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Mira

The fragment was the size of a fingernail and it had taken Mira three weeks to find someone with enough coin and little enough sense to want it.

She turned it over once more under the table, where no one could see, before she let it go. Vellum so old it had gone the color of weak tea, a single column of binding-script scratched into it in a hand that had died with the language it belonged to. She'd read it forty times since she'd pried it out of a dead collector's strongbox. She had it by heart now, the way she had all of them by heart — a creeping, cumulative inheritance she'd never asked for and could not put down.

The world does not end. It is unmade, one promise at a time.

That was what it said, near enough. She had learned not to share the actual translations. People paid better for mystery than for meaning.

"You're sure it's binding-script," said the buyer. He had introduced himself as a collector of antiquities, which in the undercity was what you called yourself when you wanted to seem less interesting than you were. He had clean hands and an accent he was trying to lose, and he had not stopped glancing at the door since they'd sat down. "Not just old ink."

"I'm sure," Mira said. "I'm sure of everything I sell you. It's the only thing I have to sell."

That was truer than he knew. She slid the fragment an inch across the table, not letting go yet. The tavern around them did what undercity taverns always did at this hour — pretended not to listen while listening very hard. Steam thickened the air with the smell of cheap stew and lamp oil. Somewhere behind her a dice game broke into argument and subsided again.

"Forty," the man said.

"You said sixty before you sat down."

"Before I sat down I hadn't seen it shake in your hand."

Mira looked down. Her hand was steady. It had always been steady — that was the whole trick of her, the only inheritance from her old life worth keeping, the stillness that let her do work like this with people who would turn her over to the Court for a fraction of what they were paying her now. She made herself smile instead of arguing the point.

"Sixty," she said again, gently, the way you'd correct a child. "Or I find someone else who isn't afraid of paper."

His eyes flicked to the door again. That was the second time. The first time might have been nerves. The second time was a tell, and Mira had spent twelve years learning tells the way other women learned embroidery — out of necessity, with her fingers bleeding before she got it right.

She didn't reach for the dagger at her hip. She reached for her cup instead, drank, set it down without hurry, and said, very quietly, "Who's at the door."

"No one's at the door."

"You've looked at it twice in four minutes and there's a man across the room who hasn't touched his ale since we sat down. So. Who's at the door."

The collector's mouth opened, and whatever was about to come out of it — apology, lie, warning — never had the chance, because the door opened first.

Mira didn't turn around. Turning around was what people did when they wanted to be remembered as having turned around, a face seen clearly, a moment frozen for later testimony. She kept her eyes on the fragment, on the table, on the dull brass clasp of the collector's coat, and listened to the room change instead.

Conversation didn't stop. That was the unsettling part. Whoever had come in, the room had decided collectively and instantly that the safest thing to do was keep talking and not be involved, which told her more than a hush would have. This was someone the undercity knew, someone whose business was reliably not your business, provided you made yourself very small and very uninteresting until he left.

"Ash," murmured the man across the room, to no one, into his untouched ale.

Mira's stomach went cold and stayed perfectly still, which was the only kind of cold it knew how to go.

She had imagined this moment so many times across twelve years that she'd assumed, in some distant analytical part of herself, that the real version would feel like the rehearsed ones. It didn't. The rehearsed ones had her running. The real one had her sitting very straight with a piece of dead magic in her palm and a stranger's coin on the table, doing the arithmetic of every exit in the room before she let herself breathe again.

Footsteps. Unhurried — which was worse than hurried, because hurried meant someone who hadn't yet decided you were worth the trouble of being careful with. Unhurried meant he already knew exactly how this was going to go.

He stopped at her table.

"Don't get up," he said. "I'd hate for this to look like an arrest."

The voice was low, even, entirely unbothered, the voice of a man reading out a shopping list. Mira finally let herself look up, because there was no version of this where not looking was the smarter choice.

The Warden-Commander of the Ashen Court was younger than the stories made him. That was her first, useless thought, the kind of thought that arrives to fill the silence before the real ones catch up. The stories had given him grey at the temples and a face carved out of judgment. What she got instead was a man perhaps thirty-five, dark-haired, unfairly composed, in a Court coat gone soft and grey with ash-dust at the cuffs the way working Wardens' coats always did and ceremonial ones never were. His eyes were the kind of brown that looked black until the light caught them, and right now the light was catching them, and they were entirely, unblinkingly on her.

Not on the fragment. Not on the collector, who had gone the colour of his own ale. On her.

"You have the wrong table," Mira said.

"I don't think I do."

"Then you have the wrong woman."

"I've had four years to be wrong about this," he said, "and I find I'm not in the habit anymore." He drew the chair out from the empty fourth seat at their table — unhurried again, that same maddening unhurried — and sat, as if he'd been invited, as if this were any other negotiation in any other tavern. "Vellum trade's gotten bold. Three weeks ago it was sewer tunnels. Now it's a public house with a clear sightline to the door you didn't watch as carefully as you watched him." A tilt of his head toward the collector, who had not breathed in what looked like a worryingly long time. "He's not Court, if it helps. He's just a man who likes feeling dangerous and doesn't understand what he's holding."

"And you do?" Mira said. "Understand what it is?"

"I understand what it's worth to certain people that it not exist," Cassian Vey said. "Which is its own kind of understanding."

The fragment was still in her closed fist. She could feel the edge of it biting into her palm. She thought, with the strange clarity that came over her only in the worst moments, that she had three choices: she could try to run, and likely fail, because the Hound of Ash did not get his name from losing people in crowded rooms. She could try to bargain, though she had nothing he plausibly wanted that the Court couldn't simply take. Or she could do the thing she had spent twelve years training herself never to do, which was let someone see exactly how frightened she actually was.

She chose a fourth thing instead, because she had also spent twelve years learning that the obvious choices were rarely the only ones.

She put the fragment down on the table, in plain sight, between them, like a card laid face-up.

"There," she said. "Now we're not negotiating over something hidden. What do you want, Warden-Commander?"

Something moved behind his eyes — not quite surprise, more like the recalibration of a man who had expected to spend the next ten minutes on a chase and had just been handed, instead, an actual conversation. He looked at the fragment. He did not pick it up.

"I want to know how a dead language keeps finding its way into rooms like this one," he said. "And I want to know why, every time it does, the trail circles back to a woman who isn't supposed to exist anymore."

The collector, with the survival instincts of a man who had finally understood the size of the conversation he'd stumbled into, rose with exaggerated care, mumbled something about a debt he'd just remembered, and left his coin on the table as he went. Neither of them watched him go.

Mira kept her hands flat on the table, visible, harmless, and made her voice as level as his.

"I don't know what you mean."

"You do," Cassian said, not unkindly, which was somehow worse than if he had been cruel about it. "I think you've known what I meant since I said don't get up. I think you knew the moment I walked in." He leaned back, unhurried, infuriating, his eyes never leaving her face, and said the name she had buried with her family twelve years ago, the name she had not heard spoken aloud by another living soul since the night the fire took everything else with it.

"Hello, Mira Solenne."

The room did not go quiet. The dice game did not stop. Somewhere behind her, someone laughed at a joke she would never hear the punchline of. The world simply continued, indifferent, while her own went very still and very small, narrowed down to a table, a fragment of dead vellum, and the man who had once burned everything she loved to the ground now sitting across from her like an old, unwelcome friend, waiting to see what she would do with the ashes he'd just stirred back up.

• • •
[image: ]


	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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Cassian

She didn't run. That was the first thing he catalogued, the way he catalogued everything, the habit of twelve years spent treating every observation as evidence that might matter later. Most people, told their dead name by the man who'd buried it, ran. Mira Solenne sat very still with her hands flat on a table in a tavern that smelled of tallow and old beer, and looked at him the way you'd look at a debt finally come due — not surprised that it had arrived, only that it had taken this long.

"You're going to arrest me," she said. Not a question.

"I haven't decided." That was true, which was its own small misery. He had walked in with a writ in his coat and three Wardens posted at exits she hadn't even bothered to watch, and he still hadn't decided, and the not-deciding was new enough to him that it sat strangely, like a coat one size too small.

"That's an interesting answer from the man who burned my house down."

"I didn't—" He stopped. Twelve years of practiced silence on this exact subject, and it nearly broke on the first try. He started again, slower. "I led the Court detachment that night. I'm not going to pretend otherwise, and I'm not going to ask you to forgive a thing I haven't forgiven myself." He let that sit a moment, watching her watch him, that flat unreadable composure she wore like armor and probably was. "But I didn't come here tonight to finish what I started then. If I'd wanted you dead, Mira Solenne, you would have been dead the first time my people put a name to the fragments turning up in the undercity. That was eleven months ago."

Something flickered in her face — quick, gone before he could name it. She didn't know we'd had her for that long. Good. Filing that away too.

"Then what do you want," she said, "if not an arrest."

He had rehearsed this on the walk over, three different versions depending on how the room read when he arrived, and none of them survived contact with her actual face — sharper than the file photographs, older around the eyes than her years should have made her, alive in a way that the Court's records, which listed her among the dead, had failed entirely to predict.

"The Veil tore again six days ago," he said. "Not a hairline fracture. A wound. Forty feet of border between what's ours and what isn't, gone soft as wet paper for the better part of an hour before the Architects managed to close it. Do you know what comes through a gap that size in an hour?"

"No," she said. "And I notice you're not telling me."

"Because the people who saw it haven't slept since, and I'd rather you hear the rest of this conversation with a clear head." He nodded at the fragment, still lying face-up on the table between them, that thin curl of
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