to.

The gray figures emerged carrying a long bundle wrapped in Compact issue cloth. The cloth was gray, like everything else in the empire, but it had a pattern woven into it; a circle divided into four parts, the symbol of the Conclave. The bundle was the shape of a woman. The shape of her mother.

Mira's father did not move. He stood at the table, staring at the consent form he had just signed, his hand still holding the pen. The gray figures passed within inches of him, and he did not reach out. He did not say a word.

The bundle passed through the front door.

And Mira felt something she had never felt before.

It was not grief. Grief came later, in waves, in the weeks and months and years of her mother's absence. Grief was the empty chair at the table, the cold side of the bed, the silence where a voice used to be. This was different.

This was a frequency. A thread. A pull so precise it felt like a hand pressing against her ribs from the inside. Her mother's soul, passing close enough to brush against hers in the moment of its binding. Not a touch. Not a word. Something deeper. Something that said, I am still here. I am still yours. Do not forget me.

The thread stretched. It thinned. It did not snap.

The front door closed. The gray figures were gone. Her father stood alone in the dark, the pen still in his hand, the consent form still on the table.

Mira crept back to her bed. She lay down and pulled the blanket over her head. The thread hummed in her chest, soft and insistent, a second heartbeat that would never stop.

For twelve years, Mira Solten would follow that thread. She would not tell anyone about it. She would not understand it. She would only know that somewhere in the capital, buried beneath the Spire City of Veth Solara, her mother was not resting.

Her mother was waiting.

And Mira was the only one who could hear her.








Chapter One: What Salt People Know About Leaving

Twelve years later. The Salt Flats.

Mira Solten woke to the absence of her mother's breathing. This was not possible, of course. Her mother had been dead for twelve years. The breath that had stopped on that cold night had never resumed. But the habit had never left her; she woke each morning listening for a rhythm that no longer existed, and each morning the silence was the same. She had learned to move through it. She had learned to rise from her narrow bed, to wash her face in the basin of cold water, to dress in the gray clothes that marked her as Salt class, to do all of this without once acknowledging the empty space where the hum should have been.

The thread was not a sound. It had never been a sound. It was a pressure, a presence, a constant awareness of something that lived beneath the surface of the world. Like the taste of salt on the wind. Like the memory of a voice you could almost hear. She had grown so accustomed to it that she no longer noticed it consciously. But she noticed its absence. Every morning, for a single breath, she expected it to be there. And every morning, it was.

The room was small. One window, curtained with a scrap of fabric that had once been a shirt, the threads frayed at the edges. A bed that sagged in the middle, the frame warped by years of damp. A shelf with three books, a chipped mug, and a dried sprig of rosemary that her mother had hung above the door for luck. The rosemary had been there for twelve years. It had turned brown and brittle, but Mira could not bring herself to remove it. She had lost enough already.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and pressed her bare feet against the cold stone floor. The Salt Flats were cold this time of year; winter came off the outer plains without mercy, and the heating vents that served the Compact Citizen tiers did not reach this far down. She had grown up cold. She had grown up hungry. She had grown up knowing that her mother's body had been taken before sunrise, that the consent form her father signed was probably forged, and that no one in the empire would ever answer for it.

Probably forged. She knew it was forged. She had seen enough of the forms in her work at the records office to recognize the signs. The date was wrong. The clerk's stamp belonged to a woman who had died six months before the form was processed. The signature was too neat, too practiced, the signature of someone who had signed a thousand documents on behalf of people who could not read them.

Her father had not forged it. Her father had simply been too afraid to refuse.

He was gone now. He had died three years ago, quietly, of a cough that turned into something worse. The healer had called it a lung sickness, common in the Salt Flats, where the air was thick with dust from the processing facilities. Mira had sat beside his bed for three days, holding his hand, watching the light fade from his eyes. He had not spoken of the morning the Auditors came. He had not apologized. He had simply looked at her with an expression she had never been able to name, and then he had stopped breathing, and Mira had been alone.

She had been alone before. She had been alone since she was seven years old, carrying a thread that no one else could feel, carrying a grief that no one else could see. But his death had made it official. There was no one left who remembered her mother's laugh. No one left who could tell her what her mother had been like before the Borrowing took her.

She pulled on her clothes. A worn dress of Salt gray, the color of everything in the lower tiers. A jacket that had been her mother's, too large in the shoulders, the elbows patched with fabric from a different garment entirely. Boots with soles so thin she could feel the cobblestones through them. She braided her dark hair back from her face and studied herself in the small mirror above the washbasin.

The face that looked back was nineteen years old. It looked older. Not because of hard living, though there had been plenty of that. It looked older because Mira had stopped sleeping through the night when she was seven, and the evidence of that sleeplessness had accumulated around her eyes and in the set of her mouth. She looked like someone who was always waiting for something. She looked like someone who had been waiting for twelve years.

The thread hummed this morning. Louder than yesterday. Louder than last week. It pulled east, toward the capital, toward Veth Solara, where the Spire Cities scraped the sky and the bone called dead worked the maintenance corridors in endless silence. She closed her eyes and let the thread speak. It did not speak in words. It spoke in emotion; waves of patience so deep they felt like geology, grief compressed into something almost peaceful. Her mother had been called to maintain a section of the Catacombs, the old tunnels beneath the First Spire City. Mira had learned this over years of careful listening, triangulating the signal against the map of the empire's bone called labor assignments. Her mother walked the same short circuit, three hundred feet below the surface, every day for twelve years.

Today, the signal had changed. It was not stronger exactly. It was more directional. More insistent. Like someone had turned a dial and focused the frequency toward her.

Mira opened her eyes. She touched the ring on her finger, her mother's wedding band, the only piece of jewelry the family had ever owned. The silver was warm against her skin.

"Today," she said aloud. Her voice was rough from sleep. "Today, I go."

She had been preparing for this moment for months. The forged travel permit was hidden beneath her mattress, folded into a square small enough to fit in her palm. The bag by the door contained a change of clothes, a knife, a map of Veth Solara she had drawn herself based on years of intercepted documents. She had saved every coin she could spare, pocketing the small wages from her job at the records office, skipping meals, wearing the same shoes until the soles were paper thin.

Goss was waiting for her downstairs.

Goss was the landlord of the building, a ramshackle structure that housed a dozen Salt class families in various states of desperation. He was seventy-three years old, though no one knew the exact number. He had been here longer than anyone could remember, and he had taken Mira in after her father died not out of charity but out of a Salt class understanding; the living helped the living because the dead could not.

He sat at the scarred wooden table in the common room, a cup of something that pretended to be tea in front of him, a piece of bread that pretended to be breakfast on a chipped plate. His hands were gnarled with age, the knuckles swollen, but his eyes were sharp. They missed nothing.

"You're leaving today," he said. Not a question.

Mira sat across from him. The chair creaked beneath her weight. "How did you know?"

"Your sister hasn't sent word in six weeks. You've been checking the post every morning like a dog waiting for a bone. And you've got that look." He waved a gnarled hand at her face. "The look your mother had when she decided something."

Mira took the cup he pushed toward her. The tea was bitter and lukewarm. She drank it anyway.

"Petra is in the capital," she said. "I'm going to find her."

"That's the excuse."

"I don't have to have an excuse."

"Everyone has an excuse." Goss leaned back in his chair. The wood creaked in protest. "The real reason is the signal, isn't it? It's gotten stronger."

Mira's hand stilled on the cup. She had never told Goss about the signal. But she had also never told him about the weather, and he always knew when a storm was coming. Some people simply noticed things. Goss was one of them.

"Yes," she said. "It's gotten stronger."

"The Conclave knows about you, you know." Goss said this the same way he might say the bread was stale. Flat. Factual. "They tested you when you were a child. You and Petra both. Aptitude screening, they called it. They were looking for Resonants."

Mira set the cup down. "I know."

"Then you know that going to Veth Solara is walking into a trap you can see from a mile away."

"Maybe." She stood up. The chair scraped against the stone floor. "But my mother has been walking the same corridor for twelve years. She's still there. She's still waiting. And I'm the only person in the empire who can hear her. If that's a trap, it's one I'm choosing."

Goss was quiet for a long moment. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He slid it across the table.

"That's a travel permit," he said. "Forged, but good forgery. Gets you into the Compact Citizen tier of Veth Solara. Not the Spire, not the Conclave. But close enough."

Mira picked up the paper. Her name was on it. Mira Solten, citizen of record, authorized for travel to the capital on family business. The seal of the Compact Registrar's office was stamped in the corner. It looked genuine. It probably cost Goss more than he would ever admit.

"Thank you," she said.

"Don't thank me." He stood up, slowly, his joints protesting. "Just come back. The dead can wait. The living can't."

Mira folded the permit and tucked it into her jacket pocket. She picked up the small bag she had packed the night before and slung it over her shoulder. She paused at the door.

"Goss," she said. "The test they did when I was a child. The aptitude screening. It flagged me as something. Do you know what?"

Goss looked at her with those ancient, knowing eyes. The gas lamp flickered, casting shadows across his weathered face.

"It flagged you as a Resonant," he said. "The rarest kind. Someone who can hear the bone called without a Rite. The Conclave has a name for people like you. They call it a proximal bond. It means your mother's soul is tied to yours. It means you're valuable to them. And it means you were never supposed to be left in the Salt Flats. Someone kept you hidden. Someone in the Conclave itself."

Mira's heart hammered against her ribs. "Who?"

"That," Goss said, "is what you need to find out in Veth Solara. Not just your mother. The truth about why you're still free. Because you shouldn't be. And whoever protected you wants something in return."

Mira stepped through the door into the gray Salt Flat morning. The sky was low and heavy, pressing down on the flats like a lid. The wind carried the smell of salt and dust and something else, something metallic, the residue of the processing facilities that dotted the landscape. The thread pulled east. Her mother waited. And somewhere in the capital, a secret waited too.

She walked toward the transit station. Her boots crunched on the salt crust that covered everything. The houses of the Salt Flats were small and gray, hunched against the wind like animals trying to stay warm. Children played in the dirt, their faces smudged, their clothes patched. Women hung laundry on lines strung between buildings. Men sat on stoops, smoking pipes, staring at nothing.

Mira had grown up here. She had run through these streets, had hidden in these alleys, had learned to read and write in the small schoolroom at the end of the block. She had watched her mother die and her father fade and her sister leave. She had filed thousands of consent forms, each one a small betrayal, each one a reminder that the system she worked for was built on suffering.

She did not look back.

The transit station was a low building at the edge of the flats, its walls stained by years of exhaust from the carriages. The platform was crowded with Salt class travelers, all of them wearing the same gray clothes, all of them carrying the same worn bags. No one looked at anyone else. That was the rule on the transit carriages. You kept your eyes down and your mouth shut and you did not ask questions.

Mira boarded the carriage and found a seat by the window. She pressed her forehead against the cold glass and watched the flats slide past. The thread hummed in her chest, a constant, insistent pull.

She thought about her mother. About the morning the Auditors came. About the thread that had formed in that moment and never let her go.

She thought about Petra. About the six weeks of silence, about the messages that had grown shorter and more cryptic, about the fear that something had happened to her sister.

She thought about the secret Goss had revealed. Someone in the Conclave had protected her. Someone had kept her hidden. Someone wanted something from her.

The carriage picked up speed. The Salt Flats gave way to rolling hills. The hills gave way to the first distant spires of Veth Solara.

Mira touched her mother's ring and closed her eyes.

"I'm coming, Mama," she whispered. "I'm coming."








Chapter Two: The Architecture of a Perfect Report

Veth Solara. The Conclave.

Aleksander Caine had not slept in thirty two hours.

This was not unusual. Crown Auditors operated on schedules that would break a normal person, and Aleksander had stopped thinking of himself as normal when he was twelve years old. That was the year he died. That was the year he came back.

He pushed the thought aside. It was an old thought, a familiar one, and he had learned to file it in the same drawer where he kept his childhood memories and his father's disappointed silences. He did not open that drawer unless he had to. Today, he did not have to. Today, he had a report to file and a bridge to forget and a dead woman's consent form burning a hole in his memory.

His desk was in the eastern wing of the Conclave's administrative tower, a room of gray stone and gray light and gray papers stacked in neat gray piles. The walls were lined with records; consent forms, Rite logs, death certificates, resurrection permits. Every transaction between the living and the dead in the Gilded Compact eventually passed through this room. Aleksander was responsible for auditing the ones that did not add up.

The room was cold. It was always cold in the administrative tower, even in summer, when the rest of the city sweltered. The stone walls held the chill of the mountain beneath Veth Solara, and the ventilation system that pumped warm air to the Gilt tiers did not reach this far down. Aleksander wore gloves when he worked, fingerless gloves made of thin leather, the kind that allowed him to turn pages without losing sensation in his fingertips. His father had given them to him on his fifteenth birthday, the same year he had passed the Auditor's examination at the top of his class.

You have a gift, his father had said. Do not waste it on sentiment.

His father's voice lived in his head like a permanent resident. Aleksander had not figured out how to evict it.

He pulled the bridge report from his outbox and spread it across his desk. The report was twenty three pages long, single spaced, with annotations in the margins from three different reviewers. The bridge in question was in the middle tier, a stone arch that had been standing for two hundred years and had recently developed cracks in its foundation. The Conclave had authorized a calling of twenty three bone bound laborers to reinforce the structure. The Rite had been performed by a Senior Auditor named Kaelen Voss, a man with forty years of experience and a reputation for precision.

Aleksander read the report. It was immaculate. Every form was filled out correctly. Every signature was in the right place. The number of souls called, their station of origin, the consent documentation, the price paid by the Auditor; all of it was perfect.

It was also wrong.

He knew it was wrong because he had been at the bridge the day after the Rite. Not officially. He had been walking home through the middle tier, a route he did not usually take. The middle tier was Compact Citizen territory, respectable but not wealthy, the kind of place where merchants lived above their shops and children played in the streets until dark. Aleksander rarely had reason to go there. His quarters were in the Conclave's residential wing, and his meals were taken in the Auditor's dining hall, and his social circle consisted almost entirely of other gray coated officials. The middle tier was not his world.

But he had been restless that night. The image of the bone called worker, the woman with the dark hair and the empty eyes, had stayed with him. She had turned toward him. Bone called workers did not turn toward living people. They followed their directives and nothing else.

He had walked to the bridge at dusk, when the gas lamps were just beginning to flicker to life. The bone called workers were still there, carrying stones from one pile to another, their movements slow and mechanical. He had counted them. Twenty three, as the report stated. But one of them had been missing. The woman with the dark hair. Lira Solten.

He had checked the consent forms the next day. Lira Solten, called twelve years ago from the Salt Flats. Her consent form was signed by her husband, a man named Corin Solten. The form was dated three days after her death.

The law required consent to be filed within twenty four hours of death. Twenty four hours. Not a minute more. Lira Solten's form was filed seventy two hours after she stopped breathing. It should have been rejected. It was not. Someone in the Registrar's office had stamped it as approved, and the stamp belonged to a clerk who had died six months before the form was processed.

Aleksander had sat at his desk for a long time after finding that discrepancy. He had stared at the form, at the dead clerk's name, at the forgery so obvious that a first year Auditor should have caught it. No one had caught it. The form had been filed, processed, and archived without a single question.

He had not written any of this in his official report. He had written that the Rite was performed satisfactorily, that the documentation was in order, and that no further action was required. He had signed it with his Auditor's seal and set it in his outbox.

Then he had opened a second file. His personal record. Encrypted with a code only he knew, stored on a loose sheet of paper hidden between the pages of a book on his shelf. The book was a history of the Conclave's founding, a thick volume that no one had checked out in decades. It was the perfect hiding place.

He wrote, in his precise, formal handwriting:

Lira Solten. Called twelve years ago. Consent form dated three days post mortem. Clerk's stamp belonging to deceased official. Possible forgery. Bone called worker turned toward living subject during inspection. Further observation required.

He closed the book. He put it back on the shelf. He straightened his gray coat and walked to the office of Senior Registrar Dothe Ilan.





The walk to Ilan's office took seven minutes. Aleksander had timed it once, during his first week as a Senior Auditor, and the number had stuck in his head. Seven minutes. Forty two seconds if he walked quickly. Fifty three seconds if he took the time to nod at the clerks who passed him in the corridor.

Today, he walked quickly.

Ilan's office was at the end of the eastern corridor, behind a door of polished black wood. The wood was not from the empire; it had been imported from across the sea, a gift from a Gilt family who wanted to curry favor. The handle was brass, polished to a shine, and it was warm to the touch despite the cold of the corridor. Ilan kept her office warm. She could afford to.

The room inside was larger than Aleksander's entire apartment. It had windows that faced the Spire, allowing in light that had never touched the lower tiers. The floor was marble, white with gray veins, cold even through the soles of his boots. The furniture was antique, carved from the same imported wood as the door. A painting hung behind Ilan's desk, a portrait of the first Senior Registrar, a woman whose name had been erased from the public records but whose face was preserved in oil and canvas.

Senior Registrar Ilan was fifty eight years old. She looked forty. She had the privilege of the Gilt; she could afford the best Rite Keepers, the best physicians, the best food and wine and clothing. Her gray coat was tailored to her body like a second skin, the fabric so fine that it seemed to float rather than drape. Her dark hair was swept back from a face that showed no emotion except when she wanted it to. She was the most dangerous person Aleksander had ever met, and he had met his father.

"Auditor Caine," she said. Her voice was neutral, pitched to carry authority without effort. "Your report on the middle tier bridge. Is it finished?"

"Yes, Senior Registrar."

"Any irregularities?"

Aleksander thought of the woman who had turned. He thought of the forged consent form. He thought of the dead clerk's stamp and the days that did not add up. He thought of the personal record hidden in his book and the treason he was committing by keeping it.

"None," he said.

Ilan nodded. She did not smile. She rarely smiled. "Good. I have a new assignment for you."

She slid a folder across the desk. The folder was thin, containing only a single sheet of paper, but it moved with the weight of something heavier. Aleksander opened it.

Subject: Mira Solten. Location: Underlayer, Veth Solara. Classification: Resonant. Unlicensed. Priority: Immediate.

The name hit him like a physical blow. Mira Solten. The same root as Lira Solten. The same family. The same Salt class origin.

"Resonant activity has been reported in the Underlayer," Ilan said. "Unsanctioned Rites. The subject is believed to be a young woman, approximately nineteen years old, of Salt class origin. She arrived in the capital four days ago from the Salt Flats."

Aleksander kept his face still. He had practiced this expression for years; the neutral mask that revealed nothing, the flat gaze that gave no indication of surprise or fear or recognition.

"You want me to investigate."

"I want you to find her. Document her abilities. And bring her to the Conclave for assessment." Ilan paused. Her dark eyes were fixed on his face, searching for the cracks in his composure. "She is not to be harmed. She is too valuable for that. But she is not to be warned, either. This is a capture operation, Auditor Caine. Not a negotiation."

"Understood."

Ilan studied him for a moment longer. "You have history with the Salt Flats, don't you? Your resurrection. The accident when you were twelve. The soul that was offered for you."

Aleksander did not react. He had learned not to react. "My resurrection was performed by my father. I don't know the name of the substitute. It was a legal transaction."

"Was it?" Ilan smiled. It was not a friendly smile. It was the smile of someone who knew more than she was saying. "You might want to find out. The debt has to be paid eventually, Auditor Caine. The Rite always collects."

She dismissed him with a wave of her hand.

Aleksander walked back to his desk. The folder was tucked under his arm, the single sheet of paper pressed against his ribs. He sat down. He opened the folder again and looked at the name.

Mira Solten.

He thought of the bone called worker who had turned toward him. Lira Solten. Mother and daughter. One dead, one alive. One bound to walk the Catacombs forever, one whose very existence was now a target of the Conclave's interest.

He thought about the personal record hidden in his book. He thought about the clerk's stamp. He thought about the forged consent form and the days that did not add up.

He thought about his own resurrection. The accident when he was twelve. The horse that had slipped on wet cobblestones near his father's estate. The moment of impact, the taste of blood, the darkness that had swallowed him whole. He had not seen the light that people described in near death experiences. He had seen nothing. Felt nothing. Been nothing.

Then the Rite had pulled him back. His father's hands on his chest, the incantation, the terrible pressure of a soul being forced into a body that had already begun to cool. He had woken screaming.

You are alive, his father had said. That is all that matters.

He had never asked who had paid for his resurrection. He had been told it was a legal transaction, a substitute soul from the Salt Flats, properly documented and approved. He had never looked at the documentation. He had never wanted to know.

Until now.

He picked up his pen and began to write a report that said nothing true and nothing false. A perfect report. The kind of report that satisfied the Conclave and hid everything that mattered.

Investigation initiated. Subject not yet located. Will continue monitoring Underlayer for signs of Resonant activity. Further updates to follow.

He signed it. He filed it. He leaned back in his chair and stared at the gray stone ceiling.

Somewhere in the Underlayer, Mira Solten was walking through the dark, following a thread that only she could hear. Somewhere in the Catacombs, her mother was walking her endless circuit, turning toward living people when she should not have been able to turn.

And somewhere in the Conclave's sealed archives, the truth about Aleksander's resurrection was waiting.

He would find it. He would find all of it.

He just had to survive long enough.








Chapter Three: First Impressions of a City Made of Other People's Work

The transit carriage from the Salt Flats to Veth Solara took nine hours. Mira spent most of it with her forehead pressed against the cold glass, watching the landscape change from flat gray plains to rolling hills to the first distant spires of the capital. The thread hummed in her chest like a second heartbeat, growing louder with each mile.

She was not alone in the carriage. The transit system was the only affordable way for Salt class citizens to travel, which meant the compartment was crowded with people who looked like her; worn clothes, tired eyes, the particular silence of those who had learned not to draw attention. A woman across from her held a sleeping child, the girl's thin legs dangling over the edge of the seat. An old man with a crippled leg stared at nothing, his eyes milky with cataracts. A young man in a Compact Citizen's tunic kept checking his pocket watch, as if time were something he could afford to measure.

Mira kept her hands in her lap and her face neutral. She had learned long ago that looking interested was dangerous. Looking curious was fatal. The safest expression was no expression at all. She had practiced it in front of the mirror in her room, had perfected the art of the blank gaze, the flat mouth, the eyes that saw everything and revealed nothing.

The thread hummed.

She closed her eyes and let herself feel it. The signal was different today. Not the
































































































