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​The Commander and the Ghost

The Western Foothills smelled of woodsmoke and unwashed wool and the particular sharp tang of people who had been afraid for a very long time.

Niara stood at the head of the command tent with her hands clasped behind her back and let the smell wash over her without sensation. It was data. Twenty-eight fighters, four support staff, two horses tethered outside that needed re-shoeing. The tent canvas was deteriorating at the eastern seam. Someone had been cooking onions, which was inadvisable given their current supply levels.

She was aware, in the way she was always aware of ambient conditions, that the room was full of feeling. She could trace its topography precisely: Rael's barely-suppressed belligerence, a warm mass sitting in the corner of her awareness like a stove burning too hot. Perrin's quieter, deeper unease, the kind that came from proximity to a plan you believed in but were not certain you would survive. Sela, positioned at the back near the canvas entrance, radiating something bright and tightly controlled that Niara categorized as the determined courage of the very young.

She had been that, once. She understood what it looked like from the outside, though the inside was no longer available to her as reference material.

She felt none of it personally. The room's emotional weather passed through her the way weather passes through a window: visible, present, and on the other side of glass. Three weeks ago this would have been a grief worth marking. Now it was simply an operational constant, like the deteriorating canvas, like the onions.

"The eastern approach through the Loch Pass is non-viable," she said. Her voice carried easily in the close, lamp-lit space. She did not raise it. She never needed to anymore. "The pass has three natural choke points, and Auris has been fortifying the second since the fall of Ferro. We would lose forty percent of our assault force before we reached the valley floor."

Commander Rael, a barrel-chested man with a gray-salted beard and the particular stubbornness of someone who had been right about things in the past and had not yet accepted that the past was over, crossed his arms. "We used that pass in the campaign of" He paused, searching for the year.

"Eleven years ago," Niara said. "The fortifications did not exist. The campaign did not succeed. These are two facts that coexist without contradiction."

A ripple of near-laughter moved through the assembled commanders. Rael's jaw tightened.

Niara turned to the map spread across the central table, weighted at its corners with a compass, a boot knife, two empty tin cups. The map was a patchwork: military survey sections acquired from defectors, hand-drawn supplements from Dov's memory, a merchant's road guide for the Capital corridor that was three years out of date but better than nothing.

She pointed to the western arc of the Capital's outer ring. "The Joy Suppressors operate on a rotating schedule. Dov has confirmed the maintenance windows: four hours every third night, beginning at the second bell past midnight. During those windows, the suppression field drops to forty percent capacity. That is our transit corridor."

Scholar Orin, seated at the table's far end with his hands folded over a notebook, looked up. He was a slight man, precise in his movements, with the particular pallor of someone who had spent the last decade in archives and the last year in the field being continuously surprised by what it required of a body. "And the population inside the suppressor radius?" he asked. "We have no intelligence on their current psychological state. Decades of Joy Suppression, and now we propose to walk through them on a covert insertion."

"They are docile," Niara said. "Suppression produces passivity. They will not engage unless provoked."

"They are people," Kaelen said.

His voice came from the back of the tent, near the entrance. He had not announced himself. He had, she noted, been standing there for approximately eleven minutes, which was the point at which his stillness had registered on her peripheral awareness. He was leaning against the tent pole with his arms folded, wearing his worn gray field coat, and the lamplight caught the hollows under his eyes.

There were always hollows under his eyes now. She had catalogued this.

"They are people," he repeated, pushing off the pole and moving toward the table. "Not assets in a column. They haven't chosen to be docile. They've been made that way. When we walk through their city, they are the reason we are walking through their city."

The tent was quiet. Not an uncomfortable quiet; more the quality of silence that settles after a stone drops into water, when everyone is watching the rings expand.

Niara looked at him. "You are correct," she said. "The point is noted and incorporated." She turned back to the map. "We proceed with non-engagement protocols unless directly threatened. The civilian population is not a military obstacle; they are the objective."

Kaelen said nothing else. He sat down at the edge of the table, his shoulder not quite touching hers, and looked at the map.

She was aware of him in the way she was always aware of him: the bond, that silver tether stitched through both their nervous systems, transmitting the dull percussion of his heartbeat into her sternum. Steady, right now. Slightly elevated. He was thinking hard about something, and the thinking had a shape she had learned to identify: the specific weight of worry that was not tactical but personal.

She did not pursue it. She returned to the briefing.

"Two-column approach, staggered by eight hours. Orin leads the diversionary force to the eastern gate. Standard assault pattern, enough noise to pull the garrison's attention. Our insertion team moves through the aqueduct tunnel from the western approach." She tapped the map. "We estimate a six-hour window from insertion to target. We reach the Vault chamber and release the pressure lock before the diversionary force is overextended."

"How many in the insertion team?" Perrin asked. He was sitting beside Rael but had not been agreeing with him all evening, which was its own kind of quiet statement.

"Four," Niara said. "Minimum footprint."

The briefing continued for another twenty minutes. When it concluded, the commanders filed out in ones and twos, the low murmur of side-conversations trailing after them into the night. Niara rolled the map with practiced efficiency and tied it with its cord.

The tent emptied.

Kaelen stayed.

She was aware of this too.

"You didn't eat," he said. He set a tin cup on the edge of the table. Steam rose from it in a thin, pale column.

Niara looked at the cup. Black tea, from the smell of it, slightly over-steeped. She picked it up. The tin was warm against her palms in a way that was not unpleasant.

"I ate at midday," she said.

"That was eight hours ago."

"I am aware of when midday was."

He sat on the edge of the table and looked at her in the way he had developed over the past weeks: direct, patient, without the desperate pleading quality that had characterized his early attempts at connection and that she had found operationally inefficient. This was different. This was simply attention.

"The plan is good," he said.

"The plan is functional," she corrected. "Good implies an aesthetic evaluation."

"It is well-constructed. Logical. It will work."

"There is a thirty-one percent probability of a critical failure at the aqueduct junction if the structural reports from Dov are off by more than two years in their dating." She drank the tea. It was too bitter. She drank it anyway. "I am carrying a three-hundred-and-ten-to-one survival scenario in my operational planning and calling it a reasonable risk. Whether that constitutes 'good' depends on your tolerance for acceptable loss."

Kaelen was quiet for a moment. Outside, the camp made its nighttime sounds: the low conversation of the watch rotation, the restless movement of the horses, the distant bark of someone's cough.

"Whose acceptable loss?" he asked.

She set the cup down. "The mission objective requires a Siphon at the pressure lock. I am the only viable candidate."

"That isn't what I asked."

She looked at him. His eyes were gray in the lamplight, as they always were, with that ring of green from the Root magic that had never entirely faded. He was watching her with an expression she had learned to parse as concern, though she could not always determine its precise source.

"I am not accounting for my own loss in the calculation," she said. "That would introduce bias."

"That's one way to describe it."

"It is the accurate way."

He reached out and took the tin cup she had set down. He turned it in his hands, a small, habitual gesture. "When I was the Hollow Curator," he said, "I used to plan in the same way. Total efficiency. No personal variables. I thought it made me better at the work."

"It likely did."

"It made me worse at being human."

Niara considered this. It was not a new argument; it was, she recognized, a variation on one he had been constructing in fragments over the course of the past three weeks. He was not making the argument aggressively. He was laying its pieces down beside her, like a puzzle he was not insisting she solve.

"I do not know if I am currently worse or better at being human than I was before," she said, precisely. "I lack the comparative data. The version of myself that existed before the Merchant is inaccessible."

"She would have hated this plan," Kaelen said. "The old Niara. She would have found eighteen reasons it was dangerous and spent four hours arguing against it and then done it anyway because it was the right thing."

"That sounds inefficient."

"It was." He set the cup down. He stood. "It was also the most alive I have ever seen a person be."

He walked past her toward the tent entrance, pausing to lift the flap. The cold night air pushed in, carrying the smell of frost and pine from the hills above the camp.

"The tea was real," he said, without turning around. "Not strategy. I just thought you might be cold."

He went out.

Niara stood alone in the command tent with the maps and the instruments and the logistical scaffolding of a war she was preparing to end. She picked up the tin cup again. The tea had gone cold while they were talking.

She drank it anyway.

Outside, the bond hummed: steady and low, the particular frequency she had come to understand meant he was walking and thinking and not in immediate pain. She had begun to distinguish these frequencies the way a navigator reads a compass heading. Not because she chose to. Because the information was there, and she could not make herself not process it.

She set the cup down a second time and extinguished the lamp.

She stood in the dark tent for a moment, looking at the tied map and the empty cups and the ghost of the steam that had long since gone.

Then she went to bed.

In their shared tent, she lay two feet from him in the dark, listening to the pace of his breathing slow toward sleep. The tent smelled of pine resin and damp wool and the faint mineral bite of the stream water they used for washing, which was drawn from a creek two hundred yards uphill and never quite lost its taste of cold rock. She had catalogued these smells the way she catalogued everything: accurately, without affect, building a database of the world she moved through.

Outside, the camp settled into its night rhythms. The watch change at the second hour. The horses, restless until the temperature dropped enough to make movement unappetizing. The distant, occasional owl that had been roosting somewhere in the pine stand above the camp for three nights running and that she had begun, without deciding to, to listen for.

At one point, Kaelen shifted in his sleep, and the bond carried a single clear signal: longing. It landed in her chest like a warm stone dropping into still water.

She lay with it. She did not name it. She did not move.

But she did not set it aside, either.

She thought about the tea. She thought about hands that shook while pouring it, the small, careful offering of it across a table. She thought about what it meant, operationally, that he was still doing these things. She had assessed his strategy three times over the past three weeks, and her assessment remained consistent: he had stopped trying to restore something. He was trying to build something. The distinction was subtle and significant.

She was aware, with the precision she brought to all analysis, that she was thinking about him more than tactical efficiency required.

She filed this. She did not delete it.

The owl called once from the pines, and fell silent, and she lay in the dark until her breathing slowed to match his, and that was new too.
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​The Map of Ruins

The scout's name was Brennan, and he was nineteen years old and had the particular quality of stillness that the very young develop when they have seen too much and haven't yet found the language to metabolize it. He stood in the command tent the next morning with his hands at his sides and delivered his intelligence in a flat, careful voice that was clearly performing composure.

"There are six towers on the outer ring," he said. "Spaced approximately a mile apart. The gas they pump isn't visible; you won't know you're in the radius until you start to feel it. The locals call it the Gray." He paused. "There's a settlement about three miles from the Capital's outer wall. Farming community. They've been in the suppressor radius for eleven years. The children there have never felt anything at full strength. They play quietly. They don't cry, even when they fall and cut themselves."

Perrin, sitting to Niara's left, made a sound that was not quite a word.

Niara noted the report. "Distance between the tower bases and the maintenance access points?"

"Half a mile at the nearest. The bases are guarded, but the guards have been in the Gray so long they're not really watching. They're just standing."

She wrote two figures in her notebook. "Return to your unit. Good work."

Brennan left. He walked carefully, like a person carrying something fragile in their chest.

Kaelen was leaning against the tent pole again. She had stopped being surprised by this. He had appointed himself a permanent fixture of her periphery, and she had assessed the energy cost of removing him as higher than the cost of his presence.

"Eleven years," he said.

"Yes."

"Those children will feel everything for the first time when the Vats release."

"Yes."

"All at once."

"Yes." She looked up from her notebook. "You are concerned about the civilian emotional impact of a mass release. I have accounted for this. There will be a period of acute psychological disruption across the suppressor zones. Dov estimates two to four weeks of significant volatility as the population recalibrates. We are in contact with three relief organizations in the Free Cities who have agreed to send support teams."

"That's good work."

"It is adequate preparation for an inherently chaotic process."

He was quiet. Then: "Are you afraid of what you'll feel when the Vats release?"

She considered the question with the same attention she gave tactical problems. "No. I am concerned about operational continuity during the release phase. The emotional load will be significant. I have planned for a fifteen-minute window of reduced function."

"Fifteen minutes."

"It is a conservative estimate."

He looked at her in that particular way, the one she was still developing a vocabulary for. It was not pity, she had determined. Pity had a quality of distance to it. This was something closer. An adjacent word she had not yet identified.

"I'll be there," he said.

She turned back to her notebook. "I know."

The defector arrived at midday.

He came in on the back of a supply cart, tucked between sacks of grain and a crate of rusted tools, having been escorted out of the Capital's outer settlements by one of Orin's people who knew a farmer who knew a miller who owed somebody a favor. The layers of improbability that constituted rebel intelligence work were something Niara had accepted as a structural constant.

His name was Perrin Holst, which created a minor complication given that they already had a Perrin; the council solved this by calling the new arrival Holst, which he seemed to prefer anyway.

Holst was a middle-aged man with the wide, careful hands of someone who had done precise work for a long time. He had been a Sub-Administrator in the Capital's Interior Guard, responsible for coordinating the Suppressor tower maintenance schedules. He had, by his own account, done this work for fourteen years without moral crisis.

The moral crisis had come on a Tuesday, when his daughter Mira, age twelve, had been selected by the school assessment board as an "emotional outlier." Her scores on the standardized Affect Survey were too high; she registered joy at two points above the acceptable variance. The Interior Guard had taken her for "calibration."

She had come home three days later. She had come home correctly calibrated.

Holst sat across the table from Niara and told her this with the hollow precision of a man who had been telling it to himself every day for two years, wearing the story smooth with repetition so he could carry it without it cutting him.

"She is technically fine," he said. "She eats. She sleeps. She attends her school assessments." He looked at the table. "She used to sing to herself when she did her homework. Little nonsense songs she made up. She doesn't do that anymore."

Niara wrote in her notebook: Holst, P. Interior Guard. 14yr maintenance experience. Motivated by personal grievance. High credibility, low current risk.

Beside her, Kaelen said nothing. He was not looking at his own notes. He was looking at Holst's hands, which were flat on the table, very still, the way hands are still when the person has decided that stillness is the only control they have left.

"The maintenance windows," Niara said. "Walk me through them."

Holst did. He was thorough, unexpectedly precise. He knew the schedules by heart; he had made them. The towers rotated through a partial shutdown every sixty-three hours, staggered across the ring so that no more than two were ever down simultaneously. The exception was the third-night protocol, when three adjacent towers on the western arc went to minimal function simultaneously for a four-hour maintenance window. The gap was 2.3 miles wide.

"Wide enough?" Kaelen asked.

"For a small team moving quickly," Holst said. "You'd need to be inside the three-mile mark before the first bell past midnight to make the window. Any slower and you're threading a closing door."

Niara sketched the tower positions on her map from his descriptions. "And the Vault District itself. What's between the aqueduct exit and the Vault approach?"

"The Old Financial Quarter," Holst said. "Used to be the banking district before the King consolidated everything under the Guild. It's been empty for thirty years. The buildings are structurally sound but unoccupied. The King uses the silence of it. He likes it."

"The King," Kaelen said. "You've seen him?"

"Twice." Holst's expression shifted into something that was not quite disgust and not quite understanding. "He is not what you expect. He is not a cruel man. He is a man who decided, a very long time ago, that the world's pain was an engineering problem. He made a solution. The solution is worse than the problem." He paused. "He knows that. I think he has known it for years."

"Does that change anything?" Kaelen asked.

Holst looked at him. "No," he said. "It just makes it sadder."

Niara dismissed Holst to the care of the support team and stood at the map for a long moment, alone now in the command tent. The afternoon light came through the canvas in a warm, yellow-gray wash, diffuse and directionless. Outside, the camp ran its afternoon rhythms: the clang from the makeshift forge, someone calling a name across the compound, the horses.

She thought about Mira, who no longer sang to herself while she worked.

She thought about this in a way that was not pure data. There was a quality to it, something more friction than abstraction. She noted this and filed it without a label, because she did not currently have the correct label.

That evening, Kaelen found her sitting outside the command tent on an overturned supply crate, looking at the hills. The sun was nearly down, painting the ridge line in colors that were technically classifiable: orange, copper, rose. She was aware that other people called this beautiful. She was trying to determine if she agreed.

"Perrin is playing the fiddle," Kaelen said, settling onto his own crate nearby. From further in the camp, the thin, reedy sound of a stringed instrument confirmed this. "He says it keeps his fingers from seizing up in the cold."

"Plausible."

"He's playing a song from Oakhaven. From the Low District."

Niara listened to the melody. She did not recognize it. She rarely recognized music, her exposure having been limited and mostly functional. But there was something in the intervallic structure of the tune, a particular rise and fall, that pulled at her attention in a way she could not categorize.

"I want to tell you something," Kaelen said. He did not look at her when he said it. He was looking at the ridge, the same as she was. "Not because I think it will change anything. Just because I want it to exist."

She turned to look at him.

"The first week you were at the Glass Orchard," he said, "before I understood what you were or what you meant, you fell asleep in the eastern library. In the chair by the window. You'd been reading one of the pest management ledgers because you were looking for a way to help the Orchard's rootstock, and you fell asleep sitting up, with the ledger in your lap." He paused. "It was raining. You had one hand pressed against the glass, palm flat, feeling the vibration of the drops."

She listened to this.

"I put a blanket over you," he said. "I didn't wake you. I just thought: I should like to do that regularly. The putting of blankets on this person." A small pause. "I didn't understand what that meant, yet."

Niara looked back at the ridge. The last of the copper light was fading from its crest.

"Why are you telling me this?" she asked.

"Because it happened," he said. "And I think things that happened deserve to still exist, even when one of the people they happened to can't hold them anymore."

She sat with this. It was not uncomfortable, the sitting with it. It was, she decided, something closer to the feeling she associated with standing beside a fire after a long cold: not warmth yet, but proximity to warmth. The possibility of it.

"I do not remember the library," she said. "I do not remember the rain."

"I know."

"But I remember that you tell me things in the dark," she said. "I have noticed that you do this. I have not determined whether it is intentional."

He looked at her then. The green in his eyes caught the last light. "It's intentional."

She nodded, once, a precise motion. "I thought so."

The fiddle played on from across the camp, thin and insistent. Niara listened to it until the last of the light went out of the sky, and she did not think about operational protocols, or the maintenance windows, or the gap in the Suppressor ring.

She thought about a library she could not remember, and rain against glass, and a hand she did not know had been placed over her.

She was aware, with the careful attention she now applied to all things, that this thought had a temperature. It was not cold.

She filed this without a label.

She went inside.
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​Old Debts

The letter arrived with the morning supply cart, tucked between a dry-goods manifest and a packet of medical gauze, both of which were more operationally pressing. Niara sorted the manifest first, signed off on the gauze allocation, and then held the letter for approximately four seconds before recognizing the handwriting on the exterior.

She recognized it as Elara's the way she recognized all facts about her sister: accurately, completely, and without the particular resonance that the recognition presumably once carried.

She opened it.

Niara,

I am writing this in the sitting room of the sanatorium, which I have stopped calling the sanatorium and started calling simply the house, because calling it the sanatorium makes Healer Voss give me that look. You know the look. You used to give it to me too, when I was being difficult about the medicine.

I am not being difficult about anything anymore. This is either growth or defeat and I have not decided which.

They say you are in the Western Foothills. Mirela (she is the woman in the room next to mine, she was a baker from Ashwick before everything, she makes extraordinarily good use of the kitchen here) says the Foothills are cold this time of year. She says you should wear layers. I told her you do not take instructions from people you haven't met, but she says she is telling me, and I can pass it on.

There is so much I want to say that I am having difficulty choosing the order. I think that is how I know I am better, actually. That the feelings are so large they are crowding each other out.

Are you eating? Are you sleeping in a real bed? Is Kaelen well? He was kind to you, Niara, or he became kind, which I know is not the same thing but might be better. Please tell him I said hello. Please tell him I know what he did. Please tell him thank you.

I am growing a small pot of herbs on the windowsill. Mint and one thing that is either thyme or a very confident weed. Healer Voss says they are both thriving.

Come home, when you are able. I know you have to finish the thing first. I know you always have to finish the thing. But after.

I love you. I love you. I love you. I am writing it three times because I think you might not have had anyone say it to you in a while and once might feel insufficient.

Your sister, Elara

Niara read the letter to its conclusion. She noted its contents: positive health indicators, good social integration, functional emotional range, no signs of crisis. She noted the practical details (herbs, sitting room, Healer Voss, a woman named Mirela from Ashwick). She folded the letter along its original crease.

She set it on the desk.

She returned to the dry-goods manifest.

She had signed off on four more line items when she became aware that she had stopped reading them. Her eyes were on the manifest. Her attention was not.

She looked at the folded letter.

She thought about Elara writing it. She thought about the sitting room, which she had not seen but which Elara had described in three other letters: south-facing, with a large window and a low sill perfect for herbs. She thought about Elara's handwriting, which had always been rounder than hers, more generous with its curves, as though the letters were comfortable in themselves.

She thought about the word thriving.

She pressed the tip of her pen against the manifest and made a small ink mark she would have to note as an error. She looked at the mark. She set the pen down.

She picked up the letter again.

I love you. I love you. I love you.

She read these three lines four more times. She was trying to determine what she felt when she read them. There was something, which was more than there had been three weeks ago. It was not the oceanic, drowning recognition she understood this kind of sentence should produce. It was smaller. A tightening. A quality of pressure in her sternum that was not the bond (she knew the bond's particular signature well enough to distinguish it from her own now, most of the time). Something that was hers.

She set the letter down again.

She left it on the desk.

She walked to the tent entrance and stood at the edge of the camp with her arms crossed, looking at the hills, breathing the cold morning air that tasted of frost and distance, until the tightening in her chest became simply a fact rather than a disturbance.

Then she went back inside and finished the manifest.

She did not mention the letter to Kaelen. She was not certain why.

She found out, later that afternoon, that she did not need to mention it. She came back to the command tent from a supply inspection to find Kaelen sitting at the desk, reading the letter.

He was not reading it furtively. He was reading it the way he read everything: with full attention, unhurried. He looked up when she entered. He did not put the letter down, which she might have found presumptuous if she were in the habit of presupposing. She was not. She was in the habit of assessing.

"You left it here," he said. "I wasn't searching."

"I know."

He looked at the letter. He looked at the last three lines, the ones she had read four additional times. "She writes beautifully," he said.

"She always did. Her schoolwork was covered in unnecessary flourishes."

"You sound fond when you say that."

Niara considered the statement. "I may be fond," she said. "I am not certain of the intensity." She sat down in the chair across from him. "She asked me to tell you she knows what you did. And to thank you."

He looked up sharply. Something moved across his face.

"The stipend," Niara said. "The sanatorium. The monthly allocation that has continued to arrive for a year and a half regardless of the state of the rebellion's finances." She looked at him. "You have been paying it personally."

A pause. "The rebellion agreed to cover it."

"The rebellion agreed to cover sixty percent of it. I am a competent administrator, Kaelen. I have reviewed the accounts. Forty percent of the amount Elara receives each month exceeds what the treasury contributes." She kept her voice level. There was no accusation in it. "You have been covering the gap."

He set the letter down. He pressed the heels of his hands against the desk edge, not quite leaning on them, a gesture she recognized as the physical equivalent of choosing words carefully.

"She is your sister," he said.

"Yes."

"And you couldn't" He stopped. He started again. "When you were in the market, before all of this, you sold a dying woman's grief for sixty-five silvers so that you could afford Elara's medicine. I have more money than I will ever need from the Orchard's dissolution. The arithmetic seemed simple."

Niara was quiet for a moment. She looked at the letter, the generous round curves of Elara's hand.

"It is not a small thing," she said. "It presents itself as arithmetic, but it is not a small thing."

"No," he agreed. "It isn't."

The afternoon light came through the tent canvas, the same diffuse yellow-gray as the day before. Somewhere outside, two fighters were arguing about boot waterproofing. The argument was vigorous and specialized.

"She wants me to come home," Niara said. "After."

"Will you?"

She thought about this with the same precision she applied to everything. "I do not currently have a defined concept of home," she said. "I have a strong functional preference for Elara's proximity. I have assessed this camp as temporary. I have not assessed the subsequent arrangement."

Kaelen looked at her. Something in his expression shifted into a quality she was still developing terminology for: present, and patient, and neither pushing nor retreating. He had stopped pushing three weeks ago. She had noticed.

"That's honest," he said.

"I try to be."

"You were always honest," he said. "Even before. Sometimes devastatingly so." A small pause. "You once told me that my curtains were ugly and that they conveyed a fundamental misunderstanding of what light was for."

"Were they ugly?"

"Objectively, yes. Dark velvet in a room that had a southern exposure. It was a waste of a window."

"Then it was an accurate assessment."

"You told me this in the middle of a dinner I had spent four hours arranging."

Niara considered this. The arrangement of this dinner was not something she could recall, but she could extrapolate from the available data: Kaelen during the early Glass Orchard period, formal and controlled and using dinner arrangements as a mechanism for maintaining psychological distance. A version of herself, presumably, who had been less skilled at managing her own mouth.

"That was probably unkind," she said.

"It was a little unkind," Kaelen agreed. "But you looked at me when you said it. You looked directly at me. Nobody in the High Sector ever looked directly at me."

She was quiet. She turned this over.

"I still look directly at you," she said.

It was not offered as anything other than a fact. It was, in her assessment, simply true: she looked at him. She had been looking at him for three weeks with increasing attention, cataloguing the things she had noted in the small notebook of observations she had found on his desk and read with his permission and returned without comment.

He had been cataloguing her. She had taken this information and done something with it she could not fully articulate: incorporated it, weighted it, given it a priority level in her processing that exceeded its tactical relevance.

"I know," he said. He picked up the letter again and held it out to her. "You should write back."

"I had not determined what to say."

"Say what you know."

She took the letter. She turned it over in her hands, the paper soft with handling. Elara's handwriting was so familiar; she knew it the way she knew her own face in mirror glass, as information rather than intimacy. But the shape of each letter, the way the ls dropped slightly below the line, the particular angle of the t crossbars: she had catalogued all of
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