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TO MY SISTERS.

HEAVEN HELP ANYONE WHO TRIES TO DO WRONG BY YOU. I WAS BORN WITH THESE BROAD-ASS SHOULDERS FOR A REASON.






THE BUTCHER







CHAPTER ONE


COVENANT, TRINITY (YEAR 2120)


“AND WHEN IT WAS FINISHED, THE HERALDS SAW THAT IT WAS GOOD AND UNITED THEIR DIVINE ENERGIES DEEP IN THE HEART OF THE WORLD TO GIVE IT LIFE.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS



There are two things people kill for on Trinity: cash and water.

Tonight, I’m killing for both.

I sit inside the belly of an airship, boots dangling over the edge of the open cargo hold doors. Harsh, hot winds smack against my legs, gusting into the airship’s interior. Beads of sweat trickle down my back underneath the layers of my kit that cover me head to toe.

Automatically, I reach for the compact canteen strapped to my thigh, unscrewing the top and pulling up the bottom of my full-face mask so I can carefully tip a small amount of water into my mouth. Just enough to wet my tongue. Water rations are going to be the first thing I buy once I get paid for this job.

“Got ’em,” Dani calls back from the steerage deck, her hands steady on the ship’s wheel as she eases us through skies crowded with nimble little airships, ornate dirigibles, and massive homesteads—town-size islands of gold and polished metal that hover in midair. “There you are, you doomed beauty. Hiding underneath a homestead. Very clever.”

I go still, one hand hovering over the knives tucked against my body. I’m honestly impressed she found the airship I’ve been hired to infiltrate so quickly amid all the traffic up here. Not that I’d ever tell her that. Wouldn’t want it to go to her head. “Is that my cue? Or are you just congratulating yourself?”

“Oh my god, Val, was that a joke? It’s hard to tell with that monotone voice of yours, but it almost sounded like a joke.”

I raise an eyebrow, swinging my feet back and forth in the open air. “I would never expect you to appreciate the subtle nuances of my humor.”

Dani laughs, loud enough that I can hear it above the wind, and that’s another thing I’ll never tell her. How I really like to make her laugh. How the deep, full-throated sound of it blunts my sharp edges, even just for a moment.

“Subtle definitely is the word for it,” she says. “Hold tight, ghoulie. No rash actions before I give you the go-ahead.”

Anticipation crawls along my skin, kicking up my heart rate, and I hear it—a delicate, haunting melody, crooning in my head. It’s always there, thrumming in the background, sometimes no more than a murmur, other times—like now—loud and insistent. A wordless chorus of voices that slides in arcs from deep, husky, resonant notes to high, clear ones that pierce your chest, like the ballads street performers will play on their tin whistles. But no one is singing to me; it isn’t made by a person and no one else can hear it. It comes from the world far below me. The song of Trinity itself.

I’ve been hearing it all my life.

Wrapping my fingers around the edge of the cargo hold, I fold forward, leaning so very precariously out over the open air. Reveling in that feeling of the world tipping and swaying hundreds of feet below me. It’s reckless, but it’s the kind of reckless I like best.

The hot wind snatches at my face, ripples over my skin. I fill my lungs with it. It smells like sunlight and excess and the exhaust from naphtha engines powering the airships. We spin past a dirigible lined with gold and stained glass, skimming so close I could lean out and drag my fingertips over its sun-warmed gaudiness.

Hundreds of feet below me, the city of Covenant sprawls in a tangle of copper buildings, chapel steeples of whitewashed metal, and old airship docks.

From up here, even I can’t argue that this world—Trinity—is something to see. Unfathomably big continents of bronze-colored metal alloy created by the Twelve Heralds thousands of years ago. They’re arranged like slightly mismatched puzzle pieces, separated from one another by black bottomless chasms called the Elysian Depths. Miles of covered aqueducts weave like a glowing net over the surface, carrying water and naphtha to every city, borough, and township.

“How close do you want me to get?” Dani calls back over her shoulder, her hands light on the wheel of the helm. “Because we’re quickly approaching the point where they might catch sight of me and what I’m doing.”

I sit up and swing my legs inside, lying down on my stomach. “Just give me line of sight like usual. I’ll do the rest.” I drop the upper half of my body out of the cargo hold to get a visual on the situation, hanging upside down over Covenant, my arms dangling below me.

I can see it ahead, just off the curved bow of the airship Dani rented, tucked underneath a giant homestead. The little airship itself is not much to look at—battered and rust-spotted, with simple ornamentation and no identifying markings smelted into its tail fins. The kind of ride people pick when they don’t want to attract a lot of notice. People who, maybe, just want to get their travel clearance and make a break for another borough as quickly as possible.

According to Dani, that’s what Bloody Bill Kilpatrick, the head of the Gold Town Gang, says the handful of people on board are planning. Gold Town defectors who swiped a load of extremely valuable containers of water from him and now are trying to make a run for a big payday.

He’s paying me a lot of paper to get his cargo back and, most importantly, to teach the defectors what happens to people who try to screw over the boss of the Gold Town Gang.

Pushing myself back inside, I grab my goggles from the floor, secure them over my eyes, and then check the knives strapped to my body. Wrath—a hooked, serrated knife—is tucked in a sheath across my chest. Reason sits on my hip, a half-moon blade that arcs over my knuckles. Mercy—the triangular push dagger with a curved, T-shaped handle—is on my other hip. And then there’s Toothpick—the retractable arm blade hidden up my sleeve that Dani gave me as a gift just a few months ago. As I touch the hilt of each one, I fold up everything that makes me Val and tuck it deep inside my chest. Val is no use to me right now; I need to become something else.

“Hey, Bruinn.”

I pause, tilting my head, and see Dani half draped over the ship’s wheel as she looks back at me. Her straight deep-purple hair swings above her shoulders, only an inch or two longer than the rounded line of her jaw, and her warm, light-brown skin practically glows, even against the dark gray of her shirt and vest. My eyes catch on the soft curve of her lips as she grins. “Remember to watch your ass out there.”

Reason sings as I take it from its sheath. “I always do.”

I take one deep breath, then another, stretching my lungs and filling up all my cells with oxygen. Timing the breath is the biggest challenge when it comes to what I can do. If I don’t get it right, I could wind up gasping for air at a really bad moment.

Then, on one final inhale, I flip backward over the edge of the cargo doors and into open air.

I fall away from the airship, arms and legs spread out, the wind screaming past me, but my pulse is calm, relaxed. I fix my eyes on my target—I can’t just think my way somewhere, I have to see it—and then, on my next inhale, I disappear.

This. This is what I’ve been waiting for. What my anticipation has been building toward. I am nowhere and everywhere. I am nothing. I am air and space and darkness. I am a blur streaking through bright skies and a constellation of metal. Trinity’s song rings wilder, clearer, brighter in my ears.

And then, in a moment, I’m solid again, the curving walls of the other airship closing around me as all the pieces of my body re-form. The first breath scrapes down my throat, and I suck it in greedily, a little lightheaded after phasing such a long distance. I let the pull of Trinity’s song give me my bearings, automatically reorienting myself to its constant, humming chorus. It tugs at me, just a little, always in the same particular direction—northeast—and I’ve gotten accustomed to using it as a compass, so I know which way I’m pointing, even in the middle of a phase.

I take in my surroundings with a few sharp glances. The corridor is narrow, with a burnished floor and walls lined with dark-red paint that went out of fashion decades ago. The fake gold varnish along the ceiling and naphtha lighting sconces is faded and peeling.

My mouth already feels parched again—phasing sometimes does that to me—but I leave my canteen where it is. I’ll drink whatever I have left when the job is done.

I check my goggles, adjusting the layers of colored lenses that allow me to see through the walls around me and pick up on things like movement and body heat. The airship’s layout bounces back to me in shades of blue and black, and it’s a pretty typical one for a ride like this. The top deck is made up of bunk rooms, a galley, and a dining compartment, with the steerage deck up at the prow of the ship. Below me should be the naphtha engines and the cargo hold, but those will come later.

First, I need to stop by the steerage deck and pay a visit to the two figures inside, glowing bright-orange in my lenses.

One heat flare stands at the ship’s wheel—that must be Karolyi. His name was part of the information handed over to Dani, but I don’t know much about him. Except that, apparently, he was the only trained helmsperson who was either bold or idiotic enough to throw in on this venture.

The other has to be Eteri, the reported ringleader. I can pick her out just by the shape and attitude, draped casually across a seat, swinging her legs back and forth. Unlike Karolyi, Eteri I definitely know. She’s been neck-deep in most of the Gang’s less savory business for a long time and built a reputation for being casually cruel. I’d wondered how long it would be before her aspirations landed her on the other side of my knives.

I guess now I know.

I creep forward on silent feet, listening to their muffled voices vibrating through the door.

“How much longer?” I can hear a little thrum of tension in Karolyi’s voice. Like he’s struggling to sound calm. “It feels like we’ve been sitting underneath this homestead for hours.”

“It takes as long as it takes,” says Eteri. She sounds exasperated. Bored. “You can’t rush the process.”

I tighten my grip on Reason and quietly slip Wrath free. I’m not sure what process they’re talking about exactly—getting clearance to leave? connecting with a buyer for the water?—but it doesn’t matter. No one pays me for those kinds of details. They pay me to kill. They pay for the reputation that earned me my nickname: the Butcher. A mysterious assassin who appears from nowhere, kills without question, and somehow disappears without a trace.

“I just like to know the specifics is all.”

“Shit, if I’d realized you were all gurgle and no guts, I never would’ve brought you along.” Eteri sighs, tilting her head back to the ceiling. “Quit worrying so much. Everything is covered. All you gotta do is fly this thing, so just relax. Say a prayer to the Heralds or whatever.”

Bad choice of words. There’s no salvation coming for them. Not from the Heralds or anyone else.

There’s just me.

In the space between breaths, I phase and reappear in front of Eteri—tall and sharp-featured, with long wavy hair dyed harsh blond. In the second she registers me, I move, punching both blades into her stomach. Shock crosses her face, pain, rage. Her eyes meet mine, and I see the shadow of fear deep inside them as it hits her:

She’ll never see another sunrise.

There’s a muffled thud deep inside my rib cage, where I’ve tucked Val away, but I breathe them out on an exhale. The Butcher is in charge of my skin now.

Eteri lashes out with a long arm and strong hand, and I almost don’t phase away quickly enough. I can feel the whisper of knuckles across my mask as I re-form on the other side of the deck. Both of them turn and lunge for me—Karolyi scrambling to get around the helm—and I barely skip away again, slipping through the air.

My lungs are tight. I let myself get distracted and didn’t get a deep enough breath between those last two phases.

I piece myself back together in a corner, inhaling hungrily. I need more than a heartbeat to steady myself, but that’s all I get because Eteri is close and her reach is long. She swings, focused despite the blood staining her shirt.

Darting low, I drive the knives forward with three quick jabs and disappear. Then I’m there again, slashing high and then low, aiming for openings and vulnerable points.

Eteri collapses in a heap.

Karolyi leaps at me. But I’m dead space between his fingers. I’m a ghostly apparition, reappearing at his back. I strike fast, and a moment later, he sinks to the floor.

One breath, in and out.

I step over the bodies, wiping my blades clean, and fix the helm in place. Don’t need the airship drifting around suspiciously while I’m trying to do a job. Then I turn and step back out into the dark-red corridor, using the edge of my thumb to adjust my goggles.

Time for part two.







CHAPTER TWO



“EVERY SAINT IS BORN AND CHOSEN BY THE HANDS OF THE HERALDS AND GIFTED WITH THEIR DIVINE POWER. AND, ACCORDINGLY, THEY ARE TO BE DELIVERED UNTO THE GATE OF HEAVEN, WHERE THE HERALDS WILL EMBRACE THEM.”

—THE DIVINE ORIGINS OF TRINITY, THE ARCHIVAL COUNCIL OF THE HERALDIC MINISTRY




I move silently through the corridor to the galley and the embedded trapdoor that leads to the lower level. There are people down there, gathered in a group in the cargo hold. Quite a few people, actually, each one exuding life and heat and movement that my lenses pick up. I count nine total, which is strange, but maybe this whole operation is a lot bigger than even Kilpatrick knew. Maybe Eteri collected a whole crew around her so she could start her own gang in another borough.

I could pry open the door and climb down the ladder, but I’ll lose the element of surprise and for no good reason. Every person down there is already marked to die, according to the terms of the job; phasing in front of them just cements the matter. It’s an instant death sentence. No one can know what I do and live—it’s how I make sure my secret stays a secret. And it’s why people hire the Butcher. No witnesses. No survivors.

I phase down, knives out, into the crowded space.

It only takes me a heartbeat to realize something is very, very wrong.

The cargo hold doesn’t have any stolen water containers. No Gold Town defectors in ratty duster clothes, either. Just nine people seated around a table, wearing gold-threaded robes in four different colors—two in white, two in black, three in green, and two in red—and they’re all wearing masks. Gold masks formed into exaggerated faces with stoic expressions. Nothing else visible.

And now all nine of those masks are turned toward me, stunned into silence.

Dread lodges in my chest. Something has gone real fucking wrong. This isn’t who I was sent to kill.

Shit.

I close my eyes, inhaling slowly, drawing air down into the bottom of my lungs to steady me. All the whirling thoughts in my brain crystallize around the certainty of what I have to do now. It doesn’t matter who they are or why they’re here—they’ve seen me phase.

None of them can leave this room alive.

One of the figures in white jumps up, rips the golden mask from his face, and I catch the flash of a gold collar at his neck, half hidden by the robe.

A Heraldic preacher. What in every version of hell is a preacher doing here?

He stares at me—a masked, faceless figure covered in blood splatters and crouching in the shadows. His expression is a mix of confusion and shock and greedy reverence.

“A saint!” His voice is an awed whisper. “A lost saint. By the grace of the Heralds!”

I know what comes next. One of them will go to the steerage deck and send out a signal that will bring Trinity’s Archangels down upon us. And then those monsters will take me away from my sisters, from our home, from the life I’ve carved out for them with ragged nails and bloody teeth. I’ll disappear into the Gate of Heaven, never to be seen again, just like every other saint who’s ever been born, and Halle and Kelda will be left behind, alone and abandoned. Again.

That won’t happen. It can’t.

One of the guys in red calls my name—Butcher—and distantly I recognize his voice; it’s familiar, but there’s no room for hesitation. I’ve already made up my mind. I clock his size, the way he moves, the flash of bright-silver metal underneath his robe, and instantly tag him as my biggest threat in this room.

But not for long.

Because I’m already gone, I’m already behind him, and he doesn’t even realize it until the moment I slam Wrath deep into the base of his skull, right where it meets his spine.

He drops to the floor in a heavy heap.

The other one in a red robe reaches for their own mask with a shout of alarm, but it dies to a gurgle when Reason flashes across their throat.

The two in black swing to their feet, drawing pulse pistols that gleam cool gold in the naphtha lantern light as they point the barrels at my head. I inhale and phase, popping back into existence right behind them, raking Wrath across the backs of their knees and then making fast, deadly strikes to their necks with Mercy. I’m gone again before their blood can even leave a mark on my clothes.

The other one in white—the one with their mask still on—awkwardly wrestles a gun out from under their robe and stutters off a few shots before I get in close and stab Mercy deep into their temple. I’m on the other side of the room again before their face has even hit the deck. Moving so fast that the rest of the people packed in here are only just now starting to register what’s happening.

Five down. Four more to go.

The trio in green are up now, guns out, standing back to back to back in a protective circle, but it doesn’t matter because I’m between them and behind them and in front of them in a blur of movement. I work my blades like artists’ tools until they, too, fall.

And then there was one. I turn slowly to face the preacher.

He stumbles backward, falling to his knees, staring at the bodies and at me. With the lenses on my goggles, I can see his heart pounding with fear inside his chest.

He holds up his hands, shaking all over. “Please…,” he says, his voice not much more than a strained, desperate whisper.

I don’t respond. Mostly because I’m trying to catch my breath after so much phasing. I only took a scant second or two between jumps, and it’s left me a little lightheaded and shaky, my mouth dry, the heat from all the energy I just used up burning in my muscles. I can risk a moment or two here to steady myself. It’s not like this one solitary preacher can do much to me.

“You’re supposed to be an instrument of the Heralds…” There’s something heartbreaking about the way he says it. And the look on his face—like he’s just watched me singlehandedly murder his gods. Which, maybe I have, in a way. Because saints are revered, among the holiest figures in Trinity. We’re meant to graciously give our gifts back to the Heralds who made us. Not linger and become …

Whatever it is that I’ve become. A butcher instead of a blessing. A sinner instead of a saint.

The preacher’s eyes cut anxiously to the knives in my hands. “You can let me go. I haven’t seen your face. I w-won’t tell anyone what you are.”

True. He hasn’t. And somewhere in the deepest parts of myself where I’ve locked Val away, I want to tell him yes. That he can go. That he can live and breathe and sweat out another day in this world. I’ve already stolen his faith; I could let him keep his life, couldn’t I?

“I can pay you,” he adds, inching backward. “Real paper. A lot of it. And I’ll take your secret to the Depths!”

Dammit. The panic and desperation in his tone settle like a weight on my shoulders, deciding everything for me. A rich preacher is a dirty preacher, and dirty preachers twist whichever way the wind blows. Maybe it won’t be today, maybe it won’t be tomorrow, but at some point, he’s going to tell someone that there’s a lost saint living in Covenant. And then, face or no face, the Archangels will come, and they won’t stop until they flush me out.

“Sorry,” I tell him, and I almost mean it. “It’s nothing personal.”

He lets out a whimper, and then I’m on him, Reason and Mercy flashing in the dim, cool lights of the cargo space. I do him the courtesy of making it quick, driving both blades into his heart and then across his throat, so he’s dead within seconds.

The preacher collapses at my feet. And I’m left standing in the middle of the biggest goddamn mess of my entire life.

I’ve never had a job go south before. And this went really, really south.

Grabbing my canteen, I swallow down a recklessly big gulp, savoring it even though the water inside is lukewarm and gritty. I turn in a slow circle in the middle of the room, trying to settle down the thoughts spinning in my brain as I take one more, smaller sip. Something glints silver-bright in the naphtha lights, catching my eye, and I pause, re-stoppering the canteen. It’s the guns, the ones the big red-robed figure had been starting to pull out when I dropped him. Crouching down, I pick one up from his now-limp grasp, studying it. I’d taken them for just regular, silver-barreled pulse pistols, but now that I’m looking more closely, I can see the metal isn’t silver.

It’s platinum.

Shock squeezes my chest, and my next breath is a struggle.

There’s only one bastard in Covenant known for having platinum-barreled pistols.

My hands are the ones trembling now as I reach down and pull the mask off the big guy in red, revealing a hard, lined face and graying hair, tattoos covering his neck, and shrewd blue eyes now glazed with death.

It’s Bloody Bill Kilpatrick.




THEN

The first time I phase, I’m six years old.

A scrap of a kid with big eyes and quick feet, still young enough to believe that the streets of Covenant are full of possibilities. Running down alleys, climbing fire escapes, crisscrossing rooftops, pretending to be a shadow while Papa picks up shifts on the docks and Mama works down by the naphtha aqueducts. Trinity comes alive under my bare feet, humming underneath my skin, and singing. Always singing. My first memory is that song.

It happens on a market day. A cluster of bigger, older kids—greenhorns fixing to get recruited by the Gold Town Gang—come after me. Just to bully. Just to take their anger out on someone smaller than themselves.

I hide in a dark corner of an alley, trembling, expecting at any second to feel rough fingers grab my hair or my arms and drag me into the open. I want to disappear and become a shadow again. I stare at the rooftop and wish and wish I could be up there instead.

Everything goes dead silent. The sounds of Covenant disappear. The world around me becomes a smear of color and light and shadow.

And then I’m there, crouching on the rooftop in the exact spot I’d been staring at, my breath coming in short gasps, my skin crawling with a buzzing, prickling sensation. Like I’m made from air and lightning. And maybe I am. It feels possible in this moment. Anything feels possible in this moment.

The first thing I do is run and tell Orion.

I find him stretched out on the roof of our rickety boardinghouse, eyes closed as he soaks up the warm sunshine. I tell him everything that happened, show him what I can do, and I’m so proud, so excited to be special—really special.

But Orion isn’t excited. His face collapses like a falling star, dragged down by shock and worry.

But … Doesn’t that mean you’re a saint?

A saint.

Legends. Holy figures. Gifted with special abilities for the glory of the Heralds and taken to the Gate of Heaven to serve their divine purpose. I remember seeing one on the dailies a year ago. A kid like me. Papa had said she’d run away after her parents told the chapels, but Archangels still found her, four days later. What was her name?

Sorcha. Sorcha Tannith. She’d had the brightest red hair I’d ever seen.

Couldn’t be, I tell him. I’m a duster.

Everyone knows you can only become a saint if you’re storm-touched. And the only ones who are ever storm-touched are skyliners, like Sorcha. They live up in the clouds on dirigibles and homesteads, where the magnastorms are, and keep all the blessings of the Heralds to themselves.

I pick at the dry skin of my lips, frowning. I should tell Mama and Papa.

Don’t. Orion grabs both my hands, squeezing them. Don’t tell them, V. If anyone finds out what you can do, the Archangels will take you away. We won’t see each other ever again.

All the excitement starts to trickle from my belly. I hadn’t thought about that part. About being taken, snatched away from Mama and Papa and little Halle and Orion by towering metal figures that burned black and gold.

I stare into Orion’s big, dark eyes. Sometimes I feel safer with him than with anyone else, even Mama and Papa. Because Mama and Papa walk around heavy with worries, the kinds of worries that leave little bits and pieces everywhere, that cling sticky to my skin no matter what I do, weighing me down. Orion doesn’t have anything like that. I can just be myself around him, light and fast and free.

I twist my hands in his grip, interlacing our fingers. Okay. I won’t tell anyone.

And you can’t do it again, he adds. In case someone sees.

I nod. I won’t, I swear.

We lie down on the roof together, side by side, our arms touching, our hands still joined even when keeping them clasped together has made them all sweaty. We watch the shifting dirigibles and homesteads cluttering the sky above us and make up increasingly wild stories about the skyliners who live there until the sun starts to dip toward the horizon.

I don’t phase again after that, not even when the ache to do so floods my whole body, building underneath my skin like an itch I can never scratch.

I keep my promise.

Until eight years later, when I’m standing in front of my first kill.







CHAPTER THREE



“THERE IS NO TRUE RIGHT AND WRONG ON TRINITY. THERE IS ONLY PAPER AND POWER, AND THOSE WHO WIELD IT WRITE YOUR MORALITY.”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




I jerk away from the body so fast that my heels catch against another corpse and I fall backward, landing hard on my ass in a pool of quickly congealing gore. Panic scrambles up my throat, my breath coming fast, and I have to curl in on myself and force it to slow down. Not the cold, steel-skinned Butcher anymore; back to being Val. And Val needs to get their head on straight and figure out what the fuck just happened.

Breathe. Just breathe.

Getting back to my feet, I go to each of the bodies and fumble to take off their masks, my gloves sticky with blood, and try to decipher the scattered pieces on this metaphorical board. The shorter figure in red turns out to be Quick-Shot Jim, Kilpatrick’s right-hand man. Then there’s the preacher and the other one in white, who also looks to be a preacher or maybe an apprentice. Judging by the shape and model of their gold pulse pistols, the two in black are wardens of some kind or other. And the three in green? No clue. But they’re dressed so richly that my best guess is that they’re barons.

I lean against the cargo hold ladder, staring around the room without seeing it. I’ve heard rumors about shadow sessions where the power players of a city meet up in secret to make deals to keep everything running on their terms. The fact that someone like Kilpatrick is in this shoddy airship with preachers and wardens and barons certainly fits the bill.

But obviously, if that’s the case, Kilpatrick wasn’t the one who hired the Butcher for this job. So then who did? Who contacted Dani with a fake story and the cash to buy my services?

My eyes drift back over to Bloody Bill, staring, dead-eyed, up at the ceiling.

He looks so much smaller right now. Diminished. He was always a big guy, broad-shouldered, built like someone who was both accustomed to the finer things in life and also had never forgotten how to make people bleed to get those things.

In a lot of ways, Bloody Bill Kilpatrick made the Butcher.

My first job was for him, and he is—was—the Butcher’s highest-paying, most regular client. Which makes sense. Only the head of a group like the Gold Town Gang would have a consistent need for a killer.

Kilpatrick had been the boss of the Gold Town Gang since well before I was born, coming to power in the middle of the 2089 Riots, when naphtha and water had been even scarcer than usual and boroughs had exploded into fires and protests. Kilpatrick had taken advantage of the chaos, bargaining and provoking and killing and threatening until, when the flames finally died, he was the ruling crime lord of Covenant.

But now … Now he’s just blood on my blades. Like so many others. And the organization he’d built by the crush of his own knuckles is suddenly leaderless.

Not your problem.

Right now, the only thing I need to focus on is extricating myself from this mess as quickly and as smoothly as possible and getting back home to my sisters.

I wipe my blades clean on the preacher’s robe—it’s not like he can really object anymore—and phase back up into the galley. Immediately, I head for the steerage deck and look for the signal flag controls. Every ship is supposed to have them, a series of switches that let you raise flags of different colors and patterns along the top and bottom hulls to communicate with other skyliner vessels. Dani is likely still in the area, within eyesight of the airship in case I need help. I’ve never needed it before, but this would be the quickest and easiest way to get her attention.

But there are no signal flag controls on this airship.

I look everywhere, I even sweep the vessel’s layout with my goggles, but there’s no sign that signal flags had ever been built into the structure of this thing.

I bow forward, gripping the handle of the ship’s wheel, measuring my breaths slowly in and out. I need to make a plan, but plans aren’t really my thing. They’re Dani’s thing. They’re my sister Halle’s thing. I usually just take the first path of least resistance that I can find and slice my way through.

Just get out of there, ghoulie. I can practically hear Dani’s voice in my head, and even the idea of it calms me. Cover your ass and get out of there.

This airship—and all the bodies on it—needs to disappear. It’s a pretty unsophisticated vessel, but from the looks of it, you can set a fixed heading and that’s all I really need. I set the ship’s wheel into place, pointing the nose of it up toward the bottom of the homestead island floating over us. I move around the deck, opening every hatch and turning off every safety valve I can find, until the naphtha engines start to screech and smoke. And then I’m gone, phasing through the walls and out of the ship, down to the streets and buildings below.

Above the city of Covenant, the airship slams into the smooth metal underbelly of the homestead and explodes in a burst of orange and blue against the fading sky.







CHAPTER FOUR



“WHAT IS AT THE BOTTOM OF THE ELYSIAN DEPTHS HAS LONG BEEN THE SUBJECT OF DEBATE, BUT IN THIS AUTHOR’S OPINION, IT IS NOT FOR US TO KNOW. THE HEART OF TRINITY SUSTAINS US; IT IS TOO PRECIOUS A GIFT FROM THE HERALDS. IT IS FOR THE DEAD ALONE, AND THE LIVING MUST BE SATISFIED WITH THAT.”

—TRINITY: A TOPOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW, PROFESSOR BEATRICE BARTLEWICK




In an abandoned shop stall on an old market street in West Parish, I hurriedly stuff my hastily cleaned Butcher kit into a rucksack that smells a bit like old blood and tie it off tight, my hands shaking as I sling it over my shoulder. Which definitely isn’t like me. But I’ve also never had a job go ass-up like this before, and it’s rattled me. Made me feel unsteady, unsafe.

I just laid the big boss of the Gold Town Gang out on the decks of an airship.

Even worse: Someone set me up to do it.

Halle and Kelda are at home, completely unprotected. I need to make sure they’re safe. The quicker, the better.

It’s almost fully dark already when I step out onto the streets. This far into low season, the aquamarine sky darkens early, the far edges soaking with orange and plum and black. Narrow windows set into the faces of all the buildings and betterments brighten with the blue-white light of naphtha lamps. Tinkerers and market vendors are locking up and heading home, and the twisting alleyways and brightly painted streets are filling up with nighttime inhabitants. Clusters of people looking to unwind drift about, following the music seeping out of saloons, dram shops, and other entertainment establishments, their murmurs of conversation cut through with sharp bursts of laughter. Magdalena houses light their purple lanterns, throwing an intoxicating glow across their doorsteps. Street apothecaries draw small crowds with their over-the-top performances, shilling so-called magical trinkets and concoctions that will cure your problems and ailments. A handful of people ride by on rickety four-legged automaton mounts, their metal bodies patched with rust and animated by the mechanical, naphtha-powered heart and veins that glow dimly beneath their plating.

At almost every street corner and intersection, screens a dozen feet tall play the dailies—newsreels of wavery images and footage in shades of amber and gray and black, beamed to us straight from Trinity’s Heraldic Ministry. It’s updated three times a day—morning, midday, and evening—but in between, it repeats again and again. In case you missed it the first time. Or you just love to listen to a constant stream of chatter about how great Trinity is, but also how all our greatness and way of life is under attack from all sides so be very afraid.

I move through it all as fast as I can without drawing any unnecessary attention, hands shoved into the pockets of my pants, the hood attached to my loose shirt pulled up to conceal my face despite the heat still hanging heavy in the air and the sweat dampening my hairline. When I was younger, I remember the temperature used to plummet at night, chilly enough that people would wear longcoats and sometimes even gloves. But lately, we don’t get a lot of relief at night, with heat lingering long after sunset, radiating off the metal alloy that makes up the ground, the rooftops, the building walls—just about everything.

Right now, I welcome its warmth. It keeps my muscles loose and fluid, keeps me moving. I always phase somewhere different after a job—someplace unoccupied, where I’ve stowed my change of clothes just before. It’s safer for me if no one is ever really sure where the Butcher comes from or where they go. It’s one of many ways I keep the two halves of my life separate, so that the things I do on the edge of a blade never follow me home. But now it’s biting me in the ass because I’m going to have to hoof it across half of Covenant to get home to my sisters.

I’m cutting across Samuel Street when my eyes catch on the nearest flickering screen showing the dailies. They’re broadcasting an arrest notice with the image of a young man. Shaved head. Irises as deep brown as his skin. A beautiful face, though the image doesn’t really do it justice because it can’t capture the spark of humor always lurking in his eyes. Or the brilliance when he flashes his wide smile.

My jaw clenches and I cut my eyes away as I hurry past.

Not your problem, Val. Just get home. Make sure your sisters are safe. That’s all you need to do right now.

I can’t borrow any more trouble when I’m already neck-deep in a botched job and still trying to sort out what the hell happened up there. Maybe Dani will be able to get to the bottom of it. She’s got an ear against just about every door in this town, stashing away information like rations. It’s one of the main reasons I took her on as my frontperson.

I’ll get ahold of her first thing tomorrow and we’ll sort out the situation. Get things back on track with whoever’s next on the Gold Town throne. This was just a misfire.

A massive, massive misfire.

I pause on a corner and wipe at my mouth, wishing I had anything left in that little canteen, but I drained it all back on the airship. I’ll have to just bear with the dusty feeling in my throat until I get home.

“—the arrest of Orion Booker,” the droning voice of the announcer on the dailies interrupts my thoughts. “Booker is also known as the Skywayman, a degenerate whose string of thefts has terrorized skyliners across Covenant. He was apprehended in his latest attempt at larceny, caught in the act and convicted of the sin of greed. He is being held by the esteemed wardens of Covenant, awaiting transport via prison train to the Ninth Circle, where he will attempt to earn redemption through a life of service.”

A shudder ripples through my body.

The Ninth Circle. The worst prison on the whole of Trinity. A hellish construct suspended far down into the darkness of a section of the Elysian Depths. They say the Ninth Circle is so deep into the Depths that you can’t even see the sun when it’s directly overhead.

My head swims as I step off the corner, so distracted that I knock shoulders with someone and get an earful of what they think about me and my questionable parentage. The dailies are everywhere, flashing in my peripheral vision as I sweep by, and despite all my efforts to not look at any of the screens, I’m still hyperaware of the face that pops up again and again as the reels repeat.

Orion Booker.

I can still picture him as he was when we were kids—laughing, running the streets with me, stretched out beside me all those bright, warm nights that we’d lie on rooftops and watch the rhythm and flow of skyliner airships above us.

I remember, too, the last time we saw each other. I feel little echoes of the emotions that swamped me back then—the anger, the fear, the hollowness in my chest. That sense that something precious and real in my life was falling to pieces. Again.

Papa called them unmaking seasons. Told me that every quiet, stable period in your life would be followed by a season of unmaking, where upheaval and chaos and change would push at your edges and force you to grow.

I feel like I’ve had too many unmaking seasons already in my life. After Papa died in the dock accident. After we lost Mama. And then again, after Orion.

And now, all of a sudden, here he is, just as a giant crack appears in my—in the Butcher’s—relationship with the Gold Town Gang.

I scrub my hands down my face and suck in a deep breath, willing my feet to move a little faster, like maybe I can shake the ghosts on my heels if I’m quick enough. I’ve worked so hard to carve out this space and this life, but I don’t know how long the walls will hold.

I finally reach the steps of the boardinghouse in East Parish where we rent our lodgings, and just as I start to climb, I feel the change in the air. The taste of ozone, sharp and bitter. The shift in the wind. Harsh white clouds boil up across the southern horizon, and spidery forks of lightning, tinged with vivid colors, follow behind them.

A magnastorm. That came up fast.

We used to know about oncoming magnastorms hours before they happened. They’d boil up on the hottest days of high season in predictable ways. But the past few months, every day has felt like the hottest day, and the magnastorms have started coming from nowhere, with no warning, moving fast and whipping up winds that wreak havoc on the surface. Tearing at old, rusted-out buildings and kicking up a red-brown haze of dust and grit that coats your skin, irritates your eyes, and makes everything you eat taste a bit like rust for days afterward.

Another crackle of lightning, colored turquoise and pink, lances downward, and I shiver like I can feel its electric touch dancing down my spine.

And then, a flash of light slices across the edges of my vision, flaring up in the distance, far off to the north in the opposite direction of the storm. It’s enormous—a searing surge of blue-white light that shoots upward, reaching past the clouds to claw hungrily at the distant stars. It has to be miles and miles away, but for a second, it’s all I can look at, all I can see. It floods my eyes and skin, blotting out the town and the skyliners and the stars. Trinity’s song rises, sharp and loud in my ears, louder even than it is when I phase—

It dies away as quickly as it came. The song drops to barely a murmur, and I’m left, blinking, on my own doorstep.

It’s an unmaking season, Val.

I wait, breath caught in my throat, for one heartbeat after another. I don’t even know for what. For the light to come back? For the chapel bells to ring? Some sign—any sign—that I wasn’t the only person in Covenant just now who witnessed that?

But there’s nothing. And somehow that’s worse.

Somehow, it feels like an omen.







CHAPTER FIVE



“THERE IS NO DETAIL TOO SMALL IN THE HERALDS’ DIVINE PLAN. YOUR PLACE IN THIS WORLD HAS BEEN HANDPICKED BY THEM, EVERY MOMENT OF YOUR EXISTENCE ACCOUNTED FOR.”

—TREATISE NO. 1 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




I rip my gaze away from the magnastorm on the horizon and turn back to the boardinghouse, placing my hand flat against the crystalline oval embedded in the rusty, oxidized door. There’s a swirl of misty light under the crystal’s surface and then the door swings open with a metallic creak. Not many buildings in duster towns have coded locks like this one, which means the rent here is double, but it’s more than worth it. Before we could afford to live here, I didn’t just keep Wrath under my pillow—I had to feel the cold weight of it on my fingertips in order to fall asleep.

Inside, it smells like metal polish and old wallpaper and slow-cooked foods heavy with spices. The stately, curving staircase echoes with the voices of kids farther up, hollering and laughing and giving one another shit as they disappear behind their front doors with enthusiastic slams. There’s a vent in a dusty, shadowed corner back behind that staircase where I stow my Butcher kit, wiggling the metal grate free and shoving it deep into the darkness. I’ve used this hiding place ever since Kelda almost stumbled across the rucksack in my room and found me out.

Two halves of my life. A constant tightrope walk between them.

That nice, expensive rent also means this place has an ornate cage elevator that works 80 percent of the time—which isn’t half bad. It’s not necessarily skyliner fancy, but then again, nothing down here in the dust really is. I clang the cage shut behind me and listen to the clattering rattle as the elevator climbs all the way to the top of the building. I picked out this place for Halle and Kelda about a year ago. So much nicer than what we were used to, but also not so expensive that I can’t keep stashing some cash away as a safety net.

I pause just outside the door, wiping my fingers along my face and neck to make sure there aren’t any lingering blood spots. My mind drifts briefly—to the mess I left in that airship, to Orion’s arrest warrant on the dailies, to the sudden storm.

It’s an unmaking season, Val. Papa’s words ring in my head again.

I don’t want to hear them. No one is unmaking anything here. I’m going to go inside and my sisters are going to be fine and safe, and that’ll be the end of it. Everything else I can fix in the morning.

The hinges squeal as I shoulder open the door and step inside, kicking the door closed hard enough to make sure it latches and locking it behind me. Halle stands at the dish steamer in the kitchen, her back to me. Unharmed, unhurt. All the tension rushes out of my body, so quickly I almost feel a little lightheaded.

“Hey, I’m home,” I say as I lean against the back of one of the chairs in our little dining room, toeing off my boots. Our lodgings actually feel nice and cool for once, likely because of the extra naphtha I shelled out for last month.

Most everything on Trinity runs on naphtha—a limitless source of power provided to us by the Twelve Heralds. Some people even call it godblood. But it doesn’t come cheap for dusters, especially as each day gets a little warmer than the one before. The Heraldic Ministry tells us this is a test of our gratitude, our willingness to make sacrifices just like the Heralds sacrificed for us. All I know is that it’s meant skyliners hoarding naphtha even more than usual, leaving a lot of dusters scrambling to fill the gaps with whatever we can cobble together.

Halle’s left a little cup of drinking water on the table, next to packets of sandwich rolls from a nearby food stall. I scoop up the cup and tip it into my mouth, careful to get every last drop. I know we have more—I made sure to leave most of our remaining rations for Halle and Kelda—but I don’t ask for any. I never do.

“Sorry I’m a bit late,” I say when Halle stays silent. I wave a hand at the sandwich rolls. “Thanks for picking up dinner.”

The only response I get is a loud bark of laughter. No joy in it. Just a really bitter taste. I take a second look at her as she scrubs furiously at something in the sink.

Everything about her is furious, in fact. I can feel it coming off her like spikes.

Shit. Here we go again.

“So…” I draw the word out carefully. “How’s everything going here?”

“Everything’s fine. It’s great.” Halle’s voice slashes across the space. She shuts the dish steamer off and shoves a pan into the cabinet underneath with a harsh clang. “And I wasn’t the one who got us dinner. The Bakshi sisters brought it over. After their day out.”

She hangs it there, knowing it’ll land right where she aimed. I wrap my fingers around the back of the chair in front of me, wincing. I’d promised her, days ago, that she could go with them. Promised I’d be home to take care of Kelda. It had been the nicest conversation we’d managed to have in weeks.

And then I’d forgotten all about it. As soon as Dani had turned up with a job.

“Halle … I’m sorry…”

Halle sweeps over and snatches my boots off the floor. We don’t look much alike. She’s all long legs, cascades of wavy black hair kept in place with a thousand copper hairpins, olive-toned skin that keeps a tan even in the low season, just like Mama, whereas I take after Papa—shorter, slighter, with white skin and dark-brown hair that I keep clipped short. With Halle’s height and her curves, most people think she’s the eldest of us, but she’s only fifteen. Then again, she had to step into Mama’s shoes when she was eleven years old, helping to raise a small kid while I scraped together cash any way I could.

Neither of us really knows what being young actually feels like.

She throws my boots onto the mat by the door in that way that says You should’ve remembered to do this first. “Where were you?”

My shoulders tighten at her disapproval. Like she’s my parent instead of my younger sister. “A last-minute job came up. Couldn’t wait.”

“Of course it couldn’t.”

I kick at the chair, and it screeches across the metal floor in protest. “For fuck’s sake, it’s not like I was out at a party, Halle. Work is work. I turn down jobs, I don’t get paid, and these lodgings aren’t cheap.”

She stops zigzagging around the place and leans against the sink again, facing me, her arms crossed. “But you said you’d be home. You promised I could have an afternoon to myself.”

“I told you, I don’t need a babysitter!” calls a voice from the second bedroom. Kelda. “I could’ve stayed by myself!”

“NO!” Halle and I shout it back in unison, without even looking away from our fight.

It’s the one thing we can always agree on, no matter what else is happening: Keep Kelda safe. At all costs.

“Evan Oyeno’s mother was telling me about a job opening up, at a fabricator’s shop,” Halle says, her deep-set brown eyes bright and fixed on me. It’s the only feature we share—dark, liquidy pools under strong brows.

I sigh, run a hand back through my short-cropped hair. There’s this tingling desire at the base of my skull to run, to phase away from the conversation I can see forming on the corners of Halle’s mouth because I already know the shape of it. “That’s great. We should tell Bibi down on the third floor about it. She’s been looking for work for a bit.”

“You know I’m not talking about this job for Bibi,” she says fiercely, and then, when I don’t say anything, she hurries on in the silence. “This is your chance. Aren’t you tired of being a low-level errand runner for the Gold Town Gang? If I pick up a few more hours to help cover the rent—”

“Stop it, Halle.” I don’t mean for my voice to come out so hard and cold, but my head is aching with thirst and I’m suddenly so, so tired and I can’t stop thinking about Kilpatrick and that preacher and whether I just shot everything right to hell today. “It’s not happening. It’s never happening, okay? I’ve made my peace with what I do and how things work in the dust.”

Halle leans back, and I can taste her frustration in the air. She wants a solution, something she can press her fingertips into and make right. She’s always been that way, with her eyes thrown forward into some kind of future I can’t see. Even in our darkest months, just after Mama was gone.

Sometimes I hate her for it a little. I hate how she can burn so bright, and the only thing inside me is a monster with a beautiful song and teeth that grow sharper with every kill.

Kelda appears in the doorway, her bright hazel gaze wide in her pale round face, a faded slicing scar bisecting her right eyebrow, her wavy black hair cut short like mine but wild and sticking up every which way. Probably because she’s been tugging at the ends like she does when she’s frustrated. Right now, though, her arms are crossed—just like Halle—and her lips are pressed tightly together.

“Why can’t I stay by myself?” she demands. “I’m not a little kid anymore.”

I clench my jaw hard, angling so I’ve got Halle glaring on one side of me and Kelda glaring on the other. “You’re little enough. Too young to be running around Covenant on your own.”

“At my age, Halle was staying by herself and watching me.”

Halle shakes her head. “That’s only because Mama and Papa were gone and Val kept disappearing for work—”

“I could work! I could help out with the bills!” The way the words tumble out of Kelda’s mouth—like they can’t hardly wait their turn—makes me think she’s been waiting for an opening for this idea for a while. “The lady who runs one of the food stalls on the corner, she says—”

“No!” It’s in unison again. We should take this show on the road.

I brace my hands on the tabletop, flipping that switch in my head that lets me push Val into the background so the Butcher can do their work. My frustrated expression goes cold and blank, imperious as I return both their glares.

“Nothing is changing, all right?” I look over at Halle. “I’m not taking the fabricator job or any other job, so quit asking.” I swing my head around to Kelda. “And you’re not leaving school just so you can work at some food stall and play at being a grown-up. That’s it. Conversation over.”

Kelda’s face flushes bright red, tears welling in her hazel eyes as she spins on her heel and stomps back into the bedroom she shares with Halle. “You are the worst sibling in the whole universe!”

She slams the door behind her, hard enough to rattle the frame, and then it’s just me and Halle on opposite sides of the dining table.

“Nice,” Halle says, fitting a lifetime’s worth of exhaustion into that one word. “That was great.”

She crosses the dining room, calling after Kelda, and soon the only one left standing there is me.

I turn and storm off into my own bedroom, closing the door tightly behind me. Crawling on top of my bed, I stand on tiptoe to reach the ceiling, moving aside a panel in the middle and pulling out a bottle of moonshine from the dark crawl space. I take a long pull straight from the bottle, relishing in the warm bite of the alcohol as it slides down my throat and hits my empty belly.

Mama and Papa never drank moonshine or any other kind of booze that the Heraldic Ministry regularly distributes to dusters. Sure, the Ministry can’t be bothered to always get us our water or naphtha on time, but damned if they aren’t going to make sure we have access to government-approved alcohol.

Placating measures, Mama always said, with acid in her voice.

I should be more like them. I shouldn’t let this shit into the house. It’s going to make everything worse in the long run—my headache, my thirst, my relationship with Halle when she inevitably smells it on my breath—but right now … it helps. Makes it easier to put the Butcher back in their box and soothe the rough edges that Val is left to deal with.

It helps me forget about the blood I put on the decks. Because that’s the job. That’s what I’m paid to do. And deep down in a place I don’t like to look very often, I’m a little bit in love with how good at it I am.

I sink down onto my bed, taking another drink of the moonshine. It’s so high proof that it burns my insides, but I don’t mind the burn.

I deserve it.

The thought drifts up unbidden as I remember Kelda’s flushed expression, the outrage and embarrassment inside her tears. And Halle’s old-soul face, lined with disappointment. In me. They don’t know what I am or what I’ve become, and I never want them to. I’ve worked too hard to get us where we are, even as Halle and Kelda fight and chafe at my protection and my secrets. The figure of the Butcher looms between me and them, and the gap becomes more like a chasm every day.

It has to happen. I love them enough to let them hate me if that’s what it takes. It’s a perfect, pointed pain. The kind of bittersweet hurt that either softens you or sharpens you. Melts you down or hones your edges.

I’m the latter one, and that’s fine by me. Let me be the knife in the dark. I’ll gladly use my sharp edges to carve out a space where my sisters are free to be soft, to melt as much as they wish.

The moonshine swims in my belly, making the room around me float and blur at the edges. I close my eyes, letting it carry me away someplace where there are walls high enough to keep the night at bay.

But only just.

The night prowls just outside the door, calling me. Waiting to eat me up.







CHAPTER SIX



“BY GIVING SO MUCH OF THEMSELVES TO THE FORMATION OF TRINITY, THE HERALDS PROVIDE FOR THEIR CHILDREN. THEY FEED US, THEY PROVIDE US WITH WATER AND ENERGY, AND WE MUST REMEMBER THAT AND KEEP IT WITH US IN EVERYTHING WE DO.”

—THE DIVINE ORIGINS OF TRINITY, THE ARCHIVAL COUNCIL OF THE HERALDIC MINISTRY




Sometimes, in the dark hours before dawn, when I’m dead asleep, I dream of water pouring down from the sky, running in rivulets over my skin, cooling everything it touches. As I reach out, letting the droplets hit my hand, the word comes to my mind: rain.

Water doesn’t come from the sky on Trinity. It never has. So I’m not sure why this rain feels so real, so possible, when I’m asleep. But sometimes I would give anything to stay there in that dream.

Tonight is not a night for dreams, though. I toss and turn, half dozing and restless, sweating through my sheets. I could blame the moonshine, but to be honest, I haven’t slept well since we moved into this place and I got my own room. My sisters and I spent our entire lives up to that point sleeping in a tangle, curled up together for comfort and safety and because we often only had one mattress between us. Turns out when you grow up that way, it’s not easy to suddenly sleep soundly all on your own. Kelda hadn’t taken to it at all and wound up sharing Halle’s room.

But I stayed on my own. It was easier that way to keep the Butcher’s secrets and step out on jobs at all hours. Halle and Kelda were much better off without me in there with them.

I doze for several hours, under the uneasy push and pull of alcohol and the background sensation of thirst and my own restless body, but I’m fully awake by the time the distant bell towers of Covenant toll two in the morning. My eyeballs press into the black all around me, and the humming of Trinity’s song drifts across the stuffy silence. It’s barely audible right now, but I feel it pulling, making me even more agitated. When I was younger, I’d sometimes go days without hearing it or feeling it in my bones, but lately it’s always there, dragging at me, like it’s an enormous magnet and I’m a needle, pointing toward it.

My room smells of moonshine and sweat, acrid and stale, but underneath it, there are also some of the most comforting scents I know: the minty smell of the dry soap we buy at the marketfare; the lingering hints of airship exhaust and dusty sunshine embedded in my blanket from being dried out on a line on the rooftop. I lie for another minute underneath the uncomfortably heavy warmth of my blanket, and then I ease off the mattress and out of the room.

I step out into the kitchen and living area, closing the door behind me with a soft click just as yellow-gold lightning flashes outside the windows. It throws sharp shadows across the familiar space—

—and the dark silhouette standing in the kitchen.

My pulse jumps, instantly on alert, but I hesitate, brain still muddled with moonshine and exhaustion. It’s just as likely Halle or Kelda, up late, unable to sleep. I don’t want to hurt them or scare them just because of paranoia.

That hesitation costs me. It costs me everything.

Something metal tink-tink-tinks across the floor behind me, and in that heartbeat of a moment, my brain registers what it is, what’s about to happen, I tense—

And then a searing flash of light and the heavy impact of a shock wave smashes into me.

I must black out for a second because the next thing I know I’m a crumpled heap on the kitchen floor. Pain ricocheting up and down my spine. All the breath squeezed out of my lungs. I can’t see. My ears are filled with high-pitched ringing.

I push myself up, half rising to my feet right as something round and metal smashes across my face. I slam back into the ground. Blood coats my tongue and oozes down my face.

But I hear it this time. The shift of boots near my head. A deep grunt and the slight whistle of air as something swings down toward me—

—I phase at the last second, disappearing just as a thick metal baton smashes hard into the spot where my face was a moment ago.

I only go a few feet. Can’t risk anything further with my vision still compromised. But it’s enough to get two seconds. Two seconds to blink away the spots in front of my eyes and get my bearings.

As soon as the silhouette swings around, I recognize him. Vasya Paley. The Gold Town Hammer. Six and a half feet of muscle and fists. Fists currently wielding a baton half as long as I am. My brain almost can’t fully process his face, the fact that he’s here in my home.

No one knows where I live.

No one.

I think, just for a second, about the Butcher kit, hidden in the vent, but there’s no way I can leave. Not even for a second. Not with Halle and Kelda in the other room.

I glance back at their bedroom door. Don’t come out. Please stay in there and don’t come out.

Vasya comes at me, swinging for my chest. I skip backward and then phase—not away, but into him, where I’m too close for him to hit properly. I reach out with quick hands, grab the baton on its wide arc, and phase away again. Taking the baton with me.

Vasya grunts, whirling around.

I snap together at his back. The baton is big and awkward and not anywhere close to a good fit for me, but I swing it with everything I’ve got, hitting him at his knees. They crumple, and he staggers. I wind up for another shot—

—but he spins, still kneeling, and a knife that seems to come from nowhere slashes across my ribs.

The next phase is on instinct. I reappear in the kitchen, breathing hard, hands empty. The heavy-ass baton clatters to the floor. I was too surprised to carry it. A line of fire burns across my torso—my shirt is already sticking to it—and my whole face throbs from that very first sucker punch. I wipe the back of my arm underneath my nose and it comes away smeared with dark blood.

Another lightning flash. Pale green and sickly. It looks especially bad splashed across Vasya’s vicious grin.

I bare my teeth right back.

He’s not the only killer here right now. And this is my territory. My home.

I skip-phase all over the apartment, flickering into existence here and there and here again. Disorienting him as he tries to track my path.

And then I reappear with my legs wrapped around his shoulders and stab my thumbs straight into Vasya’s eyes.

He howls and lashes out at me, but I phase away just before the blade pierces my skin. Then I’m back, wrapped around his arm, twisting his wrist hard enough to hear it snap. The blade falls from his loose grasp, and I catch it in the air, feeling my fingers wrap tightly around the handle.

It’s not one of mine.

But it’ll definitely do.

I sweep behind Vasya, slashing at his ankles. He cries out and falls heavily to his knees, but even that isn’t enough to totally defang the Gold Town Hammer. He swings an elbow around so fast I don’t see it in time, and it catches me in the jaw, sending me stumbling just as I hear our front door shriek on its hinges, slamming open.

He brought backup. More Gold Towners, I think, but I don’t get the chance to even glance over my shoulder at the new intruders. Vasya reaches out an enormous arm and grabs me by the throat, squeezing so tight I can’t breathe, my vision darkening. I don’t risk phasing in this state. Instead, I slam my heel into his groin, hard enough that he loosens his grip and I can wrench free, coughing from the pressure. I can still feel the imprint of his fingers.

Vasya glares at me from the middle of the apartment, panting. Even on his knees, he’s still as tall as I am.

“Come over here. We’re not done yet.” His voice rolls like gravel out of his throat.

Running my tongue over my teeth, I spit blood onto the floor and twirl the knife in my grip. I’m shifting my weight forward, toward him, toward ending him, when a scream cuts across the air.

“VALENE!”

Halle.

I spin toward the front door. I was right—more Gold Towners—but they’re not here to help Vasya finish the fight. They’re dragging a struggling Kelda and Halle out into the hall, shoving a gag back into Halle’s mouth as she screams and fights against it. Kelda’s kicking and flailing, but she’s so little and outnumbered. She flings out an arm, her small hand reaching for me—

Pain suddenly shoots through my side, and I look down to see huge, bloodied fingers holding the hilt of a knife up to my stomach, the blade lodged right underneath my ribs. I sway as the burn of the wound hits my brain, and I can’t think, can’t focus, can’t phase. My vision blurs as I look up, look for my sisters, but the doorway is empty.

They’re gone.

No. No no no.

My next inhale is ragged, it sounds wrong, but I slam the point of my elbow down onto Vasya’s wrist with a crack. The knife in my side jolts from the impact, scraping across my rib bones, lacerating already damaged muscles, ripping a sound from my throat that’s half snarl, half scream. But it’s worth it when Vasya lets go of the hilt and I can spin and stab the blade I’m still holding deep into his neck.

He grins at me, blood all over his teeth and pouring down onto his chest. “This is for Kilpatrick.”

There’s a slight click, barely audible, and my breath catches as I see the round little golden sphere in Vasya’s hands, flashing a rainbow of colors—

I have the span of a heartbeat to run for the window, phase through it—

—and then a wave of white heat slams into me, sending me spinning toward the ground as the apartment and everything inside it explodes.




THEN

I’m fourteen years old when the Butcher is born.

Mama is a few months gone, and I’m scrambling to keep everything together. I hit the labor stalls every morning, but I’m short and scrawny, with an anger and intensity I wear on my skin that people find off-putting. Any piecemeal jobs I manage to pick up pay scraps. I give up my food and water to Halle and Kelda, but it isn’t enough. There’s never enough to go around in the dust.

That’s when Bloody Bill Kilpatrick puts out a hit on Big Haul Cruz.

Big Haul is causing a stir in Covenant, speaking out against Gold Town and the wardens, the barons and the preachers. He wants to raise people up, end the stranglehold by those in power, and his popularity is skyrocketing, with more and more dusters joining him. He’s also the size of a homestead—a muscle-wrapped giant surrounded by loyalists and bodyguards. So even though Kilpatrick is offering a cartload of paper, everyone who tries to take him out ends up wrapped in white and thrown into the Elysian Depths.

But none of those people can phase like me. And there’s so much paper on the line. Maybe, once, I might’ve cared about who held power in this town—

—but not anymore.

I find a rudimentary mask and hood to obscure my features. I lift a cheap, six-shot pulse pistol from an even cheaper storefront and trail Big Haul for days, working myself up to the job as I wait for an opening.

I finally catch Big Haul alone in an alley in the deep hours of the night, phasing in front of him and firing off two shots with the pulse pistol. I’m a bad shot, though, only managing to hit him in the leg, and he responds immediately, surging toward me with a roar. I panic and phase—

—but the pistol doesn’t phase with me.

I pull the pieces of myself back together on the opposite end of the alley, but I’m slow, disoriented. Big Haul whirls around, the pulse pistol I dropped looking tiny in his massive hand as he levels it at me. I try to disappear before he fires, but I’m not quick enough.

The shot hits my side, pain searing through my brain, breaking my focus. Scattering my concentration. Making it almost impossible to remember that I am nothing right now—less than the dust motes and rust flakes hanging in the air—and I’ll stay that way if I can’t find my way back.

And if I die, so do Kelda and Halle.

I jerk all the little bits of myself together, collapsing in a trembling knot in a dark, damp hallway, gasping at the air greedily as my pulse pounds in my ears. My side is a bright explosion of pain. My skin feels tender, like it’s been scraped raw. I can hear Big Haul in the alley just outside, overturning bins and kicking at crates looking for me.

If I’m going to abandon this plan, this is my moment. But if I leave Big Haul alive now, not only will there be no cash, but he’ll tell people what he saw. Someone with impossible abilities. A saint.

I grit my teeth and pull out the hooked, serrated knife I sheathed in my boot. Using the wall to push myself to a stand, the wound on my side burning, I inch to the door, opening it just enough to see out.

Big Haul has his back to me, his shoulders broad as a docking platform.

I tighten my grip on the knife, take a breath, and phase.

Big Haul yells in surprise as I appear on his back, my left arm wrapped tight around his neck, my legs around his rib cage. He tries to reach for me, but I’ve already started stabbing. In the neck. In the chest. Again and again and again. My shoulder is on fire. My hands shake with the effort of keeping a hold on the knife hilt as it grows slick with blood. But I don’t stop until Big Haul staggers, drops to his knees, and collapses onto the dirty alley floor.

I crawl off him, shaking, weak as a newborn, my red-stained hands limp in my lap. I stare at Big Haul’s empty face until his gray-blue eyes cloud over and his blood starts to cool. It’s only then that I’m finally able to gather all the unraveled bits of myself back together again.

I pick myself up, make sure my mask and hood are all still on, and deliver proof of the job to Kilpatrick.

I get paid in cash. More paper than I’ve ever had in my hands before. I buy water—so much water—and food, and let my sisters eat and drink until they’re full for the first time in months. I see the difference it makes. How Halle and Kelda relax under the new, delicious weight in their bellies. Their lips no longer cracked and parched. The dark circles slowly retreating from underneath their eyes.

That makes everything I go through in the months and years to come worth it. The night sweats. The sleepless dark hours. The meticulous picking of dried blood out from under my fingernails. The mistakes and fights and secret bottles of booze.

It’s all worth it.

The Butcher becomes a notorious figure in Covenant after that.

And a big part of me loves it. I really do.







CHAPTER SEVEN



WILL NEGOTIATE CONTINUED PAYMENTS ONCE JUSTICE IS DONE. HAVE LEAD ON BUTCHER’S IDENTITY. PROVIDE ALL AVAILABLE INFORMATION ON ONE VALENE BRUINN. IMMEDIATELY.

—TELEGRAM DISPATCH DELIVERED TO TERRY DUDLEY, HIGH WARDEN OF COVENANT (YEAR 2120)




The stars turn far above, beyond the shift and glide of the skyline.

Trinity’s song calls out, bittersweet, and I come back to myself, lying in a tangled heap in a rusty alley as my teeth start to chatter. My bones ache, and I’m shivering hard. From the adrenaline, from the thirst. Probably from the blood loss. The dark of the early-morning hours shrouds the blank faces of the buildings, but I can’t tell exactly how deep into the morning we are. How long I was blacked out after I fell, tumbling, into the streets.

High above me, I can see the top of our boardinghouse and the gaping black hole where our home used to be. A column of white smoke rises into the dark sky and drifts down into the streets in tatters. It burns the insides of my nose and the back of my throat, but there is no sign of flames and I see the figures of steam teams moving in and out of the building. Containing the damage.

It doesn’t look like the explosion smashed up anyone else’s lodgings.

Small mercies.

I roll up to sitting, but I can’t manage to stand. My limbs are weak, it hurts to breathe, and the knife wounds on my torso throb and bite, oozing blood. When I press my hand there to try to stanch the blood flow, I think I can feel exposed bone.

I stare through the smoke without seeing it. My chest is hollowed out and empty, a hungry, aching blackness that lances down my limbs. It steals all my strength, and I want to collapse inside it.

No.

The Gold Towners have Halle and Kelda. I need to move. I need to pick up their trail. I can’t stay here and let myself be finished off. I owe them better than that.

I try again, bracing my arm against the rusty, rough side of the trash bin for purchase and pulling my legs up underneath me, biting down on a scream as my muscles and bones burn at the movement. With my back pressed hard against the wall, I manage to slide into a stand. Or close to a stand. I’m more vertical than horizontal. So … progress.

I pitch myself off the wall, staggering out of the alley, around the corner to the front door of the boardinghouse, which is currently propped open so steam teams can move in and out easier and deal with the mess upstairs. No one is around at the moment, though—boarders have been evacuated and the steam crew is nowhere to be seen. Just eerie quiet and the acrid smell of drifting smoke.

I crawl over to the vent grate hidden behind the stairs, wiggling it open, and every inch of my body sags in relief when I touch familiar canvas. I drag it out, fingers trembling, and feel around, checking that every piece of my Butcher kit is still there. The goggles, the soft flexible boots, the gloves lined with weights along the knuckles so my hits inflict more damage. I find my knives, too—Wrath, Reason, Mercy, and Toothpick, all accounted for.

And lastly, cash and water packets. Sewn into the lining of the rucksack. Put aside just in case of a bad day.

Like today.

With fumbling fingers, I wiggle one of the water packets free and rip it open, dumping it into my mouth, not even caring that it tastes old and dusty. The world tips underneath me, my head spinning, and I clutch my rucksack to my chest, leaning back against the wall. I’m trying to parse out everything that just happened, but it all feels like a rush of sound and noise in my head, swamping me. I need to talk to Dani—

Dani …

Shit. If the Butcher was made, she could be in danger, too. If she isn’t already.

Reaching back into the grate, I pull out another piece of emergency gear—a long, hooded cowl that covers me from my head down to my knees—and pull it on. My body wobbles as I stand, unsteady as a toddler, but my feet stay planted, my legs underneath me, and that’ll have to be enough. Neither Dani nor I know where the other person lives; that’s part of our whole arrangement. But we’ve got a designated rendezvous point not far from here, on the edge of East and North Parishes. I just need to make it a few blocks.

They’re the longest blocks of my life. I don’t trust myself to phase with my vision swimming so much and my limbs so bumbling and awkward; there’s too much of a risk of missing my target or making a mistake and phasing in front of some bystander. So I have to walk, dragging one foot in front of the other, one arm tight against my side in a vain attempt at keeping pressure on my wounds. Blood has so thoroughly soaked the side of my shirt that it’s starting to leach into the fabric of my pants.

It feels like there are eyes everywhere now. Having those assholes come into my home, the one place I thought I’d kept safe … A shiver ripples down the length of my body. The violation coats my skin, thick as the dust.

In a narrow side street between buildings, I pause to catch my breath, leaning against one of the walls. I take several precious minutes to scope out the area, trying to detect anyone watching for me. Only when I’m sure it’s clear—no traps, no Gold Towners lying in wait, no curious eyes at any of the windows—do I slip a bright-blue scrap of fabric from my pocket and tie it securely around a bar on the nearby fire escape.

Dani and I have a few different colors of cloth that we use to signal to each other, like the flags on the airships. To indicate that there’s a job available or that we need to meet. This one—the blue one—means that we need to reconvene at the safe house as soon as possible. Dani should be on the lookout for it because we almost always meet up the day after a Butcher job to redistribute the paper we earned. I shouldn’t have to wait for long.

If she’s all right, that is.

Pushing myself back upright, I start moving again, pressing my palm against the bleeding stab wound. Pain shivers through me. My clothes are stuck so tight to my skin. They’re going to be an absolute bitch to peel off later.

The safe house is only another block and a half back in the direction I came, a low, slanted doorway tucked well off the road and out of sight that opens into a space that’s basically a compact storage closet. Still, I’m shaking and out of breath by the time I get there, staggering inside and dropping to my knees on the dusty floor. With the door shut, the closet is pitch-dark, and I fumble to light the small naphtha lamp in the corner.

Weak blue-white illumination fills the space, barely capable of shooing the shadows into their corners, but it’s enough for me to find the box, half hidden on one of the low shelves. It looks like almost nothing—dusty and beaten-up and nondescript—except for the crystalline lockpad on the bottom, which most folks wouldn’t even look for. It lights up when I press my thumb against its emerald surface, and the lid of the box pops open.

Inside are a number of different medicinal supplies that Dani and I have collected over the years, buying or lifting them from apothecaries at random. Most of it is basic stuff—bandages, ointments, stimulant tinctures—but in a little pouch at the very bottom is a treasure I’ve been holding on to for a while now.

Hair of the dog. Three stoppered elixirs that, when combined, can knit up my stab wounds, so I stop leaking important fluids all over the place. I know there’s a process to this—a correct dosage and all that in order to prevent some awful side effects—but there’s not a single apothecary in the whole city that I can trust to do this for me. And it’s honestly the least of my worries. All that matters is that I stay alive long enough to get Halle and Kelda back, and I’m pretty sure gaping holes in your stomach are one of those things that will definitely kill you.

Popping the cork off the first elixir, I bring it to my mouth, mutter “cheers” to no one at all, and then dump the shimmering blue-white liquid down my throat.

It tastes awful—acrid and sharp—and it hits my blood like frost, staining my skin purple as it spreads down my neck and into my chest and limbs. A sensation like ice creeps behind my eyeballs, so cold it burns. It takes several long minutes before the freezing starts to fade, and my whole body finally relaxes.

I grab the second elixir—filled with something that glistens iridescent red—and raise it up like a toast. This one swamps me with a suffocating heat, and I taste copper on the back of my tongue, so bitter it makes me cough and gag. It fades a little quicker than the first one, though, and my head feels clearer than it has for hours. Like some of the dizziness of blood loss is gone.

I fish the last elixir out of the pouch, holding it up in the dim light. Pale green, swirled with harsh white. Once more, I drink it down. It hits me like needlepoints, sweeping over every inch of my skin. I almost lose my balance as it sears across my injuries—the pain is so sharp and intense it sucks the air right out of my lungs—but then it’s gone, as quickly as it came.

Reaching under my clothes, I prod at my stomach and side. There’s two ugly, raw-looking scars where my stab wounds were. Maybe a little inflamed. Maybe a little warm to the touch. But I can’t tap a fingernail against any exposed bone anymore, so that’s an improvement.

Good enough, anyway.

I slump back against the little sliver of bare wall in this cramped space, still exhausted despite the hair of the dog. Or maybe partially because of it. Blood loss and rapid healing are a vicious mix. I want to get up and get moving again, do something to track down my sisters, but every inch of me is so heavy it’s like I’m soldered to the ground. But that’s okay because I don’t have to move yet. I’m waiting on Dani, and as soon as she’s here, she’ll be able to help me figure out where to go, where the Gold Towners might have taken Halle and Kelda.

She’ll point me toward a target as surely as she can aim a pistol, and after that, the rest will be simple. I’ll have my sisters back in a matter of hours.

All I have to do right now is sit tight until Dani shows up.







CHAPTER EIGHT



“THOSE WHO TOIL IN THE DUST ARE GREAT IN THE SIGHT OF THE HERALDS. STILL MORE BLESSED ARE THOSE WHO ARE CHOSEN TO BE PROPHETS AND HEAR THEIR VOICES.”

—TREATISE NO. 11 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




Except Dani never shows.

I count the minutes. And then the hours. I peek through a crack in the door and watch the wax and wane of the sunlight outside, the alloy streets shimmering with heat. I sip carefully, sparingly, on another one of my water packets, savoring the tepid liquid as it runs down my throat. There’s not enough room to pace, but I stand and stretch and move and sit back down again. I use the bar at the top of one of the shelves to pull myself up, testing the strength of my arms. I go through every box and bag and crate, categorizing everything we ever stashed here and then putting it all away again in the same order.

It’s only when the shadows outside are deepening and the evening light is turning a rich, saturated orange, I finally have to admit it.

Dani Morales is not coming.

Maybe she hasn’t seen the signal.

Except that would be pretty out of character for her. The more likely option is that the Gold Towners got to her, too. Took her like they did my sisters.

Or worse, killed her.

I try and fail to not let my imagination run wild with images of Dani lying dead and abandoned in her lodgings or maybe a narrow alley somewhere, pulse pistol wounds marking her body, blood soaking her dark-purple hair, the spark of life gone from her face, her amber eyes dull and staring—

Closing my eyes, I force those thoughts away, instead picturing her as I last saw her, grinning back at me from the helm of an airship, the soft pink of her lips drawing my gaze.

Dani is smart and prepared. A planner. She’ll be fine. She’s probably just holed up somewhere, waiting for the storm to blow over.

I dig out a change of clothes from the top shelf, just some unassuming duster gear to replace my shredded, bloodied excuse for attire. Then I step back into the streets and the hot, dry breeze, my Butcher kit stowed away in the rucksack on my back.

Now if only I knew where I needed to be going. I’m not used to picking my own targets; that’s the whole reason I need Dani. I want so badly for someone to tell me what to do next, to guide me so I don’t make another mistake that puts my sisters’ lives in even more danger.

It was the one thing besides killing that I was supposed to be good at: keeping them safe and provided for. If I can’t do that …

I wind up in Central Parish, crossing in front of the Covenant chapel just as evening services are ending and a flood of congregants are coming down the steps. I hesitate, staring up at the pristine, whitewashed walls and sharply pointed gables. An aquamarine banner stretches the full length of the building. At its center, an intricately illustrated, multicolored orb of glass floats amid the clouds.

The Gate of Heaven, where all our souls are delivered after death so we can pass through to the Heraldic afterlife. Or, I guess it’d be better to say that it’s what the Gate of Heaven supposedly looks like. It exists somewhere far off in the sky or stars or something, imperceptible to our mortal eyes.

One woman in a long waistless dress and a heavy bonnet nods and smiles as she passes me, her hands pressed to her chest, her face aglow with belief, and a sharp, sudden stab of envy and rage rip through my chest at the obvious peace and security in the woman’s expression. I’ve never felt that way leaving services, not even as a child, no matter how hard I reached for it.

There was a time, when I was fourteen, that I spent weeks praying every day under those echoing arches, with so much desperation that it felt like I was cracking my chest open onto the polished floor. But all those hours of whispered words bounced back to me. Empty. Unheard. We still lost Mama. And no one came to save us but me.

The sudden gong of a bell vibrates through the air, and both the woman and I stop short at the same time, our heads tipping back to look up at the chapel bell tower. I can just make out a small figure inside, hauling on the ropes as metallic peals cut through the air. It isn’t a holy day and no services are starting now, so there’s only one reason why the preachers would be ringing the chapel bells.

Archangels.

Fear spikes my stomach as I spot their distant silhouettes flying through the air like rockets, far above our heads, enormous metal-feathered wings spread wide, the cast of their shadows leaving trails of fear and cowering heads.

“May the grace of the Heralds guide us,” the woman beside me murmurs, taking a knee on the ground to honor them as they pass by, reverently touching the amulet around her neck depicting the Gate of Heaven. I genuflect beside her out of necessity. I don’t need another reason for preachers or anyone else to look twice at me. Especially not with Archangels so close.

“A lost saint. By the grace of the Heralds!”

The dead preacher’s words ring in my ears, and I fight off a shudder as I rise. It almost makes me turn in the opposite direction and run, but at this point that would be a lot more conspicuous than going into the chapel to pay my respects like a true penitent.

Before I can second-guess myself, I hurry up the steps and through the double doors into the hushed reverence of the chapel.

The smell hits me first—metal polish and acrid incense and stale hardtack, layered beneath the more immediate mix of dust and naphtha. The space is cavernous, with arches and columns washed in rustic white. Warm, golden light flickers in ornate lantern sconces, illuminating the colorful stained glass windows and the bronze images welded onto the walls depicting scenes from Trinity’s creation. On the painted ceiling high above me, the faces of the Twelve Heralds smile down in all their familiar, blank holiness.

The chapels teach the only version of the Heraldic religion approved and promoted by the Ministry; heretical sects do exist here and there, though the Ministry goes to extensive lengths to viciously stamp them out. Only a couple of them have managed to survive any attempts to purge them: the Apostates, who are dedicated to finding the Book of Signs, some kind of mythical tome that they claim is the true word of the Heralds, unsullied by the Ministry. And the Schismatics, who believe there is an unnamed Thirteenth Herald who still watches over us and who will reveal themself someday and shower their believers with riches and glory. Personally, I think both of them are chasing mirages in high season, but then again, I’m not really the religious type. Tried it once and gave up on it a long time ago.

In the very center of the chapel sits a raised dais ringed by twelve statues, one of each of the Heralds, looming over everyone in benevolent judgment, with the same image of the sphere of the Gate of Heaven above them, supported by their holy heads. At the base are stacks of offerings—food, jewelry, water rations, whatever someone thinks might help them get some blessings in the year ahead. It all disappears into the hands of the Order of Heraldic Preachers.

According to the Ministry, the more you give, the more likely it is you will be blessed. Give enough, and you might even be showered with enough prosperity to afford a skyliner airship and all the naphtha it consumes.

Isn’t that convenient.

I slip past the rows of pews, the handful of people lingering in prayer in front of the Heralds’ statues. At the back of the chapel, seven hunched figures sit at the edge of the rostrum, draped in heavy white robes that pin their arms crisscross against their chests. The prophets. Their eyes are completely white, and they stare out over the chapel, heedless of anyone or anything in front of them.

And one of them is Mama.

She’s all the way on the far right, her long dark hair shaved down to her scalp like the preachers do with every prophet. She sways back and forth in the same rhythm as the other six, only the slight movement of their lips giving away the fact that they’re constantly humming and muttering to themselves.

If skyliners are the only ones blessed to be born saints—other than me, that is—then going prophet seems to be unique to dusters. And it’s not nearly as celebrated. Every now and then, a duster’s eyes go white, slowly at first, and then they drift away, their minds somewhere up in the heavens. The Ministry says they’re touched by the Heralds, chosen for the purity of their spirits to see more than the rest of us. What exactly they’re seeing and hearing is a mystery, one that only preachers can fully understand and interpret. The Ministry goes around scooping up prophets from their homes and families and displays them like this in the local chapels as fixtures for prayer, conduits to a higher power. Until, of course, they pass away and the chapels toss their bodies into the Depths with about as much ceremony as most people toss out their garbage.

When I was younger, I can only remember seeing two or three prophets in the chapel at any given time, but now there’s always more like seven or eight, swaying away up here.

We’re told it’s a blessing to have your loved one turn prophet. But I never wanted that blessing. I just wish I had Mama back. My mama. Clever, straightforward, all calloused hands and sharp brown eyes edged with laughter. Wrapping me in her arms when I couldn’t sleep. Cuddling me against her and kissing the freckles on the bridge of my nose. Calming all three of us with a soft word and a gentle squeeze of the hand.

But that was years ago. We tried so hard to hold on to her, but she slipped away, dust through our fingers, scattered into nothing by unforgiving winds. I haven’t heard my name from her lips or seen any recognition in her eyes for four years, and it’s carved out this raw wound inside my ribs, jagged with shards of bone, that never seems to scab over. To have the face that I knew better than my own grow so empty, squeezed of everything until the shapes of it don’t even make sense anymore. Sometimes I can’t remember the exact color of her eyes or the sound of her laugh, and another little piece of me is shaved from my body, exposing my insides.

“Hey, Mama,” I murmur, dropping down to my knees in front of her. “Looks like they’re still getting food in you, at least.”

My sisters and I saw the signs weeks before we lost her, and we tried to hide her away in our lodgings, keep her out of sight. It worked for a few months. But then one morning, when we were all asleep, she’d wandered out into the streets and been spotted by a warden. The chapel had eaten her up in a matter of minutes.

Mama tilts her head, swaying, humming a song as familiar to me as my own bones. Trinity’s song. It’s extra loud in the chapels, nearly vibrating my eardrums as it swells around me, piercing, insistent. Maybe being around the prophets amplifies it? They’re the only other ones I know of, other than myself, who can hear it, who sing it. It seems to be about the only thing they do.

A sound that is half sigh, half sob slips from my mouth, and I curve forward, my back bending under an invisible weight. “I lost them, Mama. I let them down. I let you down.” A tear slips free of my eye, dripping down my cheek, and I roughly swipe it away, angry at it for being there and at myself for crying in the middle of a chapel. “I lost them and I don’t know what to do. Please tell me what to do.”

She doesn’t answer. She never answers. I don’t know if she can even hear me. A fierce ache builds in my chest, and all I want to do in that moment is grab Mama by the shoulders and shake her. I want to hug her so tightly that she wakes up and hugs me back just as hard, like she did when I was younger. Before we lost Papa. Before the Butcher.

But I don’t. I scrub another tear off my face and stuff that feeling down into the bottom of that wretched, painful hole, making it small, so small that maybe eventually it’ll go away. Maybe I can make all my feelings go away.

Someone behind me clears their throat, and I cross my arms and bow forward, trying to look deep in reverent prayer.

“I don’t know where I’m going next. Or if I’ll see you again,” I whisper to Mama’s feet, the words heavy in my throat. “People say that prophets are treated special by the Heralds in the afterlife. I hope that’s true.”

Trinity’s song slips softly from her mouth, barely more than an exhale. I don’t know whether the prophets have always heard it, like I do, or whether it crept up on them later. Maybe the fact that I can hear that same melody right now, thrumming in my bones louder and louder each day, means I’m not actually a saint at all. Maybe it just means the clock is ticking before I become a prophet myself.

My chest tightens as I gather my things and stand, making my way back down the aisle and out the doors.

Outside, the setting sun glints off windows and the dull metal sides of buildings, and I pause, letting my eyes adjust to the brightness and my lungs to fill with deep breaths of incense-free air as I try to get my bearings.

The Gold Towners didn’t kill Halle and Kelda outright, so they must want them for something. Maybe to sell them as indentureds in another borough, a way to recoup some paper. I don’t know how much time that gives me. Dani might, but she’s gone. Maybe even—my chest tightens—dead. And as much as I wish I could find her, could know for sure, if it’s a choice between going after her or my sisters …

Then it’s no choice at all. Halle and Kelda are my only priority right now. I need a plan. Some new way to track them down.

I could try to cut my way through what’s left of the Gold Town ranks. Go at it, knives blazing, until someone coughs up where they’re keeping my sisters. But that’ll take too much time. The Gold Town Gang is a big, sprawling organization with plenty of resources and more hidey-holes than I can possibly count. And for as much as I profit off this town’s seedy underbelly, tracing the structure of it has never been a specialty of mine.

There’s also no telling what the remaining Gold Towners will do if they know for a fact that the Butcher is coming for them. Most likely, it would be really bloody and foolish.

I need help. Insider knowledge and a coordinated plan of attack. Maybe a Gold Towner I can convince to go turncoat? But then there’s no way I could fully trust them, and I’d be just as likely to end up being led straight into a trap.

On a nearby corner, the dailies flicker, showing rough, grainy footage of two wardens, tipping their hats to the cameras as they lead a prisoner, hooded and cuffed at the ankles and wrists, through the middle of what looks like Covenant’s central lightningrail station.

I wander over a little closer so I can hear the announcer better.

“… High Warden Clarence Roberts, seen here arriving at the central station, delivering the notorious prisoner Orion Booker, the Skywayman, to the midnight prison train, bound for the Ninth Circle…”

A little curl of a smile tilts one corner of my mouth, and I tighten my grip on my rucksack.

That’s what I need. Someone with experience taking on impossible tasks. Someone who has integrity. Maybe even insufferably prides himself on it.

I need Orion Booker.






THE OUTLAW





THEN

A new saint has been found.

I stand on the street corner, watching through the gaps between people as the footage plays on the dailies and chapel bells ring across Covenant. The images flash by in a dazzling stream—shots of an elegant homestead floating up in the skyline, a well-dressed family with the kind of air and refinement that comes from long-term familiarity with wealth. The parents and older sibling beam proudly down at the youngest.

Gabriel Cirillo. Six years old.

That’s only a little older than Kelda, I think, and then wish I hadn’t because it makes it so much harder to look at him without a flood of emotions clogging my throat.

He’s all long limbs and elbows and elfin hands. Big, round hazel eyes that are even bigger and rounder under the bursts of flashlight powder erupting all around him. Light skin gone pale and peaked as the wall of attention and excitement pounds down on him like a dust storm.

The crowd ebbs and flows around me, but I stay, watching the reel again and again and again.

I listen to the announcer telling Gabriel’s story—A brilliant child. A prodigy. The family’s personal preacher discovered the boy’s storm-touched ability—and the statement from his parents recorded in crackly audio—So grateful to have been blessed with bringing a new saint to Trinity. I hear the unique cadence of the chapel bells, the song that rings in every city and town across Trinity whenever a saint is found.

But mostly I stare at Gabriel’s young, round face. At the fear flickering behind the excitement in his eyes when the Archangels land and he stares up at their towering metal bodies and their masks shaped into frozen, benevolent smiles. A fear that ignites into terror when their giant articulated hands wrap around his tiny body and pick him up, away from his family, who beam and wave even as he cries out and reaches for them. The dailies catch it all, rolling it out in perfect detail, all the way up to the moment when the Archangels and Gabriel Cirillo disappear into the sky, winging their way upward, beyond the clouds to the Gate of Heaven.

Better him than me.

I gag a little on the thought, glad no one around me can hear inside my mind. Mama would say it’s a horribly dark thought for a twelve-year-old kid to have, and maybe she’s right. But it’s true all the same.

I only learned the full story of my birth about a year ago when I’d admitted what I was to Mama, only to find out she already knew. Mama had told me she’d been heavily pregnant when she’d been caught out on the streets in the middle of a quick-moving magnastorm. She’d never seen the lightning arc so low like it had that night—not when it’s usually blocked by the copper sails or the skyliner ships eager to absorb the Heraldic blessings of the storms for themselves. She’d felt something strike her, go through her, and thought for certain that she was going to die. But she hadn’t. She’d survived.

And so had I.

A storm-touched duster. The only one among hundreds of saints across thousands of years.

Mama said she loves me too much, that’s why she’s never said a word about what I am, not even to Papa.

I stare at Gabriel Cirillo’s family, at the blankness behind their happy smiles. Do Gabriel Cirillo’s parents feel the same way about him? Are they just putting on a good face for the dailies, but they’re secretly devastated to have him taken away?

Or maybe because skyliners have so much more than they will ever need, they just fill the spaces of their storm-touched children with more paper, more water, more tithes and bribes to preachers, more ornamentations for their airships and homesteads, until they don’t miss them anymore.

Trinity’s song whispers across my ears, curling around, beckoning as a cool breeze, but I’ve gotten good at not listening to it. I keep my promise to Orion. And to Mama, too.

Because I will never, never end up trapped in an Archangel’s grasp.







CHAPTER NINE



“EVERY CITY IS CALLED TO KEEP WARDENS TO SERVE AS THE HANDS OF THE HERALDS. FOR, LIKE PARENTS, THEY ASK OF US TO BE OBEDIENT, CLEAR OF HEART, AND CLEAN OF CONSCIENCE, BUT TRUE OBEDIENCE CAN ONLY COME THROUGH FIRM AND DISCIPLINED LAW.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




Here’s what I currently know about Orion Booker:

He disappeared from Covenant three years ago and I haven’t seen or spoken to him since.

He’s apparently picked up some sophisticated thieving skills since he’s been gone.

And he’s headed out of town on a prison train at the top of the midnight hour.

Which means I’ve only got about fifteen minutes until it departs and twenty minutes until he’s out of my reach completely and I’m back at square one.

I don’t even bother going to Covenant’s central station to try to board the prison train there since the wardens will be crawling all over that place—tall, broad-shouldered figures, all wearing the same white broad-brimmed hats with gold-plated armor gleaming underneath their ivory longcoats, their hands constantly resting on the gold pistols sitting on their hips. I could probably avoid them—they stand out well enough—but if they’re in the mood to harass passersby for extra cash or even just for fun, I can’t guarantee it’ll end pretty or subtly for them. And I don’t have time for that kind of holdup right now.

Instead, I sit on the top of a short, squat boardinghouse right by the lightningrail tracks near the edge of town, slowly nursing the little bit of water I poured into my canteen. Behind me, Covenant is a dusty, rough-edged sprawl, buildings like crooked fingers reaching for the gleaming blanket of skyliner airships and homesteads and dirigibles clogging the onyx sky above us. In the very middle of the borough, the zigzagging greenhouse towers rise above every other structure, dripping with greenery and gleaming with suncatcher panels. The only way most of us dusters even know what the color green looks like is because of those greenhouses. All of Covenant’s fertilizer rations are sent there and used to grow and process edible plants, only a fraction of which ends up in the hands of dusters.

In front of me, though, just past the last block of scraggly lodgings of West Parish, the buildings all fall away, and there’s … nothing. Just the complete emptiness of the Copper Plains, flat expanses of bronze- and copper-colored alloy that separate towns, cities, and boroughs, softly glowing under the low silver light of the stars and moons. The Ministry tells us that Trinity was all Copper Plains once, thousands and thousands of years ago—a constellation of new metal and glowing aqueducts, birthed into being by the Twelve Heralds. They united their divine selves, becoming the glowing heart of power at the center of our world that gives it life.

Everything we have, we owe to the Heralds. It’s the first lesson anyone learns on Trinity.

The far-off whistle of a lightningrail departure cuts through my thoughts.

Here he comes.

I drop my rucksack in the middle of the rooftop and strip off my clothes, tossing everything except for the longcoat in the corner and laying out the midnight-dark pieces that make up my stronger, deadlier skin. I put them on in the same order as always. I never meant it to be a ritual, but it is. A way to peel off everything I am, everything Val is, and become the Butcher instead.

The pants and top first—skin-hugging material that covers me from my feet all the way up to my jaw. The mask is lighter and thinner and hides everything but my eyes, and automatically I adjust my breathing to account for the fabric over my nose. The boots are next, and the sheaths for my knives, and then the gloves, which are thin on the fingertips to keep them nimble, but lined with metal bars along the knuckles and backs of my hands. My goggles go on last, with their harness of black leather and dull black metal and the layers of colored lenses soldered into place, and then I pull my hood up as the finishing touch.

Trinity’s song hums against the back of my head as I rearrange the lenses and rebalance myself on my toes at the edge of the rooftop, eyes locked on the tracks below me. A second later, the wardens’ prison train swings into view.

It’s not like I haven’t landed in a moving object before. I do it all the time with airships above the skyline. But those are usually slow, drifting things. A prison train is more like trying to phase onto a comet. I can’t phase to where it is—I have to phase where it’s going to be.

And even then, there’s no way to match its momentum. But I can deal with that after I land.

The train rockets forward, rolling arcs of too-bright lightning connecting the bottoms of the cars to the tracks below. I leap off the edge of the roof and drop into free fall just as the engine shoots by. Wind rips across my face. I count the cars blurring by, checking for people, for little orange life signs, trying to find a safe place—

There. The last car. There are only two wardens posted there, which isn’t ideal, but it’s the best option I’ve got. The ground rushes toward me, and as soon as I’m close enough, I phase—

—and reappear in the car I’d been aiming for. I have one moment to take a breath before momentum catches up with me, and the back of the car slams into my spine, knocking the wind out of me.

I drop into a crouch, letting my body acclimate to its new acceleration, inhaling and exhaling quickly as my lungs recover. My body aches from the impact, but I can’t afford to feel it because the two wardens have frozen in shock at my sudden, inexplicable appearance and I take full advantage of it, slipping my blades across their throats with two efficient swipes. I catch each one as best I can and lay them out gently on the floor of the car. I don’t need them making any noise if I can help it.

As the sworn holy law keepers of Trinity, wardens are everywhere on this world, and no duster has a lot of love for them. Sometimes the Ministry decides a neighborhood or town has strayed too far from the Heralds’ teachings and unleashes a whole swarm of them to round up “outlaws” and “reform” an area. I saw it happen in Covenant once, before Kelda was born. They’d flooded the streets. Took Orion’s father away, along with dozens of others. I still remember the wardens’ faces, hard and righteous in the shadows of their white hats.

But even with their golden breastplates, they have plenty of weaknesses. At the neck and shoulders. Along the waist and the backs of the knees. And Reason is thin and sharp enough to slice through them all.

The wind tears at my clothes the second I slip out the compartment door and onto the rickety platform that connects this car to the next one. A sudden stabbing pain hits my stomach as I start to step forward, and the view from my goggles rolls like a bad reel on the dailies.

No … no, it’s not the goggles. It’s me.

My vision splinters, and I dig my fingers into the metal wall at my back to stay on my feet. I’m not on the lightningrail anymore—I’m in our lodgings. Only Kelda and Halle hang from the ceiling like puppets and there’s fire everywhere, licking up my legs—

Squeezing my eyes shut, I curl my fingers and slam my weighted knuckles into my thigh, feeling the jolt travel up my arm and into my shoulder joints. I breathe in deep, smelling copper and sweat, and when I pry open my eyelids, I’m balanced on the back of a speeding train car once more.

Just a hallucination. I’ve heard of that happening with hair of the dog. One of the possible side effects from taking it.

Fantastic. Exactly what I need right now.

I brace myself against the frame, shaking my head clear so I can adjust to the high-pitched roar of wind and metal and crackling tracks. My goggles pick up ten armed figures in the next car, all of them with their hands on the hilts of their pistols, ready and waiting. There’s no going up and over them, even with phasing. Prison trains have hundreds of vicious iron spikes covering the tops of the cars as a security measure, to keep anyone from trying to escape by crawling on top and getting picked up by a low-flying airship. But that’s fine. I’m more than happy to work my way through. It’s not like I can let them live once they see what I can do.

Reason sings happily as I slip it into my palm, and I take a deep, slow breath.

Time for them to meet the Butcher.

I step out into open space and disappear—

—then reappear in an instant, just inside the car. The wardens face me down, and I take half a second to better assess where they’re all at, how they’re arranged, my best path through them.

Then I’m gone again, just as they start firing away with their pulse pistols. I come back together, poised in the air just above the warden out in front. As gravity takes me, I twist Toothpick free and drive it down, straight into his eye.

Phase—

—I sweep the legs out from under the next one, slicing Reason across his exposed neck the moment his head snaps backward. Pulse pistol fire sprays all around me—

—phase—

—I’m on the back of the next, jamming Toothpick through the gap in his armor, downward into his lungs and his heart. The warden next to me falls in a hail of friendly fire—

—phase—

—I disarm another, shooting him in the face with his own gun. Pulse blasts explode too late—

—phase—

—I go low and to the side, slipping Toothpick between another weak point, deep into the ribs. I snatch his weapon from him as I vanish—

—and then come together where I started, at the rear of the car. My mouth bone-dry with thirst; my breaths shallow and rapid, still timed with the rhythm of phasing. My head spins, light from oxygen deprivation, and I press my back into the wall behind me so I don’t tilt or stumble and show any weakness. Four wardens are still on their feet in front of me, their faces full of rage and fear, and it reminds me of Eteri, of the expression on her face when my knives came for her.

I hesitate, just for a heartbeat, Val slipping loose from the chest I’ve locked them in. Making me falter.

But then I think about Halle and Kelda. Lost somewhere, alone, scared. I remember how it felt to see the wardens flood into Covenant years ago, that wrong kind of hunger crawling around behind their eyes. How they took Orion’s dad and dozens more. How I’d cried with Orion on the roof afterward, both of us screaming at the carpet of skyliners above us.

As the wardens rush forward, I pop open the side of the pulse pistol still in my hand, rip out the stabilizer crystal, and then drop it at my feet. It explodes in a net of arcing, violent energy, catching all four of them in it, ripping through their bodies until burns bloom and blister across their skin.

But not me. I’m already across the train car and throwing open the door with a sharp, metal screech, leaving them to collapse in a pile of smoking corpses.







CHAPTER TEN



“WHEN WE RISE, THOSE IN THE SKY WILL FALL.”

—CALLING CARD OF THE SKYWAYMAN




The thief known as the Skywayman has only been working on Trinity for about a year, but you wouldn’t know it from his reputation. He’d burst onto the scene by ripping off a commerce giant who lived in a wildly fashionable homestead above the town of Charity, breaking into his top-of-the-line vault and cleaning him out of almost a quarter of a million paper worth of jewelry and other valuables.

He pulled off three more heists against major skyliner citizens over the next several months—a high-paid head summoner, the woman in charge of half the creditors over six continents, even the right-hand man of a Heraldic Minister. No one seemed to be out of the Skywayman’s league.

Down in the dust, the Skywayman became a legend, a figure who was respected, revered, even somewhat loved. Rumors sprouted that he didn’t keep his stolen prizes, that he funneled the cash down into the hands of dusters. The story of the Skywayman grew twice as fast as his criminal record.

I never knew Orion as the Skywayman. When we were children, he’d just been O, my best friend, who’d helped me watch out for Halle and Kelda. Later, he had been a beautiful idiot with a star-bright smile who’d gotten caught up in all his big, idealistic plans, all the ways he wanted us to change the world. It’d swept him along until we couldn’t understand each other anymore.

But now …

An idealistic dreamer with a lot of moral principles is exactly what I need. And one with expert thieving skills and an information network extensive enough to pull off massive heists doesn’t really hurt, either.

Just gotta get to him first.

Balancing on the platform, air screaming past my ears, I adjust my goggles, scanning through the wall in front of me. It looks like there are only two figures in this next car. One person in the middle of the room, another one standing a few feet away. Inching forward, I press my ear against the door and catch the hum of tinny music and droning voices that sound like footage from the dailies. And someone, talking loudly, keeping up a steady stream of commentary.

“—just saying that as far as compelling stories go, this one is somewhat lacking—”

I know that voice. Although, it’s definitely deeper than I remember.

I pick my spot, phasing into a corner all the way across the train car. Immediately, the noise of the footage blasts my ears, so loud it’s close to painful. Orion, it turns out, is the figure in the middle. He’s strapped down to a chair with his head in a brace to keep him pointed at blaring images of the divinity of the Heralds and the glory of Trinity. A vicious, raised bruise graces one of his cheekbones, and there’s dried blood underneath his nose. Facing him, with their hands neatly folded and their back to me, is a warden.

This, apparently, is the person Orion has been trying to entertain with his running thoughts. When he spots me in the corner, Orion’s eyes flick in my direction and his voice falters—just for a heartbeat.

But it’s long enough.

The warden whirls around, drawing their golden gun and shoving it in my face.

I tilt my head at them. “Any way you could cut the reel, goldbelly? It’s really annoying.”

“They don’t like it when you call them goldbelly, V,” Orion calls from his prison chair. “Discovered that one myself recently.”

It knocks me off-balance for a second to hear him call me V. To have anyone address Val when the Butcher is at work. It’s surreal, like staring at heat shimmers on the horizon. “Thanks for the tip.”

The warden spins the charge on their pulse pistol, cranking up the intensity as they scowl at me. Their longcoat is bedazzled with medals and badges that clink together whenever they so much as breathe. “I am a chosen warrior of the Heralds. I do not fear the hands of demons.”

Demons. That one is new. I think I like it better than being called a saint, though.

“Let’s all just take it easy here, huh?” Orion says. His tone is light, friendly, but there’s a touch of nervousness underneath it. “V, this is my new best friend, Clarence, and I’d really love it if we could keep him—”

I’m vapor in the air. With Wrath in one hand and Mercy in the other, I phase above the warden and drop, burying the blades deep into the armor gaps on either side of his neck and then ripping them out again with no remorse.

Clarence isn’t dead before he hits the floor, but it only takes a few more seconds.

Orion blanches. “—alive.”

I wipe the blood from my knives and turn to him, pushing my goggles onto my forehead and taking off my hood so I can see him with my own eyes.

He’s still tall, at least a head taller than me, but stronger and fitter than he was three years ago when he was just a skinny kid. The ultrabright lights overhead throw shadows across his face, which has lost all signs of the boyish roundness I remember. He grimaces at the dead warden at my feet, looking a little sick to his stomach. And also, just for a moment, deeply sad.

I cross my arms. “Don’t tell me you’ve started mourning assholes like this now.”

His mouth twists into a rueful expression. “He wasn’t the one I was mourning.”

My eyes narrow as I catch his implication. “I’d worry more about yourself,” I snap, gesturing at the bonds on his wrists and ankles and head. “Considering your predicament.”

“Predicament is a really strong word.” He brings his gaze back up to me. “Of all the faces I expected to see, yours was not one of them. Are you here to rescue me?”

“Something like that.” I crouch down beside the warden’s body and flip him over onto his back with zero respect or reverence so I can get at the keys hooked to his belt. “Actually … I need your help.”

“My help. Valene Bruinn, the infamous Butcher, needs my help.”

“Go ahead and rub it in. I’ll throw you right off this speeding train.” I straighten, flipping through the keys as I turn back around—only to find Orion standing right in front of me, rolling his neck, rubbing at his noticeably unshackled wrists. I’m glad my mask is still covering most of my face to hide the fact that my mouth is hanging open in surprise.

“Weren’t you locked up?”

He looks back at the chair, with its chains and cuffs dangling uselessly. “Oh, that. Theoretically, yes. In actuality, it was more like voluntary captivity.”

Voluntary captivity. I scowl as I take in his expression. All casual and relaxed. “The wardens never arrested you, did they? You just let yourself get caught.”

He shrugs, a little sheepish. “If I say yes, will you be mad or impressed?”

“I don’t know,” I bite out. “Why don’t you try me.”

He shakes his head, laughing. “See, no, that’s a trap because you’re gonna be mad. I can tell.”

I didn’t calculate on Orion getting more irritating over the years. He’s weaponized that playful sense of humor that I thought was so fun when we were kids.

Bastard.

“Fine, I’ll bite,” I say as he kneels down beside the warden’s body and starts to go through his longcoat, his belt, his pockets. “What are you doing getting yourself deliberately thrown onto a prison train? And one headed for the Ninth Circle on top of that?”

“It wasn’t about the train; it was about the man on it. See, the Ministry has a lot of secrets that I’d love to get my hands on.” He pauses to pat the golden breastplate none too gently. “And Clarence here was a high warden with access to all kinds of fun places. I was going to use him to get into the Ninth Circle because I heard they have some information down there I might be interested in, but that’s not really going to work now.”

He shoots me a pointed look, but I pretend not to see it, closely examining Reason as he continues searching the body. He makes a little noise of triumph, and I glance up to see him pulling two items no bigger than his hand from a secret pocket beneath the warden’s gold breastplate. One is a scarlet-red crystal about the size of his palm, and the other is a flat metal card with words etched on it. Looks like a telegram dispatch.

“Not bad, Clarence, not bad at all…,” he murmurs as he slips the crystal into his inner vest pocket and brings the telegram dispatch closer to his face so he can read it. I hear him take a short, sharp intake of breath as he skims the metal, but the next moment, he’s pocketing that, too, and turning to me with a bright, eager grin. “The whole plan for this job is really an interesting story if you want to hear it.”

I meet him with a scowl. “I don’t.”

“Right. The help thing you mentioned.” He steps toward me, close enough for me to feel the slight increase in warmth from his body heat. “What happened?”

I can’t think for a second. It’s too strange to have him standing here, right in front of me, his easy smile and the cadence of his voice so familiar. So comforting. Somehow he even smells the same as he did all those years ago. It makes my skin tingle all over underneath my kit. My throat closes up, and I have to swallow hard to make room for my words.

I take a step back to give myself a little more air. “The Gold Town Gang came for me. Blew up our lodgings, took Halle and Kelda.”

Orion’s voice is barely more than a whisper. “Took them, as in…?”

“Kidnapped them. They’re still alive.” There’s a conviction in my words that tastes like desperation. Because I can’t know for sure that they’re not dead, but I have to believe it, I have to. Guess this is as close to faith as I get anymore. “But Kilpatrick is dead, and Gold Town is such a labyrinth. I don’t even know where to start looking for them. You’ve been running around above the skyline for years now, getting under everybody’s skin. You’ve cleaned out high-security homesteads and Ministry officials. You have to be able to help me shake down one leaderless gang. Just…”

I trail off as all the energy suddenly sags out of me. The car rolls and wavers around me, and I dig the heels of my hands into my eyes, trying to stave off another hallucination.

“I’m running on desperation right now and pretty much nothing else. I can’t do this by myself, the clock is ticking, and I need someone I can trust.”

“And I’m someone you trust?”

His voice is so close and quiet and deep. I drop my hands and tilt my head back to meet his eyes. They’re sparking, bright and hopeful, and his mouth is serious for once—no smile in it.

“I don’t know,” I tell him because there’s no sense in lying about it and I’m a terrible liar anyway. “But you’re close enough. And you owe me.”

He pulls back a little, frowning, running his hand over the stubble that covers his scalp like he always does when he’s thinking. His hand drifts to his vest, and he taps at the place where he pocketed the crystal and the telegram, as if checking they’re still there.

“Fine,” he says after a beat. “I’m in. But I’m going to need something in return.”

Fire sears up my spine, and I slam my shoulder into his chest, sending him stumbling back a step. “You’re going to bargain? When Halle and Kelda’s lives are on the line?”

Orion rubs the pain from his sternum and has the decency to look a little abashed. “The world doesn’t work in equal numbers—you know that. You taught me that. And the Skywayman has his own goals to hit, goals that your skills could be helpful with.”

I glare at him, seething. “Fine. You help me get my sisters back, and I’ll owe you a favor. A big one. No strings or restrictions attached. Now let’s get off this train before it gets any farther out of town.”

Orion grins at me as he bends down and yanks the warden’s belt and holster off the body and scoops the gold-plated gun off the floor. “Can’t we just use that unique talent of yours and have you”—Orion wiggles his fingers in the air—“poof us off?”

“Poof us off?”

He shrugs. “I mean, sure, it’s not the official term…”

“I could leave by poof-ing, as you put it, but I couldn’t take you with me.” I pull out Wrath, its edge glinting in the weak light. “This knife, for example, is very simple to put back together on the other side of a phase. You, on the other hand…” I tap the flat of the blade against his broad chest. “Do you really trust me to know where all your bits and pieces go? And not get them mixed up with mine?”

He winces. “Good point. Nothing wrong with a nice, safe door, right? Let’s try one of those. Lucky for you, I’m a master planner. Follow me.”

Buckling on the warden’s holster, he walks back down the car and throws open the door, and I trail right on his heels, out onto the clattering platform. It doesn’t even occur to me what we’re about to walk in on until Orion freezes two steps inside the next car. The car that’s a literal bloodbath of warden bodies, crumpled into heaps of muscle and broken bone, reeking of burning hair and charred skin. I don’t have to see his expression; the shock and tension in his neck and the lines of his back are clear enough. And I can see how the skin along his knuckles pales as he tightens his hands into fists.

I feel something twist in my chest. Something like hurt or regret. I’ve never had anyone from Val’s life see—really see—what it is the Butcher can do. The amount of destruction I can and have wreaked dozens and dozens of times. Not even Dani. Her whole job was just booking the contracts and making sure people paid up. She didn’t even know my real name or the secret behind what I can do for the first year we worked together; I was always the Butcher first and Valene second to her, and even then she never came with me on a job.

This is Orion, though. He was my best friend even before I discovered I was a saint. He was the first person I trusted with my secret, the only one who knew for years. He held Kelda as a baby, taught Halle how to read, and couldn’t look me in the eye for a week after kissing me on the cheek once when we were eleven years old. He was the first one to visit us after Mama got taken by the chapel. And now he’s radiating horror and disappointment …

I swallow hard, stick my chin in the air, and step past him, daring him to make a big deal.

I don’t regret what I did. What I do. I don’t, I don’t, I don’t.

“Shit, Val,” he says quietly. “You’ve really gotten good at this, huh?”

“We need to go,” I say, brushing that whole comment aside because I don’t have time for his morality crisis right now. “Do you go about all your jobs with this complete lack of urgency?”

I expect him to spar back at me with some kind of quick retort, but he doesn’t. He’s completely, oddly silent as we make our way through that car and the next, all the way out onto the steps at the very back. All around us, the Copper Plains whiz past, painted soft silver under the midnight sky. Right below our feet, energy crackles blue-white as the lightningrail barrels down the track.

Orion unholsters the pulse pistol, points it in the air, and fires. Once, twice, then a long moment, and then once more. He spins the gun back into its holster and glances at me. “Should only take a minute.”

He cranes his neck, staring back the way we came, and for a moment, I’m not sure what he’s looking for. But then a silhouette appears on the horizon, coming up on us fast. Orion leans out over the railing, waving at the mystery person as they come more clearly into view.

It’s a rider in a dark, broad-brimmed hat, astride one of the automaton mounts I see sometimes in Covenant. Except this one is nothing like those slow, rusty constructs. Its body is sleek and polished, ropes of metal twisted smoothly together and forged into an elegant, four-legged shape, and its naphtha heart blazes bright blue as it skims over the ground, sparks flying from its hooves. An equally polished mount is just behind it, being led by the rider on board.

They draw even with the back of the car, and I can finally make out the face under the shadow of that hat. Deep-brown skin and long-lashed eyes, just like Orion’s, but older by a few years and a full mouth set and serious in a way that Orion’s almost never is.

Atlas Booker. Orion’s older brother. I haven’t seen him in an even longer time than Orion, not since he was ordained in the chapel. What in every version of hell is a preacher doing rolling up to a prison train break?

“I didn’t think we were taking on stragglers,” he hollers over the noise of the wind and the lightningrail. He takes me in with one quick, searching glance. “Valene Bruinn. It’s been a little bit. You didn’t get yourself arrested, too, did you?”

I grimace. “Not exactly.”

“It’s a wild story, Atty. I’ll tell you the whole thing on the way back.” Orion turns to me and nudges me with an elbow. “I’ll go first. You come right after.”

I don’t even have time to object before he leaps off the steps, latching onto the mount’s reins and swinging a leg over its back in one smooth, graceful movement. Then he waves at me to jump on as well. I scowl at him, eyeing the mount warily. I’ve never been on one before, never even had any interest, and this seems like an awful time to start.

“Get a move on, Val!” Orion shouts. “Unless you want to walk back to town.”

Dammit. I take two running steps and launch myself into the air. I have a second in midair to think—I’m going to miss it, I’m going to land face-first on the alloy, I should’ve just phased even if it meant that Atlas saw—and then Orion’s long arm clasps mine, swinging me around and into his back. There’s an awkward moment of scrambling to get my seat right, and then I wrap my arms around Orion’s body and hold on for dear life as the automaton mounts peel away from the lightningrail and race off across the Plains.







CHAPTER ELEVEN



“THE HERALDS BUILT TRINITY FROM THEIR OWN DIVINE BODIES, TURNING THEIR SKIN TO METAL SO THAT WE HAD A PLACE TO WALK, THEIR BREATH TO AIR SO THAT WE COULD BREATHE, AND THEIR BLOOD TO WATER AND NAPHTHA SO THAT WE COULD LIVE AND THRIVE.”

—THE DIVINE ORIGINS OF TRINITY, THE ARCHIVAL COUNCIL OF THE HERALDIC MINISTRY




I was born in the middle of the stacked buildings and twisting streets of Covenant, so I’ve never been out on the Copper Plains before, let alone ridden across them. As dangerous as it is in the city, at least it has shade. Out on the Plains, the metal ground bakes in the sun, creating a furnace of heat that lingers even in the dead of night.

We slowed our mounts to a walk about an hour ago to conserve a little power and have been plodding along under the open blue-black sky, moving steadily toward Covenant, keeping the distant, pitch-black ribbon of the Elysian Depths square to our backs to make sure we’re going in the right direction. The dry and dusty wind cuts across us in a way that seems to pull even more moisture from my body, quickly leaving my lips cracked and mouth parched, even after I guzzle down the water Atlas offers me.

I’d always assumed the Plains would just be an unchanging spread of smooth coppery metal, but it’s more dynamic than that. The high winds have worn gradients into the color, subtle shifts that are hypnotizing close-up, and the magnastorms have left shallow crater points and dramatic black scars that soak up all the light. I can’t get over how big the sky looks out here. How sharp the stars are and how the moons actually have a pale lavender sheen to them, something I’d never noticed before what with all the skyliners cluttering the view.

And Trinity’s song right now—it’s so strong. It’s like the whole Copper Plains are ringing with it, vibrating up through the automaton beneath me. There are more voices, more harmonies blended into it than I’ve ever been able to hear before.

I’m not holding on quite as tightly to Orion now that we’ve slowed down, but I can’t let go of him entirely. For one thing, it’s not like there’s enough space for me to go anywhere, and for another, I still feel uneasy riding it. The sway of its motion, the mixed sensation of sun-warmed metal and cool naphtha, the sense that I’m not in control of this thing in the slightest … It’s just better if I keep a grip on Orion’s shirt and ignore how closely we’re pressed together.

I focus instead on Trinity’s song, humming in the back of my head. It’s strange—to have something you always hear but haven’t really listened to in such a long time. I keep picking up on little things I’d half forgotten about. Soft harmonies and blended chords, even notes that sound off here and there, like little mistakes Trinity is making as it builds the song. It catches me up inside it, and I start to hum along without even realizing.

The gusty wind drops away abruptly, and a deathly stillness falls over the Copper Plains. Shivers skitter across my skin. Not like fear, though. More … anticipation.

I twist like a compass needle toward the pull of the song—north and east, always north and east—and scan the flat horizon. Trinity’s song calls me toward it, rises in volume and pitch until it is a roar inside my ears, and then—

A flash of blue-white light. Just like what I saw on the steps of my boardinghouse the other day.

It surges up out of the Depths and spreads in all directions, filling the sky until I can see nothing else.

Everything is light and song.

I’m suspended inside it—timeless, limitless. I can’t see Orion or Atlas. The melody keens, high and sweeping, sharp and wild, resonating in my bones. It vibrates so loud and fierce inside my chest that I can hardly hear or feel or think about anything else. I tilt my head back to the sky and the stars I know glimmer somewhere out in the blackness that surrounds Trinity.

A voice inside me, muddled and distant. I can’t tell if it comes from me or from the song.

Where are your wings, Valene? Why can’t you fly?

“Val!”

I snap my head back down, blinking in the sudden darkness. I’m standing on the ground, a few steps away from the automaton mount, and Orion is in front of me, his hands clamped tight on my arms, his eyes wild with worry. The blue-white flare is gone again, although bits of it still halo around my vision. Trinity’s song has dropped to a soft melody, and the hard wind of the Plains snaps at my clothes.

I frown down at his hands. He’s gripping me so tight it almost pinches. “What are you doing?”

“What am I— Is that a joke?” His hands drop to his sides, and he straightens, staring down at me. “First, that light comes out of nowhere, with no warning—”

My eyes narrow. “Wait, you two saw it?”

“Of course we saw it!” He’s staring at me like being out in the heat has finally fried my brain. “We saw the one a few nights ago, too. Big light, very alarming. But then you—your face went all blank, and you just jumped down and started walking toward it?”

I look behind me, to where Atlas and his mount are stopped several feet away. I don’t even remember moving.

“I must’ve just gotten disoriented,” I say, putting a dismissive edge on my voice. I don’t know what just happened, and I really don’t want to think about it. Or how it had me hypnotized or the voice I heard inside it. My skin is still tingling all over. “Come on, we should get moving. We want to make it back to Covenant by sunrise.”

I spin and clamber ungracefully back onto the mount, and after a moment, Orion joins me, his brow furrowed as he takes up the reins and starts toward town again. Atlas looks me over in that steady, searching way of his and then kicks his mount into step beside ours. I don’t say anything to either of them—I don’t feel the need—but Orion keeps clearing his throat as he shifts around, like he’s searching for something to fill the awkward silence. His eyes keep flicking over his shoulder to me and then away. The weight of it is itchy, heavy.

“Stop that,” I finally snap.

Orion raises his eyebrows. “Stop what?”

“Looking at me. You keep looking at me.”

“Well, that’s terrible of me. Maybe I should just throw myself back on that prison train, see if the wardens can take me down to the Ninth Circle, after all.”

I make an irritated noise in the back of my throat. “You know what I mean. You want to ask something, Booker, spit it out and get it over with.”

“Your personality has only gotten more charming, I have to say.”

“Don’t act like you still know anything about me.”

“Trust me, I won’t.” Orion straightens his shoulders, his eyes fixed on the silhouette of Covenant as it gets ever closer to us. “Because what I saw back there on the train? That was … some brand-new stuff.”

“Orion…,” Atlas says quietly off to our right. “Stop.”

I shake my head, glaring at Orion’s back even as I’m forced to keep my hands tight on his waist. “No, it’s fine. Go ahead and get it off your chest. Tell me how awful I am.”

He sighs. “I didn’t say you were awful, V. It’s just … The person I knew definitely didn’t know how to kill like that. They had a lot more lines they wouldn’t cross.”

I snort. “Ah, yes, because everyone knows that on Trinity it’s all about having a moral code. Give me a break, O. We dusters have ten times that shit done to us. But somehow it’s worse when I do it?”

“Yeah, it’s worse because it’s you doing it. I expect it from them.”

His words cut sharply across the air between us. I glance up at him, but his eyes are fixed on the Plains in front of us, his jaw clenched tight.

“It’s all just survival, O,” I say finally. Biting off the words like I can dismiss this whole argument.

“It shouldn’t be.” His voice is almost wistful. “We deserve better than that. We deserve to live for something.”

He sounds like Halle. Words that had come spilling out in the midst of one of our many fights in the last few years.

Surviving can’t be all that matters, Val! I want something better than that! I want to do something big and amazing and stupid!

It hits me hard enough that it steals the breath out of my lungs. The awful blankness of my sisters’ absence every moment, the guilt and fear and failure dragging at my body. I ball my weighted gloves into tight fists, hardening myself so I don’t crumple underneath it.

The truth is, I never did understand that part of Halle and I never really tried to, either. When I was a little kid, all I wanted was to leave Covenant. After Mama was gone, all I wanted was for us to survive. And lately, I just wanted cash. Because cash bought water and food, cash bought safety.

Or at least, it did. Until I messed everything up.

“You’re still an idealistic sop, huh?” I say, all sharp edges, more cutting than anything I keep in a sheath.

Orion shakes his head at me, lips pulling into a tight, brittle smile. “And you apparently still have no patience for idealistic sops.”

“That’s enough.” Atlas moves his mount up closer, his low voice coming down like a gavel, shutting us both up. “Rehashing old grievances isn’t going to help this situation.” He sighs, muttering under his breath. “… literal children…”

We ride faster after that, the Bookers kicking their mounts into a stride that looks easy and flowing but actually results in me bouncing around ungracefully on the automaton’s back, clinging to Orion to keep my seat. But we have to make sure we’re not out in the open before dawn, when the lightningrail is scheduled to arrive at the Ninth Circle. Once they see no Skywayman and train cars full of eviscerated wardens, the skies above the Copper Plains will be flooded with airships looking for us.

It’s about an hour before sunrise by the time we reach the edge of Covenant and its low, sprawling buildings. It’s a relief to hear and see and smell everything that’s most familiar to me. The little bells outside the magdalena houses tinkling. The clatter and calls of apothecaries and tinkerers as they open up their shops for the day. The air bright with the smell of spices and hot cooking oil.

I lean hard against Orion’s back as we move down the streets, sagging with a bone-deep exhaustion that’s been coming on for the past two hours. I keep thinking I see other people walking with us—Halle. Kelda. Mama and Papa. But then I blink and they’re gone. The landscape of Trinity swims around me, switching from buildings to strange, towering plants, from flat copper metal to impossible greenery. One time I even think I see the skies overhead darken with gray clouds that unleash sheets of water all over me. But then the mount beneath me jostles and my gaze clears and Trinity is Trinity again. Dry wind and dusty plains and that all too familiar thirst aching in the back of my throat.

It’s just the hair of the dog. More hallucinations. I need to get ahold of myself.

Orion tilts his head back over his shoulder, eyeing me. “Maybe we should go with Atlas. Let you get some rest before we make any moves.”

I straighten immediately, putting distance between us. “No. I’m good.”

“Val—”

“I just rested for hours, doing nothing on the back of this thing. If you have a lead on where we need to go, then I want to go. Now.”

He blows out a frustrated breath and doesn’t answer immediately, following Atlas into a back alley where they pull their mounts to a stop.

“I don’t have any guarantees,” he says. “Just, like, one little scrap of Gold Town knowledge I picked up.”

I slide gratefully to the solid ground. Shit. My legs are so shaky. How are they so shaky when I just sat there for so long? “Okay, great. Let’s use that. What is it?”

Orion swings a leg over, dismounting with considerably more grace than my awkward tumble. He looks at Atlas, who’s frowning, shaking his head. Clearly not a fan of this plan. Or of me, maybe.

I shake out my sore legs and stand straighter, looking Orion square in the eye. “We made a deal.”

There’s a beat, and then Orion nods, resigned. “You’re right. We did. You got something to cover that Butcher kit? We’ve got a little bit of a walk in front of us, and it’ll be better if you don’t attract notice.”

I grab my rucksack, rummaging around for my long hooded cowl, plus the stimulant tinctures I’d stuffed at the bottom. “Where are we headed to?”

He ties up his mount to a hitching post, his expression grim. “The Old Clock Tower.”







CHAPTER TWELVE



GLAD YOU CAN SEE REASON ON THIS. HAPPY TO LET BANK BUSINESS CONTINUE UNINTERRUPTED WITH ONLY MINIMAL GOLD TOWN OVERSIGHT. LOOKING FORWARD TO OUR PARTNERSHIP.

—TELEGRAM DISPATCH FROM WILLIAM “BLOODY BILL” KILPATRICK TO ELLERD BERK, HIGH WARDEN OF COVENANT (YEAR 2090)




The Old Clock Tower was allegedly one of the first buildings constructed in Covenant, a rough, rectangular structure on the outskirts of Central Parish, maybe six stories high but made taller by the giant clock itself. It’s ringed with buttresses that give it a little more grandiose look, but it’s dull and a bit tarnished in places, dusty all over from disuse. It apparently was the center of activity in this town once, but then everyone flush with paper started developing airships and moving above the skyline, and everything else shifted with it. The mayor. The town staff. Nearly all the resources. They even built a brand-new clock tower over by the greenhouses. A sleeker, more modern-looking one that reaches toward the sky. The Old Clock Tower became a forgotten relic in the gray, cycling through owners until it was finally bought by some rich skyliner who set it up as a bank.

And, if Orion’s information is right, it’s now also playing host to quite a bit of Gold Town Gang activity.

I stand in the mouth of an alley, about two hundred feet from the big, arched double doors that serve as the main entrance, bouncing from the stimulant tincture I took a little bit ago. Everything inside me is vibrating, even the backs of my eyes, but at least it takes the edge off my thirst and now I’m awake and ready to move.

Maybe a little too ready, actually. If Orion doesn’t point me in a direction to phase pretty soon, I might just come apart at the seams, like someone soldered me together wrong.

He stands in the shadow of one of the buildings looming over us, my goggles slung onto his head so he can scan the Tower and make an entrance plan. I already took a quick look before; a lot of glowing orange people milling around on all levels of the building, taking care of whatever business they have. Orion called it “a bank that only deals in crime.”

Which pretty much sounds like a regular bank to me.

“I don’t know about this, V.” Orion pulls the goggles off his head, handing them back to me. “This is looking dicey. I can’t see a clear, quick avenue in for us.”

I snort, leveling a glare at him. “You’ve broken into skyliner vaults—you can’t break into a lousy duster bank?”

“It took weeks to plan those jobs. I had schematics and diagrams and contingencies. I had by-the-minute timelines and occasionally even a crew. This is just…” He waves a hand at the Tower, sighing. “A mistake waiting to happen. I need time to figure out how to get you in without you or your ‘special gift’ being spotted and bringing half of Trinity down on our asses.”

Time. That’s the one thing I’m not willing to spend right now, not when I’ve already wasted so much of it. It’s been just over a day since Halle and Kelda were taken, and every hour that slips by is another where anything could be happening to them. Hurt, beaten, shackled, scared for their lives, not sure if anyone is coming for them …

Maybe even dead.

No. No, no, no.

Not that thought. Never that thought. It will break me if I let it linger, and a broken killer can’t hunt.

I fidget, the stimulant tincture buzzing through my body as I scan the Old Clock Tower again. Orion said on the way here that either my sisters were being kept in that building or a Gold Towner there would know where they were, but either way, we’d need to get to the top levels, where it was all Gold Town business with no worries about maintaining the banking front.

Or, really, I just need to get to the top levels. No one said he needed to be there, too.

“Fuck it,” I mutter, and shrug my cowl onto the alley floor, pulling my mask and hood up over my head.

I hear Orion start to say “Val, no, what are you—” and then the rest is lost to me as I make my move, bursting apart and disappearing.

Strange, but phasing feels easier than normal, like I can go just a bit farther, last just a bit longer, even with the exhaustion and the injuries and the hair of the dog side effects. It leaves a tingle in my muscles that makes me feel strong, similar to the tingle I felt on my skin after that flare of light out on the Plains.

I phase-drift between the shadows of nearby buildings, scanning as I work my way closer and closer, taking stock of the people—Gold Towners, I’m guessing—on guard duty, keeping an eye on windows and doors, playing lookout at the top of the Tower itself. But they don’t see me. You never see a ghost unless the ghost wants you to. There are certainly quite a few people clustered in the upper levels, but I can’t pick up any specifics as far as what any of the rooms are or where might be the best place to get information on Halle and Kelda. Orion might have been able to tell me if I hadn’t up and left him behind, but that’s fine.

I’m used to going in solo.

I pick an empty, cracked-open window on the fourth floor and phase over to it, through it, in one long breath, pulling myself back together in a dim pool of weak sunlight on the other side of the wall.

I’m in a corner of a long, open room outfitted like a lounge with a number of Gold Towners inside, some of them relaxing on couches while others are pacing, tense, coiled tight.

The one closest to the window spots me, crouched on the floor, one hand holding Wrath, the other gripping the handle of Reason. He jerks in alarm and swings his pistol around to my face, but his hand shakes a little.

“Holy shit,” he says. “Holy shit, it’s you.”

There’s a pause as the rest of the Gold Towners in the room hear him, register what he’s saying, turn to see me there.

I slowly straighten, Trinity’s song low but growing louder as my anticipation sharpens. “Tell me where they are and you live.”

He sets his jaw, putting on a brave face. A fool’s face. “You won’t get anything out of us.”

“Suit yourself.” I mock a little bow—

And then I’m gone.

I’m a shadow stuttering across the open space, attacking and disappearing and blocking. Pulse fire scatters around the room—always a beat too late, always hitting the air where I was just a second before. I’m behind them and beside them, cutting their arms and sides with Wrath and Reason, bloodying their faces with plated knuckles, cutting them off by their heels or knees, kicking them to the ground and slicing downward with the kind of precision that means they won’t be getting back up again.

I lay them out, flat and bleeding on the ground, life leaking out of them in sticky pools of red.

Then I step over the bodies and head upstairs.

Something crunches beneath my boots on the landing for the fifth floor, and I pause, crouching to get a closer look. It’s glass. Dozens of tiny, glittering shards scattered all over, likely from—

I straighten, eyeing the stairwell window, the panes all along the bottom half busted and cleared out. Likely so someone could crawl inside. Someone else who isn’t supposed to be here, like me.

Dropping low, I slink forward, through the stairwell door and out into the hall. It’s empty, the filtered naphtha sconces all along the length of it flickering eerily, but there are noises coming from the room a few doors down on the right. My movements are completely silent as I creep over there. Three people inside—two are sprawled out on the floor, very still. Probably unconscious. The other one is hunched behind the desk, yanking open the drawers to rummage through what’s inside.

In a blink, I phase into the room, just on the other side of the door. Two big Gold Towners are laid out flat, trickles of blood at their temples, their pulse pistols still holstered. Over behind the desk, by the light of a naphtha lantern, the third person is grabbing stacks of records etched onto metal tablets, flipping through them, setting a few onto the desktop and tossing the rest aside. I watch them for a minute, trying to get a read on this mystery assailant, who looks to be about as tall as I am, but rounder in the hips and chest, with warm, light-brown skin and hair that glows a deep, dark purple in the lantern light—

I suck in a sharp breath and scramble to pull off my goggles and mask, needing to see for myself, to know if it really is …

“Dani?”







CHAPTER THIRTEEN



“THIS IS WHAT THEY WANT. TO GRIND US DOWN. TO ENSURE WE ARE TOO TIRED TRYING TO SURVIVE TO LOOK UP AND DEMAND BETTER. TO CONVINCE US THAT THE ONLY WAY FORWARD IS INDIVIDUALISM AND THAT OTHERS MUST FAIL IN ORDER FOR US TO SUCCEED.”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




At the sound of her name, Dani jerks upright, drawing the pulse pistol and leveling it at me in one smooth, practiced movement. Her eyes go wide as it hits her just who she’s got a gun pointed at. A deep, new cut slices across her high cheekbone, still raw from being sutured.

“Val…,” she breathes, sounding almost awestruck. Her amber eyes are wide and glistening with tears as she takes me in, and she drops the gun, her body sagging in relief. “Thank the Heralds. I thought you were dead.”

“Same.” My heart is hammering in the back of my throat, and I have the strange impulse to cross the room to her. Part of me knows that if I do that, if I get close enough, she’ll put her arms around me, hug me close, and I almost want to let her. To feel the solid, real warmth of her body so I know this isn’t just another hallucination. “I left the meet-up signal. You never showed.”

She shakes her head, wiping at her eyes. “I didn’t see it. I wasn’t even looking for it. Your lodgings were obliterated, Val. I figured not even you could survive a blast like that.”

My lodgings … “How did you know where to check? I never told you where I lived.”

There’s a beat that’s just half a second too long before she answers. A sickening feeling starts to creep over my skin.

“You didn’t have to. This is what you pay me for, right? My connections. My ability to know everything.” She flashes me a tight smile. “My gorgeousness and charm.”

I don’t return it. Dani has been my frontperson for almost as long as I’ve been working as the Butcher. I’d never intended to have a partner in this business, but she’d been so young. Like me. And she’d sounded so desperate, like me. Orion and I had just shattered apart for good, and I was keeping my sisters in the dark about what I was doing. I’d been lonely, crushingly lonely. Every breath just sharp enough to slowly shred at my insides. It was just me and my knives and I’d given them all names because they’d been the closest thing I had left as friends. So when she’d tracked the Butcher down and asked to help me, I’d said yes. And she’d become my partner. I’d portioned out part of myself just for her, and I’d thought the Butcher finally had someone—just one person—on their side.

I’d been so relieved to see Dani, to have her safe and alive and unharmed, but now the rest of my brain is starting to catch up and realizing the pieces here don’t quite fit together. “What are you doing here?”

She glances around at the unconscious bodies and the desk stacked with record tablets. “Just … trying to dig up some information. That’s my favorite currency, after all.”

I study her. Noting how her eyes flicked to the side when she spoke, just for a second. How she keeps fidgeting, twitching her right foot almost imperceptibly.

Dani Morales is lying to me.

She knew where my lodgings were. If she saw them blown apart and destroyed, she must have gone there the night that airship job went all to hell. Something that she’s never done before in the years I’ve known her. And what reason would she have to do that unless she was worried I was in danger for some reason?

If Kilpatrick wasn’t the one who hired the Butcher for this job, then who did? Who contacted Dani with a fake story and the cash to buy my services?

Suddenly the question I asked myself back on that damned airship tastes a lot different—bitter—and I have to look away for a moment to swallow it down.

The door suddenly swings open, and Orion sweeps inside, gun drawn but safely pointed at the ground. His eyes find me in the corner, and he visibly relaxes. “There you are. For fuck’s sake, you can’t just run off like—” He stops short, taking in the bodies on the ground, Dani behind the desk with a pistol in her hand. “Wait, who is this?”

Dani looks Orion over, her gaze hard and glittering. “Well, if it isn’t the Skywayman in the flesh. Didn’t know I’d be meeting outlaw royalty today or I would’ve worn my good shirt.”

I expect him to bristle at her acidic tone—I definitely would if I were him—but he just smiles at her, all congeniality. “I’d say the pleasure is all mine, but I have no idea who you are. What a pity.”

“You didn’t tell him about me? I’m heartbroken.” If I didn’t know Dani any better, I wouldn’t be able to catch the thread of actual hurt running beneath her words. She lifts her chin. “I’m Dani Morales. Frontperson for the Butcher.”

Orion nods, but I can see the tension in his jaw as she talks about her work. My work. “An important job. Must be hard to keep the schedule for the most in-demand assassin in town.” He says it like a joke, but there’s no laugh behind his words, no brightness in his eyes. I feel a prickle of anger surge up my spine, but Dani jumps in before I can bite out a response.

“We kept busy,” she says with a grin. She flicks a glance over at me. “Since when are you connected to the Skywayman, ghoulie?”

“Surprised?” I raise an eyebrow. “Funny, I thought you knew everything.”

Orion’s gaze sweeps back and forth between us, and he holds his hands up, clearly confused. “Okay, what exactly is going on here?”

“It was you,” I say to Dani, ignoring his question, staring right into her keen, amber-brown eyes, daring—hoping—she will deny it. “You set me up on that airship job. You knew the second they saw me phase I’d kill everyone in that room, including Bloody Bill Kilpatrick.”

She hesitates for a second, like maybe she’s going to go for the lie, try to play innocent, but then she grimaces. “Yeah. Sorry about that,” she says, although she doesn’t sound sorry in the slightest. “Trust me, I would’ve much preferred to kill him myself, but Kilpatrick closed ranks right when I was about to make my move. I figured you, being who you are, could take him out and get clear without a scratch on you. Killing folks kind of is your specialty, after all.”

Orion shifts his stance subtly. He doesn’t outright point his gun at Dani—it’s not really his style to make a situation worse if he doesn’t have to—but he’s got it positioned in front of him, ready. “And what’s your specialty exactly?”

“Like I said, information.” With her free hand, she pats the stack of tablets she’d thrown on top of the desk. “In this case, I want Gold Town information. Every operation they run, every official they pay off, every shabby little closet in Covenant where they’ve hidden away a stack of cash.”

One of the Gold Towners groans and twitches, looking like they’re trying to wake up, but Dani steps over to them, slams her boot down on their chest, and shoots them dead. Right through the back of the head. There’s even a twist of dark satisfaction to her mouth as she does it. Like she’s been waiting to let this side of her out for a long time, simmering to a rage like a teakettle.

Orion blanches, turning his head away. “You two really do give off the same energy, huh?”

Her expression right now is so foreign that I don’t even recognize her for a moment.

Or maybe it’s not foreign. Maybe it’s just that I never really knew Dani Morales at all.

The thought lands like iron in my chest, which doesn’t make any sense because I’d already figured out she set me up. I shouldn’t feel so surprised. Or hurt. This is how it goes in the dust, right? You do what you need to in order to survive and carve out your own goals, your own space, and damn the consequences to anyone else. Still. Cold weight presses against my rib cage. There’s a roaring in my ears that’s maybe white noise or maybe it’s Trinity’s song or maybe it’s both.

“Is your name even Dani Morales?” My voice sounds quiet and raw.

“It is now. I changed it four years ago, right after the seventh night of the Month of Gratitude.” She looks up from the Gold Towner’s body, her jaw set and hard. “You remember what you were doing that night, don’t you, Butcher.”

I don’t at first. I frown at her, my brain flipping rapidly through my memories until it all comes rushing back to me in an instant.

“Big Haul Cruz.” The name slips out of my mouth on an exhale, hitting me like a cheap shot to the gut. How long has it been since I thought about him? Since the paper I was making made it easier and easier to erase his face?

“Took you long enough.” She shoots me a quick look as she crouches down and starts rummaging through the guy’s pockets. “He had a lot of people who believed in him. People who were left behind after you laid him out in that alley. Didn’t you ever wonder what happened to all of us?”

I hadn’t. I hadn’t thought past the payday. And if a few extra souls wound up headed for the Depths over the next couple of weeks as the Gold Towners cleaned house, it hadn’t registered through the haze of security that that cash had bought.

She snorts. “I figured not. Lucky for me, I was way too low-level for Kilpatrick to sniff me out while he was wiping out everyone else. I changed my name, covered my tracks, and then just kept my mouth shut and my head down.”

“Until you could make a plan.”

“Exactly.”

“And that plan apparently included me.”

That makes Dani pause. I see her shoulders rise and fall in a deep, slow breath before she finally straightens, dragging her eyes up to mine. “I barely knew anything about you at the time, ghoulie. I just wanted revenge. I needed a way to get close to Kilpatrick, and you were very convenient leverage.”

Orion huffs out a humorless laugh. “So you arrange a way to meet the Butcher—”

Dani shrugs. “Steal some paper, hire them for a job, turn up at that job, and there you have it.”

“—and convince them you can be their frontperson. Just like that, you’ve got a line on Kilpatrick.” Orion raises an eyebrow. “And an opening to take out his new hitperson as well.”

Dani swallows hard, her amber eyes on the ground. “Yeah, that was kind of the plan. At first. But then I got to know you, Val, and you … you weren’t anything like I expected. I figured you’d be this mindless, heartless killer, but you weren’t. You were a survivor, just like me.” She tucks the high-caliber pistol she took off the body into her shoulder holster and then comes forward, stopping right in front of me. Looking into my eyes. Shifting forward until our faces are so close that I can feel the tickle of her breath as she speaks in her soft, low voice. “For what it’s worth, Val, I really did end up liking you. Still do, actually. Even though you messed everything up—”

My eyebrows shoot up. “I messed things up?”

She narrows her eyes. “Yeah, you. Big Haul could’ve changed this whole town for the better if you hadn’t taken that job and thrown in with the first asshole who offered you a load of cash. Bloody Bill was trash—”

I launch myself at her, my hand going to her neck, and we tumble to the ground in a tangle of limbs. She struggles, but I manage to pin her against the ground, straddling her hips, Reason out and angled against her throat.

“I think you’re overestimating how much of a shit I give about this gang, this town, or your business,” I tell her, and my voice is the low growl of a magnastorm building on the horizon. “You set me up. You used me. You put my sisters’ lives in jeopardy!”

Dani goes very, very still beneath me, her hands held up in surrender. “What sisters?”

“My sisters!” I tighten my hand on her throat. “I thought you knew everything about me. Did you miss that little piece of information somehow?”

She flicks a look over at Orion, who nods and says, “They’re playing you straight. Two sisters—Halle and Kelda. Gold Towners took them when they blew up V’s lodgings.”

Dani sucks in a sharp breath, looking back at me, her stupidly big, wide eyes like concentrated gold. “I didn’t know—”

“Bullshit! You knew where I lived! You told them—”

She cuts me off, her voice hot with vehemence. “I wouldn’t tell a Gold Towner the goddamn time of day. You’ve got to be a special kind of naive if you think I’m the only person in all of Covenant who could suss out where you live.”

She watches my face very carefully, and when I don’t say anything or dig the blade in any deeper, she plunges ahead. “I’m not a monster, ghoulie. I’m not in the business of letting innocent people get hurt.”

“But they did. They did get hurt.” How long had I been so blind? Letting her in, letting her get close only for her to plunge her knife so deep it’s scraping my spine. “I’m surprised you didn’t turn me over to the chapels. Tell them you’ve been working with a saint.”

“I’d never do that.”

“Why not? You obviously don’t have a problem with breaking a promise.”

Her lips press together in a thin, bitter smile. “Technically, I never promised you I wouldn’t kill Kilpatrick. Or set you up to do it for me. So I’m actually one-for-one on promises I’ve kept.”

I bare my teeth, bending low enough that my breath brushes across her face. “I don’t care about any of this. I just want my sisters back.”

“I don’t know where they are. I’ve been all over the Old Clock Tower already; I haven’t seen them.” She tries to swallow around my grip and manages it only barely. “But I can help. I can find where the Gold Towners are hiding them—”

I press my blade down a little harder, cutting her off. “What makes you think I would trust you now?”

Orion eases forward, placing a gentle hand on my shoulder. “Take it easy, V. Maybe Miss Information here can come in handy. She’s already started looking through their records, and there’s got to be something here that mentions where they like to keep hostages.”

He’s right; there probably are records in this maze of rooms and hallways, and that’s the whole reason why he brought me here. But now, with betrayal burning hot in my chest, that doesn’t seem anywhere near good enough. I don’t want to paw through drawers and drawers of records, looking for clues. I want answers now.

And I want to stab things.

On the far side of the room, the other Gold Towner grunts and shifts, starting to wake, and my lips peel back in a savage grin. Looks like I get to have both wishes at once.

“I’ve got a better idea.”







CHAPTER FOURTEEN



“THERE IS NO PROSPERITY WITHOUT THE HERALDS. THEY WANT NOTHING MORE THAN TO HELP US PROSPER, TO SHOWER US WITH RICHES; WE ARE THEIR CHILDREN. BUT THESE BLESSINGS CANNOT COME WITHOUT SACRIFICE.”

—TREATISE NO. 3 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




Before either Dani or Orion can react, I phase across the room, reappearing by the Gold Towner just as he starts to blink open his eyes. He’s still groggy, barely awake, which gives me the leeway I need to grab him by the front of his shirt with both hands, haul him partially upright, and roughly slam him against the wall to prop him up.

He grunts in pain, but I ignore it, crouching in front of him, balancing Wrath point-down on his thigh. “Wake up, lunkhead.”

“Hey, hey, hey.” Orion hurries over, holstering his pistol as he goes. “Let’s not get too carried away here.”

The Gold Towner’s head lolls a little as he fully comes to, his eyes slowly focusing in on me. I bare my teeth at him. Trinity’s song screams, wild and fierce. It thrums in my throat, in my ears. It’s all I can hear, like the rest of the room has gone silent.

“You’re going to tell me where the Bruinn sisters are.”

He swallows hard, shaking his head. “I can’t.”

“Wrong answer.” My blade flashes, and he cries out as a gash opens up along the top of his thigh. “You’ve got a lot of skin to work with here, and I just sharpened this one recently.”

Blue-white light haloes the edges of my vision. It’s the same shade and intensity as those flares, out in the Copper Plains. My vision swims, and the Old Clock Tower dissolves around me, replaced by green plants, dripping with water, spiraling out of the ceiling and wrapping around my face, my neck, my chest—

“Stop!” Orion’s voice cuts through the melody, and I feel his hand on my arm, pulling me to my feet and then drawing me backward, out of earshot. Dani stands nearby, watching everything with shrewd eyes.

“I’m fine.” I shake my head to clear the vision from my eyes. The halos are gone. Trinity’s song has slipped away again, nothing more than a murmur, hardly audible over my pounding heart. “I’m getting answers.”

Orion frowns. “No, you’re not. You’re getting whatever nonsense he can spit out just to keep you from hurting him. Do you want to find your sisters? Or do you want to chase ghosts until it’s too late?”

I drag Wrath across the sleeve of my forearm, wiping the blood off both sides. “Fine. You think you can do better? Go ahead.”

Orion motions me to step back, and then he kneels down next to the Gold Towner, grabbing a scrap of cloth from his pocket to press against the cut. “Hey, I’m so sorry about that. You got a name?”

The man eyes me, wary, and then finally says, “Clint.”

“Clint, that’s a nice name. I’m Orion. That’s Dani.” He nods over his shoulder at Dani, who has her pistol back out and is spinning it in her hand, occasionally and abruptly stopping it so that the barrel points right at Clint’s face. “And this is the Butcher. You’ll recognize them by all the knives and blood.” He gestures at me, and I stare back, flint-eyed. “You guys took something from them. You know about that, right, Clint? You seem like a smart, high-up kind of guy.”

Clint swallows hard, his whole throat bobbing as he tries to strain backward, away from the wild trajectory of Dani’s gun. “I heard—I heard about it.”

“Good, good.” Orion follows his terrified gaze, clocks what Dani’s doing with the gun, and rolls his eyes. “You’re gonna make him pee his pants doing that, Morales.”

Dani suddenly stops moving the pistol, looking like she’s just noticed that it’s making Clint nervous. “Oh, god, is this making you uncomfortable? I’m so sorry. You don’t have to be afraid of us, Clint. We’re all friends here.”

“Best friends,” Orion adds enthusiastically.

I grumble a little, in the back of my throat. “Can we stay on track please?”

Orion pats Clint heavily on the shoulder, drawing the man’s attention back to himself. “Since we’re such good friends, you can tell me. Where are the Bruinn sisters?”

“I—I haven’t seen them. But”—he adds quickly when he sees me start to step toward him with Reason—“there were rumors that some of Kilpatrick’s inner circle had bait that they were gonna use to draw out the Butcher. In case they survived the grenade at their lodgings.”

Made sense. They were looking for revenge for taking out their boss. Well, if they wanted to stand between me and my sisters, they could all die the same. Didn’t make any difference to me. “Draw me out where exactly?”

“I don’t know. But some people have mentioned South Parish.”

I sheathe Reason, spinning on my heel toward the door. “That’s where I’m going, then.”

“Hold up. Just wait for one second.” Orion darts in front of me, blocking my path. “You’re going to go running off to the other side of Covenant, and you don’t even know if he’s right? Or telling the truth?” I pause just long enough, and he seizes on my hesitation. “You brought me in on this and asked me to help. So let me help. Let me reach out to my connections and double-check that South Parish is even where we need to be going.”

I shift on my feet, already chafing at the idea of having to wait longer instead of just storming a parish and ripping it to shreds with my teeth until it gives up all its secrets. “I don’t want to waste even more time.”

“Hey, Clint buddy,” Orion calls over his shoulder without looking away from me. “How long you figure before your folks decide to do something reckless with those sisters?”

Clint hesitates, but Dani crosses her arms so her pistol lies across her biceps, pointed at his head. “Two more days at most. After that they’ll probably figure no one is coming and sell them off with the other indentureds for some cash.”

“There you have it.” Orion spreads his hands wide. “You can stay put for a few hours and let me do a little legwork. Or you can waste half a day—or longer—running around the whole city. It’s your choice.”

Well, I guess when he puts it that way …

“Fine. We play it your way. But I’m not waiting for very long.”

“Fair,” Orion says, nodding. “Now we just need to figure out what to do with Clint here—”

Dani fires off a round from her pulse pistol before he’s even finished speaking, the high-pitched blast cutting through the room and causing both Orion and me to flinch. Clint slumps over sideways onto the floor, eyes closed.

Orion gapes at Clint’s perfectly still body, face ashen. “What the hell is wrong with you? Why did you do that?!”

Dani sniffs, unaffected, as she goes back to the desk and starts loading record tablets into her rucksack. “Dead men can’t talk. Come on. Someone probably heard that and will be headed up here to check it out.”

A deep hurt settles into the creases of Orion’s face, and he turns his gaze on me. Like he’s waiting for me to react, to say something, to prove myself better somehow by objecting to what Dani just did. But I’ve never been as good as he’s always believed me to be, and if Dani hadn’t done it, I probably would’ve.

Because she’s right. Dead men can’t talk, and they can’t give up any information about where you’ve been and what you’re planning to do next.

“Leave it,” I tell him softly. “We can’t do anything for him now.”

I don’t miss the disappointment that washes over his expression, but when I give him a nudge, he turns reluctantly around and heads for the door. I follow right behind, and as I’m walking, I hear Dani hurriedly throw the last few tablets into her rucksack and hustle up behind me.

It takes half a second to spin around and pin her against the doorframe with my hand gripped around her throat. “Sorry, where do you think you’re going?”

Dani frowns, looking genuinely confused. Maybe even a little hurt. “With you. To help get your sisters back. I told you, I’m not in the business of letting innocent people get hurt.”

I laugh, but there’s no mirth to it. “And what makes you think I would want your help?”

She sucks in a sharp breath as my fingers tighten, digging into her skin. “Because if the Gold Towners are laying a trap for the Butcher, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

I stare at her familiar-unfamiliar face, picking out the pieces I know—the sloping shape of her eyes, the little wrinkle between her brows, the bow of her mouth—and the pieces I don’t—the glint of rage and revenge deep inside that she’s kept buried all this time.

“We’ll manage,” I say, finally taking my hand off her neck and stepping back. She shudders with relief, touching her fingers softly to her throat. “I never want to see you again. Ever. The day I lay eyes on you again is the day I send you to the Depths.”

Turning my back on her, I shoulder past Orion and out into the hall.

The floor is empty and quiet. My feet stumble a little beneath me as I head for the stairwell, and I have to grab the wall to steady myself and stay upright. My skin feels flushed and sweaty, and the dull ache in my old stab wounds explodes into a hot, throbbing pain that radiates up my chest and neck and into the back of my skull.

Orion pauses next to me, his mouth twisting with concern. “What’s going on with you? You don’t look so hot.”

“Neither do you,” I snap, and he rolls his eyes. “I just need a little water, that’s all.”

I’m suddenly shivering hard underneath all my layers, sweat plastering my short hair to my forehead. The scene around me swims in and out of focus, from stairwell to plant life, dry cracked air to curtains of rain. Orion steps up close, ducking his head to see my face.

“Val? Val, are you okay?”

I lick dry lips. Everything around me seems to soften and shift like liquid. “I don’t feel so good…”

He says something, but his voice is muffled and his words sound foreign. I can’t understand what he’s saying. Why is he even still talking?

“No,” I say, shaking my head. “Stop…”

My grip on the wall loosens, and suddenly I’m tipping sideways as the floor rushes up to meet me.




THEN

Just a little something for the assassin who has everything.

I sit cross-legged on the roof of a building in Covenant’s North Parish, frowning down at the cloth-wrapped bundle in front of me. It looks about the length and width of my forearm, although the cloth could be adding some bulk to it.

My eyes flick up to Dani, sitting across from me, almost close enough for our knees to touch. Ambient light from the airships above and the scattered naphtha streetlamps paints her face in gold and silver, adding an extra luminance to her smooth skin.

You got me a gift?

She lifts one shoulder. A half shrug. It’s taken me months and months to get a better handle on her tells—she’s really hard to read—but I know this one. She does the half shrug when she’s trying to seem casual to cover up nerves or discomfort.

Felt appropriate. It’s our two-year anniversary of working together.

I swallow, fingering one of the folds on the cloth wrapping. I didn’t get you anything.

Who said you had to? I just wanted to do something nice for you. She props her chin in her hands, elbows on her knees, grinning at me. Thought I’d try it on for size, see how the other half live.

That pulls a little chuckle from me. It’s a running thread between us, that we can’t fathom how anyone gets by in the dust by being “nice.” How’s it working for you so far?

Her smile changes, softens, and her amber eyes are so bright, so vivid in this light that I can’t look away. Not sure yet.

Tugging at the cloth, I pull away the layers to reveal a mechanism built from the same matte-black metal as my goggles. It’s a thin, vicious blade of some kind, pointed like a toothpick, but it’s attached to a kind of arm brace.

Do you like it? Dani’s voice is usually bold and unapologetic. Tonight, though, her tone is low and mellow. Intimate.

I pick it up gingerly, turning it over, running the pad of my thumb gently along the perfectly honed edge of the blade. I’ve never seen anything like this.

Dani sets the cloth wrapping aside and scoots closer, and now our knees actually are touching. It pulls my concentration, and I have to force myself to refocus on what she’s saying.

… old friend of my dad’s used to make something similar. He’s … gone, but I found someone else to put it together. She holds out a hand. Here. Let me help.

I give her the contraption, and she sets it in her lap before reaching for my right arm. Gently, she pushes the long, loose sleeve of my shirt up past my elbow, her fingers leaving warm trails along the skin of my forearm. Flicking open the clasps on the brace, she fits it around my arm, locking it at the wrist and then again back toward my elbow.

This right here, she says, indicating a button catch near the base of my palm, releases it, see? Try it out.

Pointing my arm out to the side so I don’t stab either of us, I give it my best go, but it takes a few times before I get the twist and press of it just right. Once I do, though, the blade that lies attached to the brace across the top of my forearm shoots forward. A pointed, deadly extension of myself.

It’s incredible.

I want to say that. This is incredible, thank you so much—something, anything. But all my limited words get stuck somewhere at the bottom of my throat, and I can’t seem to force them out.

Dani watches my face closely, eyebrows raised, amusement tucked into the corner of her lips. Oh, no, Val, you’re trying to say thank you, and it’s killing you, isn’t it? She laughs in that way that makes me feel like I’ve swallowed something too bright and too warm. Please stop, I need you alive.

Twisting the blade back into its brace, I match her expression, her teasing tone, reflecting it back. Who’s gonna help you pay your bills otherwise, right?

Dani doesn’t answer for a moment. She’s gold and silver all over. Her gaze trails over my eyes, the angle of my jaw, the curve of my mouth. She smiles again, but without the edge, without the tease.

Sure, she murmurs softly. We’ll say it’s that.







CHAPTER FIFTEEN



“ANY PREACHER CAUGHT DEFYING THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS BY STRAYING FROM ITS ORIGINAL MESSAGE AND PURPOSE WILL BE STRIPPED OF THEIR MEDALLION AND SUBJECT TO FULL PROSECUTION UNDER THE LAW. FOR THE LAW IS THE VOICE OF THE HERALDS HERE BELOW.”

—HERALDIC MINISTRY OFFICIAL DECREE (YEAR 508)





Mama sings.

I stand with her in the chapel in Covenant. She sings Trinity’s song and it rises to greet her, growing louder and louder until it vibrates painfully in my ears and shakes the ground beneath us. The orb of the Gate of Heaven teeters and rolls to the ground, splintering apart. The statues of the Twelve Heralds tremble, cracks spiderwebbing across their surfaces, and then suddenly they crumble and flake away into piles of rust. The base of their dais splits wide, blue-white light pouring from it.

I bend low over the light, peering down inside—



I come to with a gasp in a blazing bright room, the cold light of a dozen naphtha lamps searing the backs of my eyes. I squint as my pupils adjust and I can slowly take stock of my surroundings. Small, with walls lined with neatly labeled shelves and no windows, but an open doorway off to the side. I’m in the middle of the room, stripped down to my undershirt and pants, lying on what looks like a modified apothecary chair. Beside it is a table lined with medical and surgical instruments. There’s a needle and a flexible tube jammed into my arm, and on the other end of it is a pouch of clear liquid hanging on a hook—and an unfamiliar person with a round, tan face, dark, angular eyes, and slightly faded tattoos across their neck and forearms. The sides of their head are shaved, and the rest of their long black hair is wrapped up in an intricate pile of braids at the back of their head.

“You’re awake.” They quirk a smile at me as they reach for a pile of clean towels and a bottle of ointment on a nearby table. Then they look over their shoulder and holler, “Booker! Your friend is up!”

I struggle a little, trying to sit upright, but the person puts a hand on my shoulder to restrain me as Orion ducks through the doorway.

“Hey,” Orion says softly, coming up next to the chair, “how are you feeling?”

I lie back on the chair again, though the tension doesn’t leave my shoulders. My eyes flick around the room warily as the strange person ducks out of sight, making a ruckus somewhere else in the room. “Less likely to face-plant on the street. Which is an improvement. Where the hell are we? How long have I been out?”

“Only a few hours. It’s midafternoon.”

“A few hours?” I jerk upright only for Orion to grab my shoulders and pin me back down. “Your best buddy Clint said we had two days at most, and here I am just wasting hours of that on—”

The stranger pops back into view with an armful of medical supplies. “Necessary medical attention to keep you alive? Yes, how wasteful.” They dump everything on one of the shelves and then head for the door, giving me a little wave as they go. “I’m Liren, by the way.”

Orion leans one hip against the side of my chair. “Liren is Atlas’s spouse.”

I frown at the empty doorway Liren disappeared through. “Atlas got married? I didn’t know.”

“There was no way for you to know,” he says with a shrug. “Atlas is a rogue preacher, wanted by the law almost as much as the Skywayman is. Their marriage isn’t even a matter of public record.”

Rogue preacher. That part is new to me, too. Last time I saw Atlas, he was twenty, newly ordained to deliver the doctrines being handed down by the Heraldic Ministry. Apparently, he’d tipped over into public rebellion and excommunication since I pushed Orion away.

I drop my head back against the chair with a clunk. My limbs still feel shaky and hollow. “I don’t understand what happened out there. I shouldn’t have collapsed like that.”

“No?” Liren swings back into view, tapping their chin thoughtfully. “Because by my count you were exhausted, dehydrated, bruised in several places, and—this one’s my favorite—stabbed. Twice.”

I shoot a glare at them as Orion laughs. “I got that fixed. I took hair of the dog.”

They snort, folding their arms over their chest. “Oh well, then, who needs real medicine when you got black market pseudo-magic, right? Hair of the dog is an imperfect solution to major injuries, even when it’s done well.” Pressing cloth to the needle in my arm, Liren pulls the tube out in one smooth, quick motion. “And I’m betting that you played a little fast and loose with the dosages here, based on how your wounds reopened and you dramatically collapsed in public. That shit can be very hard on the body, and it’s not—hold your arm up like this—permanent for everyone. It depends on your metabolism, your health, even your activities.”

Orion shoots me a sympathetic look. “Train heists and storming towers are probably not on the approved activity list.”

My left arm up by my ear, I wiggle my fingers, seeing how they respond. “So am I better now? Can we go?”

Liren arches an eyebrow. “To be honest? You need sleep. You need real food. You need to be off your feet and out of trouble for at least a week.”

Orion puts out a hand before I can respond—which is probably a good thing because I was about to say something salty. “What if that’s not on the agenda for us?”

“What is on your agenda, then?” Their eyes are steady on Orion’s face. “Kicking up a ruckus after escaping a prison train seems like an ill-advised move.”

Orion grins, shrugging. “Those are my best moves.”

Liren grunts, amused, and stomps over to the cabinets on the far side of the room, disappearing in a racket of clattering. “Fine, can you guarantee me a few hours of rest at least? Just a few hours.” They come back with a little stoppered jar and a handful of bandages that they push into Orion’s arms. “This jar has an ointment that should help with pain and inflammation around the wound. Keep it clean. Regular dressing changes. Got it?”

As Orion nods, Liren squeezes his arm. “You can take them upstairs, Baby Booker. We got a free room or two where you can both rest for a minute.”

I try to get up all on my own, but I’m so exhausted still, my muscles about as useful as mush. Orion ends up pulling my arm around his shoulder and taking my weight, half carrying me down a short, dark, narrow hallway and through a swinging door. It opens into a big, warmly lit space filled with round tables and chairs, the walls lined with naphtha lamps surrounded by amber glass to cut down on the usual blue-white glare. On the far side, big windows face the street, busy and blazing in the midafternoon sunshine. The nearest wall is dominated by a long bar of welded steel-gray metal, backed by shelves of moonshine and budge, ale and hooch and benzene.

“A dram shop?” I stop and look up at Orion with raised eyebrows. “You took me to a dram shop?”

“No, I took you to Liren. Liren just happens to work out of a dram shop when they’re not using their medical education to help out devilishly attractive outlaws like you and me.”

Atlas comes down the stairs, dressed in new clothes, no hat to overshadow his face or cover his short mohawked locs. He eyes me leaning against his brother and gives me a small, tight smile that doesn’t reach his eyes.

“You’re looking a lot livelier.”

“It helps that your partner stopped me from actively dying.” I wave vaguely at my face. “Brings the color back into a person’s cheeks.”

That softens his expression a little—not my deadpan sense of humor so much as the mention of Liren. “They’re good at that.”

Orion walks me to the bottom of the staircase. “I was just taking Val upstairs to rest.”

“I’ll help them.” Atlas steps down level with us and takes my free arm. Orion opens his mouth to protest, but his brother cuts him off with a shake of his head. “You are tired and worn out, and you badly need a steam shower. Go take care of yourself for a few minutes. We’ll survive.”

Orion wavers, looking between me and Atlas, and I finally spot the shadows beneath his eyes. And then mentally kick myself for only noticing it now and not when I first woke up. He’s tired—really tired—but he’s still hesitating.

I pull myself out of his grasp, transferring my weight to Atlas. “I’m good. You go.”

Another moment, and then Orion finally nods and heads off for the steam showers.

Atlas wraps an arm securely around my shoulders. “Shall we?”

At the top of the stairs, the hallway branches off in either direction, punctuated by doors with little oxidized green numbers hung on them. A lot of dram shops double as inns or magdalena houses or occasionally all three, depending on the place. Atlas ushers me to the right and past several closed doors, finally shouldering open the very last one. Inside is a shabby room that only has a saggy bed with a cheerful old quilt, an end table, and an adjoining washroom.

He guides me to the bed, and I sink gratefully onto it, trying to hold myself together as exhaustion tugs me down. There’s a dull pinch growing in my muscles, and the walls and the floor and the ceiling swim out of focus.

And then, all at once, the room is gone and I’m somewhere else. Someplace drenched in green, in plants that look nothing like the ones that line the central greenhouses. Plants that tower and twist and bloom with bright colors. Water beads across my skin. I’m surrounded by faces I don’t know but somehow love, and the air is filled with voices calling, calling out, calling my name—

An elbow nudges me in the ribs, not entirely gentle. “You still with us, Bruinn?”

I blink and look around, but it’s just me and Atlas again, no one else. I straighten a little, gripping the edge of the mattress. “Sorry. Must still be a little out of it.”

Atlas hums, skeptical, and then sits down next to me, his hands loosely folded in his lap. “I’m going to be honest, Val. I kind of hoped my brother and I would never see you again.”

I go still, my eyes fixed on the worn, tarnished floor. The words hit like a blow, knocking the wind out of me. I was never as close with Atlas when I was a kid, but I’d still known him, grown up alongside him. He’d always been soft-spoken and kind and never given me any idea that he might not like me.

Then again, that was all before Orion and I shattered apart.

“That sounded harsh.” Atlas heaves a long sigh. “But I’ve always appreciated knowing where I stand with folks, for better or worse, and I respect you enough to grant you the same in return.”

I clear my throat, feeling like I should say something in my own defense. “I wasn’t—I didn’t plan on it. Not until…”

I can’t finish the sentence, but that’s okay because he does it for me. “Your sisters,” he says, nodding solemnly. “Orion mentioned as much while Liren was patching you up.” He puts a hand gently on my shoulder. “I am sorry about that.”

Everything about his calm, sympathetic tone rankles, and I shrug him off with a snarl. “You don’t have to say it like that.”

“Like what?”

“Like they’re already heading for the Depths.” I twist my head to glare at him. “I’m going to get them back. Alive.”

He meets my glare without flinching. Just cool, solid energy. Nothing to burn against. “I have no doubt you will. I just wish you’d left my brother out of it. You hurt him plenty the first time around.”

That shuts me up again, and I look away. I’ve pretty deliberately never thought about how much I might’ve hurt Orion.

“You know, I figured out you were the Butcher years ago.” My eyes snap over to his face, and he smiles a little. “Don’t look so surprised. Just because you and Orion were off in your own little world, oblivious, doesn’t mean I wasn’t watching. I saw how you changed, when you changed, and I put the pieces together.” He shakes his head, staring off into some middle distance, remembering. “It seemed impossible at first. Valene Bruinn as the Butcher of Covenant. You were, what, fourteen years old? It was scary as shit to watch you turn into that, do you know that?”

I don’t. But I know what it felt like to become it. How quickly and easily I slid down the slope after my first job. How little effort it took to pull on the mask and put blood on my blades. To throw out every good thing my parents ever taught me until the only moral code I had left was paper.

But I can’t admit that out loud. The words taste too bitter on my tongue. So I roll my eyes and push up off the bed, using the momentum to make it over to the window and sink against the sill. “I did what I needed to do to keep me and my sisters safe.”

“I understand that. I’m the same way, believe it or not.” Atlas gets to his feet, tucking his hands into his pockets as he turns to face me head-on. Everything about his stance is loose, relaxed, but his face is as dead serious as I’ve ever seen it. “So I need you to hear me right now, Valene Bruinn. The Butcher. Whoever you are. I am not a violent man. I’ve never shot a gun at anyone my entire life. But the moment you hurt my brother—or your mess gets him hurt—is the moment I break that streak, you understand?”

A flood of emotions sears through my body—anger, guilt, self-loathing—so bright and hot it almost blinds me from the inside out. My skin crawls with it, and I want to peel it off my body. But I can’t do that. So instead I swallow it all down, tighten my jaw against all the retorts and comebacks, and jerk my head in a quick nod.

Atlas eyes me, weighing my response, and then shifts backward on his heels, turning for the door. “Get some rest, Val,” he calls over his shoulder. “It sounds like you’ll need it.”

A moment later, he’s gone, and I’m alone in the room, pressed against the smudged panes of the window, staring out into the bright sun.







CHAPTER SIXTEEN



“FROM THE PROVIDENCE OF THE HERALDS WILL COME ALL THAT WE NEED. IN RETURN, THE PEOPLE OF TRINITY WILL GIVE BACK A PORTION OF THEIR EARNINGS AND POSSESSIONS TO SUPPORT THE WORK OF THE CHAPELS AND THE PREACHERS. AND THOSE WHO GIVE THE MOST WILL SEE AN ABUNDANCE OF BLESSINGS.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




I try to rest like Liren told me to. I even lie on the bed for a while with my eyes shut, counting my breaths in and out slowly. But I can’t sleep. Orion comes in at one point, cleaned up and steam showered, and flops down on one side of the bed, slipping almost immediately into sleep. I wait until his breath deepens and evens out before I stretch out beside him, careful not to let our bodies touch.

Not that we’ve never slept next to each other before. We did as kids, all the time, when he would crash at our lodgings, and for a little while again after Mama was taken, too. I used to prefer those nights because they were the only times I felt looked after. Comforted instead of constantly trying to be comforting. Not completely safe, exactly, but safer, less exhausted, because for a little while, I wasn’t the only one in charge.

I want to be comforted like that again. To curl into his side and hear someone else’s heartbeat, feel it thumping against the shell of my ear, keeping time with Trinity’s song in perfect lullaby.

No. I don’t deserve an indulgence like that. Not until Halle and Kelda are safe.

Every minute that passes ticks against my skin, anxiety twisting my insides as my brain, restless as a storm, turns the same questions over and over and over again.

Where do the Gold Towners have Halle and Kelda? Are they okay? Are they hurt? Are they wondering if I’m coming? How soon until I can get to them?

And what will they think when they see what I can do …

I’m not naive. There’s no way I can pull off this rescue without them seeing the Butcher—the saint—in action. And honestly, it should be the least of my worries.

But it sits there all the same. To get back to them, I’m going to have to tear apart a barrier that’s kept them protected from the worst parts of me. I’m going to have to unveil a secret I’ve kept so tight that I don’t really know how to peel it off my skin. I hadn’t thought about this stuff before I ran into the Old Clock Tower, but now that I have to just lie here, waiting, it’s all I can think about. I can already imagine the shock and horror and betrayal on both of their faces. I picture it so vividly that I squeeze my eyes shut, like that will somehow dismiss it from my brain.

They’ll never look at you the same way again.

They won’t understand.

Kelda will be afraid of you.

Halle will hate you.

You’ll be more alone than ever before.

I scramble to sit up, one hand pressed flat against my chest. Everything between my ribs tightens like a fist. Air, muscle, bone. All of it squeezing together, too small, too choked. I can’t get a full breath with these thoughts stepping on my throat. Bending over my knees, I bury my face in my hands, trying to go somewhere small and dark and quiet in my brain where I can catch my breath.

“What happened?” The bed shifts underneath me as Orion wakes, and I feel him slide off the edge of the mattress to kneel next to me. “Val? What’s going on?”

I’m terrified. I’ve been on the edge of losing absolutely everything for days now, and I’m slipping.

Those aren’t words I know how to say out loud, though. They’re the kinds of words that crack your ribs open and expose your insides. Words that show someone right where to stab you to make it hurt the most, twist the most, and I can’t afford that kind of softness, I can’t. I wear armor for a reason.

“Nothing.” I wipe my hands down my face, pulling my shoulders upright. My breathing stays calm and steady. It’s a miracle. “I’m fine.”

“You’re not.” He cups his hands around mine, still kneeling in front of me. “But you’re not alone in this, Val. We’re going to find Halle and Kelda, I promise.”

He can’t promise that; I know he can’t promise that. But his touch is very warm and light on my skin, and his face is tilted so close to mine. It’s so similar to the face I used to know and still so very different. Familiar and foreign in equal measure. I’d forgotten about the faint flecks of dark green in his eyes and the tiny little dimple there at the corner of his mouth that I always fought the urge to brush my thumb across.

The last time I looked at him this long and this closely, I was fourteen and we’d gone up to the roof of his boardinghouse during an extremely hot day during high season, hoping to catch a breeze. The energy between us had shifted recently, every interaction sparking with something extra just beneath the surface. Something like anticipation, although I couldn’t even say what I was anticipating. He’d fallen asleep up there, with the air like a heavy blanket over us, and I had studied his face, itching to trace the lines of his full lips, his broad nose, his softly arched brows, as I tried to figure out what had changed about him—what had changed about us.

It hadn’t mattered in the end. A few months later, he’d found out what I had started doing as the Butcher. We’d come apart so slowly after that, vicious rifts followed by crests of reconciliation, ripping apart only to drift back together over and over. Right up until the night when I’d cut him out, walked away, and never spoken to him again. Not until that day on the prison train.

“That’s a lot of thinking you’re doing there, Valene Bruinn.”

I shake my head. “I was just thinking about how we were. Before the Butcher. Before the fights.”

“I think about that a lot, too.” I feel his eyes on my face, as intimate as a touch. “How it felt like we were … I don’t know, on the verge of something. Something new.”

Something new. There’s a hopefulness in that phrase, an openness, universes unfurling in front of it in a terrifying expanse. It’s not a controlled free fall, like I do when I phase. It’s a leap into the Depths, nothing below you but the unknown, waiting to swallow you up. But maybe that isn’t so bad. Maybe something new isn’t so much dark, scary emptiness.

Maybe instead it’s a miracle—like rain.

He’s looking at me just as intently as I am at him, and he swallows hard as his gaze drops to my mouth. He’s still holding my hands in the cradle of his own. My heart squeezes in a strange and painful way. I know enough about romantic love to recognize that I don’t feel it in quite the same way others seem to. I never got crushes like other kids my age or like Halle did when she got older. I never cared whether someone thought I was attractive or desired me in that particular, heated way.

Except sometimes—just sometimes—I feel something different toward Orion. Not an all-consuming burn or a fiery passion. Just a tug, right behind my heart, like a very strong thread connects us and every now and then it’s pulled taut.

I feel that tug now, stretched tight across the inches of space between us. So tight it might crash us together or snap us apart.

I’m not even sure which one I want.

But I don’t get the chance to find out.

A sharp knock on the door slices right through the tension, and Liren swings it open half a second later. Orion and I spring apart, my face flushing, but Liren just shoots us a shrewd look and doesn’t say anything. Instead they wrestle a couple of rucksacks into the room, plopping one down on the floor and tossing the other onto the covers.

“Not to interrupt or anything,” they say. “I thought you might like your stuff back, Booker’s friend.”

“I do have a name.” It takes me a second to realize the rucksack on the bed is mine—my Butcher kit. That hair of the dog must’ve really messed me up that I lost track of it. I immediately tug it open and start searching through the contents, checking the lining for my hidden cash, my water packets, making sure—

“Everything’s there,” Liren says as they crouch down next to the rucksack on the floor. “We’re not thieves.”

Orion holds up a hand. “Well, technically I am.”

“That’s true. Technically, he is, but the rest of us aren’t.”

I shoot both of them a look, but Liren just grins at me and Orion keeps his eyes pinned on the floor, scratching at the back of his neck in that way he does when he feels awkward. Which makes me feel suddenly awkward again, too, so I put all my focus on laying my kit out on the quilt, checking my blades, my sheaths, my goggles, and my clothes. Letting each familiar piece, each familiar movement calm my heartbeat and help me feel more solid. More real. It’s all there, and it all looks like it’s in significantly better shape than it was before I passed out. The cloth and leather actually look dark and unblemished, instead of smudged and spattered with blood and grime and ash.

I look up at Liren, eyebrows raised. “You cleaned my stuff?”

“Couldn’t really let it sit around smelling like sweat and blood. We try to run a clean place here, Valene Bruinn.” They grin at me again, adding a wink on top of it this time. “See? I know your name.” They swing their gaze over to Orion and jerk their chin over their shoulder. “Place is starting to fill up down there. You might want to go keep an eye out for any favorite friends.”

Orion’s face brightens, and he quickly checks the inner pocket of his vest—the one where he stashed that telegram and the crystal from the prison train—before wrapping a long arm around Liren in a quick hug. “On it. I owe you one, Liren.”

“You owe me lots at this point, Baby Booker.” They reach up and tweak the end of Orion’s nose playfully. “Good thing I’m not really one to keep count.”

Orion tells me he’ll be right back and then ducks out the door, letting it snick softly shut behind him.

“Favorite friends?” I ask Liren.

They run their hand along the shaved hair of their head, scrubbing at the bristles. “Informant might be a better word for it. Orion asked me to get word out to them that he wanted to talk.” They raise their eyebrows at me. “He didn’t tell me about what.”

I side-eye them. “I figured Atlas would’ve already filled you in on everything.”

Liren shrugs and pulls an armful of clothes from the rucksack, dumping them onto the quilt. It looks like mostly discards and hand-me-downs in different sizes, nondescript clothes for the blending-in sorts of people.

“He told me some,” Liren admits. “I guess I’d just like to hear your side of the story. Even the notorious Butcher has a point of view, right?”

I pull on one of my gloves, feeling the stretch of the fabric and the comforting heft of the weighted plates inside. “The less you know, the better. I don’t want to bring you trouble.”

“Trouble?” Liren’s laugh is low and dark, layered with as much bittersweet as joy. “I was in trouble the moment I crossed paths with Atlas Booker. I was doubly in trouble when he told me he was a rogue preacher and his idiot baby brother was the Skywayman.” They spread their arms wide. “And yet here I stand. Trouble doesn’t scare me.”

I sigh, sifting through the extra clothes so I don’t have to look into their sympathetic eyes. “The truth is, the Butcher has a family. Two sisters. But I fucked up and lost them. And now I have to get them back.”

“Shit…” Liren rubs their hands over their face, looking stressed. I can see all the affection and worry swirling underneath their expression, and guilt seeps into my chest again. I set my teeth against it, bristling.

“Look, I just got the whole lecture from Atlas, okay? And I already decided that as soon as Orion gets me a new lead I can work with, I’ll head out without him. He can stay here—”

Liren cuts me off with a loud laugh. “Oh, he’s never going to let you leave him here. Orion loves an impossible project, and you turned up and presented him with another chance at his ultimate conquest: rescuing you.”

“Rescuing me.” The words taste dry and bitter in my mouth, like a morning after too much moonshine. “From what?”

They shrug helplessly. “From whatever took you away from him, I guess. You’re his greatest failure and his greatest hope.” Liren gets back to their feet with another deep sigh, half-heartedly gathering the clothes on the bed into a single pile. “Sometimes I think he believes that if he can bring you back, it’ll be his sign.”

“His sign?” Even as the question falls out of my mouth, I wish I could take it back.

“That he can fix Trinity.”

Anger sparks down my spine and in my belly, tightening my jaw and my fists. Why is everyone trying to make me more than what I am? A saint, a symbol, a project. I never asked for it, and I don’t want it. I want Halle and Kelda and enough paper to get us out of town. That’s it.

“I’m not a puzzle to solve,” I say finally, the words ground out between clenched teeth.

Liren studies me for a moment, head cocked to the side. “Hey, I’m not telling you this to make you feel bad or anything like that. I just think you need to be aware of where he’s at. Because he will break himself trying to save you, Valene Bruinn.”

Their words slam into me like a dust storm, and I don’t know what to say or how to react. But I don’t have to. Because the door slams open, and Orion stands there, beaming.

“Get your game face on, V. It’s time for us to go downstairs and have a chat.”







CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



“THE EXISTENCE OF THIS SUPPOSED ‘BOOK OF SIGNS’ IS A HERESY AGAINST THE HERALDS, WHO HANDED DOWN THE SACRED LAW TO US DIRECTLY. THE IDEA THAT ANOTHER, ‘PURER’ HOLY BOOK IS OUT THERE SOMEWHERE UNDERMINES NOT ONLY THIS ADMINISTRATION, BUT THE AUTHORITY OF OUR CHAPELS AS WELL. ANY APOSTATE SPREADING LIES ABOUT THE EXISTENCE OF THIS BOOK MUST BE HARSHLY PUT DOWN.”

—CONFIDENTIAL HERALDIC MINISTRY MEMORANDUM (YEAR 2089)




Orion’s supposed friend calls himself Fast Draw Ringo, which is exactly the name you give yourself when you’ve almost certainly never drawn a pistol in your life. But he says he’s got hot information for us, so I swallow down any blistering comments and take a seat with Orion at the little round table tucked into the back corner of the dram shop. It’s far enough away from the rest of the growing crowd that we should be able to talk without anyone being able to hear us over the jangling music and loud, crisscrossing conversations.

Fast Draw is a gangly man, a couple of years older than Orion and me, with a pointed chin and a longcoat that looks a size too big for him.

“Booker,” he says, low and entirely too serious, cutting his eyes around the room. “I’m taking a big risk coming here.”

I lean back in my chair, my hood pulled up, my arms crossed beneath the layer of my cowl. “What’s wrong with you? You watch too many serials or something?”

“Hey, play nice.” Orion nudges me in the ribs, hard enough for me to discover just how pointy his elbows are. “We’re kind of short on time, Fast Draw. What exactly do you know?”

The man scowls at me and lifts his chin, mouth twisting. “Not yet. Payment first.”

“Fair enough.” Orion digs into the bag he brought down and sets something on the table. It looks like a bulky, oversize pistol, but there’s no visible charger on it and the barrel is plugged with a six-pronged iron grapple. “My own invention. Nothing else like it out there. Pull the trigger and it’ll launch the grapple with a cord attached up to one hundred and fifty feet in the air. Pretty handy for scaling buildings, boarding low-flying airships—all of that.”

I glance at Orion, eyebrow raised. “You made that?”

He grins at me. “A guy needs hobbies.”

Fast Draw, however, seems much less impressed. “You want information on Gold Town business, I’m going to need something bigger.”

Orion takes a breath, looking like he’s about to haggle, but this is not a haggling situation. Not with Halle’s and Kelda’s lives on the line.

“What about that crystal, O?” I cut in before Orion can say anything. “The one you took off our pal Clarence? Something stolen off a high warden has to be worth a good deal, right?”

Orion gapes at me for a second, his expression flickering between shocked and kind of angry, but then he catches the look in my eyes, the hard set of my jaw, and all the fight goes out of him. He sighs and reaches into his inner vest pocket, taking out the palm-size red crystal and setting it on the table.

“Final offer, Fast Draw,” he says. “A warden skeleton key. Good to unlock any door they’ve got—jails, precincts, prisons, everywhere.” Fast Draw’s eyes light up and he makes a grab for it, but Orion scoops it just out of reach. “Tell us what you got, then you get it.”

“Fine.” Fast Draw tugs up the collar on his longcoat, cutting his eyes around the room again. “You familiar with the Gentleman’s Rack, down in the Shipyards? There’s been some suspicious comings and goings in the last day or two. I spotted them in the early-morning hours, when it was still dark, bringing in two people with bags over their heads. One looked like a young woman maybe. The other was small, like a child.”

Orion looks over at me. “Shipyards are South Parish. That matches up.”

So long as he’s telling the truth and not giving us the runaround. If he is …

I lean over the table, staring Fast Draw right in the eye from underneath the shadow of my hood. “If I find out you’re not being straight with us, I’ll hunt you down, squeeze every drop of water out of your body, and toss your pulverized remains into the street.”

“Ever hear of overkill?” Orion sighs.

I don’t take my eyes off Fast Draw. “Booker here is a good guy. Tries to do right by people.” I slap my hand down on the table for emphasis, and Fast Draw nearly startles out of his chair. “I’m not burdened by things like that. We clear?”

“Clear,” Fast Draw croaks out and then snatches up his payment and bolts with a speed that is frankly impressive.

I watch Orion stow his device in his pack, trying to read the shadow of a frown creasing his brows.

“Hey, O, I…” I have to stop and clear my throat at least twice before I can get the rest out. “I’m sorry. About the skeleton key. I didn’t know what it was.”

Orion gives me a lopsided grin, shrugging. “It’s fine, V. At least I know where it is now. Maybe I can steal it back from him or something later. Come on, we need to gear up and get going if we’re going to get to South Parish by sundown.”

An hour later, Orion and I are back out on the streets, headed for the Shipyards.

Situated on the southern edge of Covenant, it’s a place with a name that’s only gotten more ironic over the years. Some of the first airships on Trinity were built there, a long time ago, welded together in enormous warehouses poised at the edge of the Crater—a gaping, bottomless pit almost two miles across that cuts right through the alloy down into the Elysian Depths. Back in those peak days, the Shipyards buzzed with activity, drawing an influx of people and paper. But then some skyliners developed hovering docking platforms and started building ships way up in the air where they’d never have to know the indignity of touching the ground. The flow of cash shifted, and the Shipyards gradually became a place not where things were made, but where they were discarded. In and around all the old warehouses and facilities are cluttered with scraps and junk and communities of people making the best out of a place that commerce and the Heraldic Ministry would rather forget.

Orion leads me past clusters of residences built into half-tumbled buildings and storefronts that never seem to do just one thing, selling everything from food and clothes to knockoff apothecary remedies and used furniture. I wipe at my chapped lips, resisting the urge to reach for my canteen just yet. Even with the sun dropping below the horizon, the heat is heavy enough to steal your breath, robbing us of the relief dusters used to at least get in the evenings and at night.

I haven’t been in this part of Covenant since we buried Papa, a memory that grips my body with tension, makes my movements awkward and stiff. A lot of dusters around here bury our dead in the Crater. We’re supposed to go all the way out to the Elysian Depths north of town to offer their bodies back to the Heralds, but when you don’t have the cash for that, you make do with the Shipyards and the Crater.

Orion’s steps are loping and steady as he twists his way along the streets, nodding at the yarders who make a living digging through the scraps at the Shipyards and selling what they can. He could just be any other guy out for an evening stroll.

He keeps touching his vest, though. Right over that same inner pocket. I’ve lost track of the number of times I’ve seen him do that since we set out.

Orion finally stops in a precariously narrow, shadowed alley, waving for me to stop behind him. He takes a small mirror out of his pocket and angles it so he can look around the corner, down the street, to where the Gentleman’s Rack sits, half a block from the edge of the Crater.

The Gentleman’s Rack is a billiards hall and card room that serves as the gaudiest, fanciest gambling den in Covenant. In the Shipyards’ heyday, it was considered high-end, and these days it still draws a good amount of paper from dusters looking to escape for a little while and skyliners who want to experience the dangerous thrill of mingling with the riffraff on the ground. The Gold Towners who run it don’t really care who’s handing over their paper, as long as it keeps making them a shipload of cash.

I watch Orion carefully, tapping my fingers impatiently on Wrath’s hilt, waiting for any signal that might mean, Yes, Val, they’re here, go. But all I see is the small crinkle of a frown cross his face.

“What?” I step up next to him so I can see the mirror, too. The dark edge of the Crater flashes in the reflection, and I look quickly away again, pushing back on the memories that hang around that place. “You look like something’s wrong. Are they not there?”

“Oh, I think they’re here.” He taps a finger on the mirror’s surface. “I just don’t think it’s only the Gold Town Gang who’s got them.”

I take a deep breath and look back at the reflection, seeing now what he’s talking about. There’s a slim figure standing on top of the Gentleman’s Rack, a man wearing basic duster gear and squinting into the growing darkness.

“That’s a warden,” Orion mutters, pulling the mirror back and tucking it into his vest.

I raise an eyebrow at him. “How can you even tell from this far away?”

“Look at his hair. He’s tried to fluff it up a little bit, but he’s got an indent all around his head from his hat. His stance, too. He’s cocking his left hip out, but his gun and holster are on his right-hand side. Which means it’s probably not his usual holster. He just took it off someone else.”

Wardens. It doesn’t take a lot to connect the dots. Walking into that shadow session already proved that Gold Towners are in good with the law, and Kilpatrick wasn’t the only boss I sent to the Depths that day. “They teamed up. Brought in the wardens as backup against the Butcher.”

I scan the surrounding streets and buildings, looking for other out-of-place figures like our friend on the roof. I spot one person very obviously loitering at a trinket stall keeping their eyes on the billiard hall’s front doors and three others on different rooftops a little farther down a branching road. Five total. Probably five times as many inside, I’d guess, at least.

Orion sighs and leans up against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. “We need to take a step back and make a plan this time, V. This can’t be a straight hack-and-slash job like back at the Clock Tower.”

Before I can respond, a faint sound catches my ear—the soft scuff of a boot against smooth alloy—coming from the alley behind us. I react instantly, whipping around, darting up and over the stray crates and trash bins, and dropping down onto the person crouched behind them. They grunt as I pin them flat against the alloy, flipping them over onto their back and pressing Toothpick’s sharp point against their neck.

It’s Dani. Again.

Pinned under my knives. Again.

She quirks an eyebrow, her mouth curling. “Just can’t stay off of me, huh?”

I’m suddenly aware of how heavily I’m straddling her hips and how close my face is bent to hers. I pull back a little bit with a sneer. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question. I live in the Shipyards. What’s your excuse?”

“You know exactly why I’m here.”

“Couldn’t stop thinking of me, huh, ghoulie?” Quicker than I can anticipate, she traps my left foot, hitches her hips up hard, and forces me into a roll until now I’m the one on my back and she’s over me, grinning fiercely. “Not nearly as tough in a fight when you don’t have phasing to fall back on.”

The sound of a pistol being cocked right by her ear makes Dani freeze. Orion stands over us, the barrel of his gun pressed against the side of her head, although from my angle, looking up at him from the ground, he almost looks … amused? That bastard.

“I gotta figure you can’t be too bad of a soul or Val would’ve killed you back at the Clock Tower,” he says, his voice nonthreatening even if his pistol is the opposite. “That being said, you should probably get off them.”

Dani snorts but raises her hands, palms out in surrender, as she stands. I immediately jump back onto my feet, retracting Toothpick but keeping one hand on Wrath’s hilt. For comfort. There’s another salty comment for Dani on the tip of my tongue, but I don’t even get the chance to say it because Orion reaches over and claps a hand over my mouth without even taking his eyes off Dani.

“I see that you have a few more things on your mind, V, but hold on to them for a second,” he says. “This little reunion isn’t doing us any good all out in the open like this. We need to get inside before we sort anything else out.”

I glance at the buildings all around us, dotted with windows that anyone could be sitting behind, watching, hoping to see something important enough to tell the wardens about in exchange for paper. He’s right, of course, but …

“There’s nothing to sort out,” I snap. “I’m not going anywhere with her.”

“Fine by me if you want to act like a petulant child,” Dani says with a shrug, all casual, like she doesn’t have a gun barrel still pointed right at her face. “But I know this area and everyone in it backward and forward.”

Orion gives me a look. “Unless you’ve got someone else lining up to help us with this, I suggest we hear her out.”

I can’t respond to him because I’m clenching my teeth too hard. I hate that he has a point.

“Perfect,” Dani says after a beat. “My place is close by. Come on.”

She turns and starts back down the alley, and I move quickly up behind her, hissing low in her ear. “No tricks, Dani.”

Her shoulders tense, and she shoots me a disdainful look over her shoulder. “You don’t have to threaten me, Butcher. I know you better than anyone.”







CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



Y’ALL SEEM AWFUL ANXIOUS TO GET YOUR HANDS ON THIS SO-CALLED “USELESS” PUZZLE BOX. RECKON GOLD TOWN WILL KEEP IT SAFE IN OUR VAULT FOR A LITTLE BIT LONGER. AT LEAST UNTIL OUR PRESENT ISSUE IS SETTLED AND THE BUTCHER IS DEAD. THEN WE CAN DISCUSS IT FURTHER.

—TELEGRAM DISPATCH FROM ROUGH RORY RHODES TO ELDER PREACHER TILLIE HODGE (YEAR 2120)




Dani wasn’t lying—her place is only half a block from the alley we were lurking in, in a short, shabby boardinghouse where every inch of it sags and slants and threatens to collapse. She takes us to small, cramped lodgings on the second floor, the air indoors dense and warm, the building’s naphtha barely enough to combat the sunshine and heat outside. Inside, all the furnishings are old and worn, but well taken care of with not a speck of dust in sight. I spot a framed grainy photograph tucked away in a corner: a man and a woman, smiling, their arms wrapped around a young girl, not much more than a toddler, with the same clever, amber eyes as Dani’s. The sight of her makes my head reel a bit. It’s difficult to imagine Dani as a little kid, running around these streets, maybe working jobs for her family, maybe wild and getting into mischief. Everything about her makes you feel like she just appeared, fully formed, with an arched brow and a quirk to her mouth.

“It’s cozy,” Orion says approvingly. He’s already put his pistol away, like we’re all friends here. Like no one in this room has set the other person’s family up for the benefit of her own revenge plans.

I kick the front door closed and lean back against it, my hands in my pockets, scowling. “Pretty sure I paid you enough to get a better place than this.”

“Yeah, you did.” Dani pulls out a hard chair from the tiny little table in her tiny little kitchen, flips it around, and sits down on it backward, her arms folded over the back. “Just because everyone else looks down on the Shipyards, though, doesn’t mean the people who live here do. Haven’t really had an interest in trading up.”

“This was your folks’ place?” Orion asks as he drops onto a sofa that sits so low his knees are practically level with his chest. “They still around?”

Dani shakes her head. “They’re long gone. Papa got taken out by a bone sickness when I was ten. My mom was a yarder who had an accident and fell into the Crater when I was around thirteen. I ran around with a group of people for a few years after that, but … they’re gone now.”

Her eyes flick to me and then quickly away again, and I try to ignore the flash of guilt that squeezes my chest. Her story is so similar to mine, even down to the ages she lost her parents, but with one significant difference: After I took out Big Haul and Kilpatrick routed out the rest of his followers, Dani was left with no one. Halle and Kelda … they at least still had me.

Whatever good that is.

“I’m sorry.” It says something about Orion that, even though he barely knows Dani at all, he truly sounds sorry.

Dani is less impressed. She glances at him just long enough to give him a scornful look. “Save your sympathies, Skywayman. Covenant is lousy with orphans, the Shipyards especially.”

“I’m sorry anyway,” he says. “No one should have to go through that.”

I roll my eyes at that. “Except that all of us did. It’s the most common duster backstory in the book.”

He looks over at me, slicing through my derision with one soft glance. “All the more reason to choose empathy. Otherwise, what else have we got left?”

I can’t hold his gaze; it’s too earnest, too vulnerable. I don’t know what to do with it. So I turn my glare back to Dani again. “You still haven’t said why you turned up. I’m pretty sure I warned you I’d send you to the Depths if I ever saw you again.”

“And look at me now”—she spreads her arms wide—“still surface-side and thriving. Maybe the Butcher isn’t quite such a scary monster, after all.”

Orion jerks his chin at the window on the opposite wall—small but crystal clear, each pane polished clean. “This area is kind of a maze. How exactly did you know where we were?”

Dani shrugs. “I told you, the Shipyards is where I grew up. I know everything that goes on here. As soon as I saw some signs Halle and Kelda—”

“You don’t get to say their names,” I snap.

“—were here, I started keeping an eye out. Knew you two would turn up and thought I could be of some help.”

I push off the door, my hands slipping out of my pockets and balling into fists at my sides. “Absolutely not. This is ridiculous. We shouldn’t have even come here.”

Orion raises a quizzical eyebrow as he eyes my stance, the angry tension in my jaw and the lines of my body. “You know what we’re up against at the Rack. We could use some help.”

“I don’t care! She sold me out and used me for her personal revenge against Kilpatrick, and it got my sisters kidnapped.”

Dani’s glaring at me, fingers clenched so tight her nails are digging into her palms. She stands abruptly, shoving off the chair hard enough that it tips over and clatters on the floor. “A revenge that was only necessary because you killed Big Haul Cruz and didn’t give a shit about the consequences!”

Orion looks between the two of us for a long moment and then blows out an exasperated breath, rubbing his hands over his face. “You two are giving me a headache. V, give me your goggles.” He gets to his feet and holds out a hand, and I reluctantly look away from my glaring contest with Dani to fish them out of my rucksack. “I’m going to go up on the roof and give the billiards hall a full look over, see if we’ve got a good way in. You all, maybe figure out this mess while I’m gone.” He opens the door and then pauses, reaching over to poke me hard in the ribs. “Without violence, got it?”

The door shuts quietly behind him, and it’s just Dani and me, in the tight, close silence of the lodgings.

She kicks the chair upright and sits back down on it, forward this time, her legs and arms both crossed. “You don’t get to look at me like that. Like I’m the bad guy here.”

I snort, stepping farther into the room, hooking my thumbs into the pockets of my pants. “Aren’t you? Let me just ask my sisters—oh, wait. I can’t do that.”

“Your sisters are still alive, at least, unlike Big Haul. The one guy who had a chance at putting Gold Town on their heels. The guy who gave angry little Shipyard orphans like me somewhere to go and something to fight for. Can I get an I’m sorry for that? A little contrition would go a long way here.”

“I don’t do contrition. You know that.”

“Not for other people, no.” The timbre of her voice wavers, and she suddenly sounds vulnerable in a way I don’t know what to do with. Exposing her soft underbelly and trusting me not to rip it open and spill out her insides. “I guess I thought maybe … I don’t know. That I meant more to you than that.”

Flickers of guilt roil my stomach. I feel that tug at my heart again, like the one I sometimes feel with Orion, pulling taut, binding us together, and I hate that it’s there. That it’s still there after all this. Too many threads wrapped around my ribs, yanking at my bones until they crack.

I harden my jaw, going Butcher-cold. She should know better than to show a killer your weak spots. “The job is the job. That’s all there is to it.”

Lightning-fast, Dani springs to her feet and lunges at me, like she’s going to shoulder-check me against the wall, but I phase away, pulling myself back together just behind her—

—only to find her already waiting, and the instant I’m solid, she kicks a heavy, booted foot into my chest, sending me stumbling backward into the kitchen table.

I gasp and double over, the wind knocked out of me a little, both from the blow and the shock. I’ve never seen Dani fight; I didn’t even know she could. But she’s a lot quicker and more agile than I would’ve ever guessed.

A few feet away, Dani smirks and shakes her head. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but your moves are kind of predictable.”

“Please don’t take this the wrong way,” I spit back through gritted teeth, “but you’re kind of an asshole.”

I phase-skip around the room—flickering into sight on the couch, by the window, by the door, trying to disorient her—and then finally reappear at her back, aiming a kick at the backs of her knees.

The second she feels my blow, she moves with it, rolling onto the floor and then spinning on her back to sweep my legs out from underneath me. I’ve barely hit the floor when Dani is on top of me, snatching my wrists and pinning them above my head, her face inches from mine. Close enough for me to count the long lashes that ring her amber eyes, to see the tiny white scar just above her top lip.

“Come on, ghoulie.” She leans close, her breath a whisper against my mouth. “You’re not even trying. It’s like your heart isn’t in it.”

Baring my teeth, I quick-phase away, reappearing behind her half a second later. Fisting my fingers into her hair, I yank her head back, my lips brushing her ear.

“Let’s think about why that is. Who could possibly be to blame for the shit time I’m having right now?”

Dani laughs breathily. “I dunno. Yourself maybe?”

“Tread carefully,” I growl.

“That’s not really my strong suit.”

She jams her elbow backward, into my stomach, and my stitched-up stab wound flares with pain. My grip loosens, and Dani twists free, scrambling out of my reach.

For a moment, the two of us just lie there on the floor, panting, in pain, staring at each other across the few feet of space between us.

It might as well be as far as the Depths.

“You lied to me,” I finally say, my voice rough and low. “From the moment I met you, it was all a lie.”

“Not all of it. I meant what I said. About liking you. Caring about you.” I roll my eyes pretty hard at that, and she flinches, hurt. Her eyes flick down to the floor as she tucks her deep purple hair behind her ear. “Take it or leave it, ghoulie, but it’s true. I contain multitudes.”

She’s right. She does contain multitudes. Even the way she’s been talking and moving since I found her in the Old Clock Tower has been a little different. There’s an edge to her voice and a coiled readiness to her body, even when she’s lounging like she is right now. It’s not that she’s fundamentally a different person or anything—it’s more like the Dani I knew was a paler version and now the veil is lifted.

I shake my head, rubbing a hand over my close-shorn hair as I shift over so I can lean on the couch, relaxing against its frame. “I never really knew you at all, did I?”

Another flicker of hurt crosses her face, so quickly I almost miss it. And then she smooths it away, replaces it with that devil-may-care energy she’s wearing. “You knew me a little. Parts of me, anyway. Just like your sisters only knew parts of you.”

“Don’t bring them into this.”

“I didn’t. You did.” She waves a disdainful hand at my Butcher kit. “The moment you put on that suit for the first time, you plopped them into the center of this mess. And the worst part is they didn’t even know about it. At least if you’d clued them in, they could’ve been prepared.”

I stiffen, her words biting into me. I don’t know if the rage licking up my spine is because what she said is so absurd—or because it’s true. “They wouldn’t have needed to be prepared if you hadn’t set me up to kill Kilpatrick,” I snap. “You pushed me around like a pawn.”

Her jaw tightens, and she looks away out the window, her golden eyes shining too bright, like they’re filling with unshed tears. She quickly scrubs them dry, swallowing hard, but she still can’t bring herself to look at me.

“Everybody’s a pawn, ghoulie,” she says, soft, almost apologetic. “At any given time, we’re all either using someone or getting used. You used Big Haul to create the Butcher. I used you to get revenge on Kilpatrick. And now you get to use me, to help get your sisters back. It’s the beautiful cycle of Trinity.”

There’s something jarring about hearing it laid out like that. Play or be played, screw or get screwed. Not that I’ve ever had a very optimistic perspective on how life here works. I wouldn’t have become the Butcher if I did. But right now, in this moment, I’m so tired of it. I feel like I’ve lived a hundred lifetimes playing this game.

Silence stretches around us, pulled across one minute, then two. I stare up through the window at the evening sky, peppered with the glow of airships and homesteads drifting along. Dani fidgets, tapping her feet, rubbing her hands back and forth across the tops of her thighs. Once or twice, her whole body twitches like she might be about to get to her feet, but she never does.

“Okay,” I say finally, my gaze still fixed on the sky. “Fine. Help me get Halle and Kelda back, and we’re square after that. We’re totally done.”

She smirks. “We’ll see, ghoulie. It’s not the first time you’ve needed me to watch your back, and I doubt it’ll be the last.”

I shrug. “Orion’s the one who’s got my back now. He’ll watch out for me.”

“Oh yeah?” There’s no smile now, every word as fragile as blown glass. “How long has it been since you’ve seen him? Two years? More? How do you know he’s even worth all the trust you’re giving him? He could give you up or screw you over in a million different ways for his own benefit.”

“He won’t.”

Dani scoots over beside me, close enough that our arms and legs could touch if either of us shifted just a little bit, but neither of us do. “You can’t be sure of that.”

I think of Orion’s hard, determined expression in the glare of the Copper Plains. Of how soft and close he was sitting with me in that room above the dram shop.

“Yes, I can. He’s good people,” I say quietly. “That’s not how he thinks. It’s how you and I think.”







CHAPTER NINETEEN



“YOU CANNOT MISS OUT THE NEXT TIME WE VENTURE DOWN TO THE RACK! IT IS FAR MORE THRILLING THAN I IMAGINED. EVERYTHING IS SO SCUFFED AND RUSTED, AND THE PEOPLE SO ROUGH-LOOKING! I FELT QUITE ALIVE WITH THE DANGER ALL AROUND ME. I COULD NOT SLEEP FOR HOURS AFTER WE RETURNED HOME!”

—EXCERPT FROM A SKYLINER MISSIVE




A few minutes later, Orion comes back down from his rooftop survey to find me and Dani still sitting side by side on the couch, silently watching the slow shift of the lights above the skyline. He sweeps his gaze over the two of us and the more-or-less intact lodgings and nods approvingly.

“I’m going to take the lack of blood on the floor as a positive sign.”

He hooks a finger through the harness of my goggles and lobs them in my general direction. I snatch them out of the air before they can smack me in the face, scowling up at Orion.

“Sure, these are priceless and unique—just go ahead and toss them.”

He ignores me, pointing at Dani as he kneels down on the worn rug laid across the floor. “You. I need to know whatever you know about the Rack.” Swinging his own rucksack off his back—his “bag of tools and trickery,” as he calls it—he starts rummaging through the items inside. “Because I’m guessing it’s not nothing.”

“I always know something,” Dani says with a little grin. “I’ve been inside plenty of times, trying to scope out Gold Towner business.”

“Perfect.” Orion pulls out a tablet of whitewashed metal and glass and a stylus with it and holds it out to Dani. “Draw it for me.”

“A lodestone tablet?” Dani whistles appreciatively as she takes it and turns it over in her hands. “Lemme guess: birthday present?”

Orion winks. “Well, it definitely was a gift of sorts.”

I’m honestly pretty impressed that Orion has one of these, but I’m careful not to let that show and give him a big head. Lodestone tablets are practically nonexistent for dusters, although I hear they’re more common above the skyline. They’re filled with tiny metal fragments that react to the magnetic stylus, allowing you to write or draw on the surface and then wipe it clean, as opposed to etching on metal tablets, which is fairly permanent.

Dani eases down onto the floor, sitting cross-legged and situating the lodestone tablet in her lap as she starts to sketch the layout of the Gentleman’s Rack, talking as she goes. “Up front is the main area of the hall. There’s an enclosed bar in the center of it, billiards tables and card tables all around the edges, and a few private rooms off the back.” She draws a quick grid of lines and then another massive rectangular space. “On the Crater side, it’s a warehouse. Gold Town stores a lot of goods back there—water, food, drugs, all kinds of stuff. That’s where the real business goes down.”

She sets the tablet down on the floor between them, and Orion studies it, a little frown line creasing the space between his eyebrows. “Say you’ve got a couple hostages or some valuable treasure you need to lock down: Where would they do that?”

“My best guess would be somewhere here.” She points to the gridded area between the two bigger sections. “There’s a bunch of offices and rooms like that in this space, and a vault where they secure all their paper. I never saw it in person, but I gathered it’s sealed off pretty tight. No windows, no access points.”

I lean forward on the couch, propping my elbows on the tops of my knees. “Sealed off from other people, maybe. Not for me.”

Orion grimaces, shaking his head. “I love the confidence, V, it’s really excellent, but I’ve got bad news for you there. You’re not going to be able to phase into this building.”

My gaze snaps up to his, my eyes narrowing. “What are you talking about?”

“I just scanned the whole place with your goggles, and I couldn’t see inside anywhere.”

That doesn’t make any sense. I can see through almost every wall in or above Covenant. Why would this random billiards hall in the Shipyards be any different? “You must have been using them wrong.”

Orion doesn’t sigh or roll his eyes at me, although I’m pretty sure he wants to. “I wasn’t. I don’t know what they did, but that place is a black hole.” He takes the stylus from Dani and sketches extra, heavy lines along all the walls. “From the outside, it looks like a pretty standard-built old Covenant building, so my best guess is they double-lined the walls at some point or reinforced them somehow.”

Dani looks over at me. “Why would they do that?”

“Honestly? It was probably the Old Clock Tower.” Orion sighs. “Someone must’ve made it out. Someone who saw what Val could do.”

I try to remember everything that happened back there. At the carnage I left behind. I hadn’t exactly been keeping track of who fell to my knives. I thought I’d dealt with anyone who saw me phase, but now … I can’t totally remember.

Orion rubs at his eyes. “This is why I wanted you to wait…”

“Don’t act like this is my fault,” I snap. “Anyone who saw me in there would’ve turned me into the chapels as a saint.”

Dani shakes her head. “Not necessarily. Not if their loyalty is to Gold Town first. They could be playing it close to the vest, not sharing with anyone else till they know what their most lucrative move is.”

There’s a little flare of panic in my chest, sharp enough that I miss a breath. If she’s right and someone in the Gold Town Gang saw me phasing, if they told the others, then I need to get out of Covenant before that information spreads around to the preachers and the chapels.

As soon as I get Halle and Kelda back, we run. We put this city behind us, and we don’t look back. Find a tiny township somewhere in the middle of nowhere and disappear.

I sit back, digging my knuckles into my eyes. “Look, it doesn’t matter. If I can’t see inside, I can’t phase, so we need another way to get in, get to that vault room, and get my sisters.”

Orion taps the stylus absentmindedly on the side of the tablet as he stares down at the sketched diagram. “Dani, they’re still letting in business for the billiards hall, right? They haven’t closed it off to customers or anything?”

“Not as far as I can tell. Still looks like folks are going in and out.”

“Then that’s probably our best bet.”

I drop my hands into my lap so I can give him an extremely skeptical look. “You want to waltz right through the front door?”

“It’s a weak point. Smartest way to go about this is to use it against them.”

Dani folds her knees up to her chest, resting her chin on top of them. The pose immediately makes her look younger, more innocent. Which of course she’s anything but.

“I could probably get in without much trouble. None of them know the part I played in Kilpatrick’s death. I told them the Butcher turned on me.” She gestures at the cut on her cheek, and she doesn’t need to explain any more than that. I can already picture her slicing into her own face, future scars be damned, just to sell the story. “You two, though … Orion, your face is all over town, and no offense, Val, but bluffing isn’t really your skill. They’re going to clock you as soon as you step inside.”

I shrug. That’s an easy enough problem to solve. “I’ll just cut them all down.”

Orion clears his throat pointedly. “Except you can’t kill everyone instantaneously, and the second they know you’re there, they could move Halle and Kelda somewhere else—or worse. So let’s save that for plan B, okay?” He sets the stylus down and sits back. “I think we can use my … notoriety to our advantage.”

“How is that?” Dani asks.

“Just like any other job,” he says, which isn’t helpful in the slightest. “You get them to look one way so they won’t see what you’re actually up to.”

I grumble a little, exasperated. “And what are we up to exactly?”

Orion waves my question away. “Patience. I’m just starting to pull this idea together, but if you rush my genius, it’ll all fall apart.” Leaning forward, he nudges the tablet toward Dani again. “Can you give me more details on this main room? Tables, chairs, exit points—anything you’ve got.”

All this roundabout, deception stuff is giving me a headache. Why can’t he just lay out a simple, straightforward path—preferably three steps or less? I want this to be over; I want my sisters safe. I want Covenant and everything it is and all my memories here put behind me. I can feel this town closing in around me like a hangman’s noose, and I’ve only got so much time left before it’s too late to escape.

While Orion interrogates Dani for any stray information, I get to my feet and wander farther into the lodgings, my eyes skimming over the clean, tidy kitchen and the perfectly made bed tucked into a bedroom that’s not much bigger than a closet. She has a washroom in the back, stocked with dry soaps and towels and rags by the mirror, so I grab a cloth and a portion of oil cleanser and wipe myself down, scrubbing at my skin until it feels raw. I count my remaining water packets and rip open one, indulging myself by drinking it down in one go instead of putting it into my canteen to parcel out later. I need the hydration, though, with the amount of work I’ll be doing soon.

I’m sitting on a stool by the mirror replacing the bandages on my stomach when someone knocks softly at the door.

“Come in.”

Orion pops open the door, stepping in, and then immediately gets flustered when his eyes land on me. Probably because I’m not wearing very much. A pair of underwear and a loose sleeveless top pulled up to my ribs so I can get at my injuries.

“Shit, V—sorry, I—”

“It’s fine,” I say, cutting him off. “I’m almost finished.” Wincing, I reach around with the bandage roll, trying awkwardly to get an angle on the slash wound to my ribs.

A hand, warm and light, touches my wrist. I didn’t even hear Orion move, but he’s suddenly there, quiet and comforting. “Need some help?”

“No.” I shrug off his touch and twist my arm farther back. “I can do it myself.”

He pulls away from me a little and puts his hands up. A gesture of peace. “I know you can,” he says quietly. “But you don’t have to.”

How does he make his voice do that? Sound so gentle? I never know whether I want to sink into it or lash out because it makes me feel guilty for always pushing him away.

“Yes, I do,” I say without looking at him. I finally get a good angle on my wound and press the edges of the bandage down, covering it in a new, clean wrapping. But I can hear Orion sigh—again.

It’s fine, I tell myself. It’s better this way.

Because if this all goes bad, I’ll likely be dead and heading for the Depths.

And if it goes perfectly? I’ll be leaving Covenant with my sisters and never, ever coming back.

Either way, he’s lost to me—again. And I’ll be breaking his heart—again—just like Atlas warned me not to. The least I can do is not make things worse by letting him touch me, help me, cross old lines in new ways that we will never be able to uncross.

The silence sits thick and heavy between us as I pull on the Butcher’s pants and top and then scoop up the rest of my stuff. As I start to slide past him, I stop, tilting my chin back to meet his gaze. I pretend not to notice how close we are or how the look in his eyes shifts to something warmer, hungrier, more hopeful.

“Whatever plan you and Dani made better work tonight, Skywayman.” My voice is as flat and distant as the Copper Plains. “If it doesn’t, all bets are off. I’ll tear apart this whole town and anyone who stands in my way. Even you.”




THEN

I walk through the evening-soaked streets of their neighborhood, flowing around the parents swapping gossip outside their boardinghouses, the kids hollering at their friends and racing one another through the dust. Distant music and muffled audiographs thread through the air, mixed with the faint aroma of cooking food and the heavy scents of heat and dust. All of this has been the backdrop to most of my life, as intimate as my own heartbeat.

But there’s no comfort in it for me tonight.

Orion is already waiting for me on the front steps of the boardinghouse, curled in on himself. Still a kid—like me—but also not because no one stays a kid for long down in the dust.

He springs up at the sound of my footsteps. Is she okay? V, please say she’s okay—

Kelda’s fine. I cut him off quick, before he can go any further. Not because I want to spare him any pain, but because I don’t want to hear my sister’s name out of his mouth right now. The apothecary got her all stitched up, though it’ll probably leave a scar.

He scrubs at his eyes, probably itching from the grit still hanging in the air from the magnastorm a few days ago. Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t know it would be that dangerous.

Didn’t you? Outrage crawls over my skin, hot as the afternoon sun. You took her to an anti-Ministry protest! After I explicitly told her she couldn’t go! You helped her sneak out behind my back and now you’re acting surprised that the wardens came down on you all like a million hammers!

He balls his hands into fists, his spine stiffening. She wants to be a part of making change down here. I’m not going to apologize for helping her do that.

You want to be a starry-eyed idiot about how the world works? Fine! I don’t care. But do that on your own time and don’t bring my sister into it with you! I turn away from him, rubbing my hands angrily over my short-cropped hair. I just started cutting it this short a few months ago, and I’m still not quite used to it. It was just one night. You told me you were going to stay inside and keep her safe.

He scoffs, bitter. What about you? Where was her actual sibling last night?

He puts it out there like a question, but it isn’t really. I was on a Butcher job, and he knows it because he knows who I am. He’s the only one who does besides Mama—and Mama is too lost to tell anyone anymore.

So who was it? He circles around in front of me, arms crossed, eyebrows dark angry slashes on his stormy face. Did they have a family? Friends? Did they actually do anything wrong? He spread his arms wide. Or did Kilpatrick just wake up on the wrong side of the bed yesterday and need a little murder to make him feel better?

I shove him, hard enough that he stumbles backward and then looks at me like I’m a stranger. I’ve never put a hand on him like that before, but I’m exhausted and full of furious, buzzing energy and there’s blood beneath my fingernails. I don’t need another self-righteous lecture from him.

Morals can’t pay rent, I spit, full of acid. Morals can’t give us the paper we need to buy water. You have your eyes up in the skyline, dreaming these ridiculous dreams. I’m trying to focus on how to survive down here in the dust.

So am I! We’re supposed to be on the same side! He steps close, so close. Tentatively, he puts his hands on either side of my face, cradling it. I feel like I’m losing you.

His eyes are such a rich dark brown, deep enough to fall into. I can feel the earnestness, the emotion pouring out of him. The new kind of want building between us that reaches for me, tugs me closer, toward that light that shimmers inside him. He would make space for me inside that light, if I let him.

And I hate him for it. I hate how he erodes all my sharp edges. Makes me soft. Soft things die quick down in the dust.

I am not soft. I’m not something to be cradled and touched gently.

You’re not losing me. I step away from him, cold, just like I do when I’m the Butcher. You’ve already lost me. I don’t ever want to see you again.

He looks up at the darkening sky, blinking quickly. Like he’s trying to keep back tears. When he speaks, his voice is broken and ragged. This can’t be how we end.

Why not? I shrug and shove my hands back into my pockets. Everything dies at some point.

And then I turn my back on him and walk away.







CHAPTER TWENTY



“THERE IS NO REASON FOR THOSE IN POWER TO REACH DOWN FOR US. DESPITE WHAT WE HAVE LEARNED AT THE FEET OF OUR PREACHERS, THERE IS NO OFFERING LARGE ENOUGH TO SECURE OUR PLACE IN THE SKY. EVERY SCRAP OF POWER WE GET WILL HAVE TO BE TORN WITH BLOODY TEETH FROM THE NECKS OF THOSE WHO HOARD IT.”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




It’s nearly midnight when Dani and I leave her lodgings, headed for the Gentleman’s Rack. This tends to be the busiest time of the night, with enough foot traffic in and out to back our plan. I’m dressed as a typical yarder—lightweight layers to disguise my Butcher pants and top, wraps around my hands to shield them from the metal edges and pieces yarders often work with, protective glasses over my eyes, and an oversize neck gaiter pulled up like a hood. I keep my head down and round my shoulders into a slouch, tucking my hands deep inside baggy pockets as I trail several steps behind Dani down the street. Ahead of us, the entrance to the Rack glows with naphtha lamps of red-tinted glass, and the music coming from inside is loud and jangling.

I watch from beneath my lashes as Dani swings onto the step and shoulders her way through the door. And just like that, the plan is in motion.

One … two … three …

I’m supposed to do a slow thirty-count and then follow her as inconspicuously as possible. Just another nondescript yarder looking to drink some moonshine and lose a little cash to the card tables. Not dressed rich and fancy like the skyliner tourists and not packing enough paper to make me of any interest.

Fourteen … fifteen … sixteen …

I flex my fingers inside my pockets, wishing I had my knives or goggles handy. It feels absurd to walk straight through the front door like this without them.

Twenty-eight … twenty-nine … thirty.

One deep, steady breath. In and out.

Okay, Val. Let’s go.

I keep my slow, shuffling pace as I approach the Gentleman’s Rack and ease my way past the front door. I don’t stop once I step inside—that might draw too much notice—so instead I keep moving, heading for a far corner of the enclosed bar like I come here all the time and trying to take in what I can as I go.

All the walls have been soldered with extra layers of dark metal, covering even windows and side doors, every inch of space from the ceiling to the baseboards. I spot Dani way in the back corner, talking intensely with two men who are seated at a round booth set off from the main hall but still overseeing it. There’s a heavy crowd of folks at the card and billiards tables that encircle the whole room, some in yarders clothes like me, others obviously skyliners wearing different variations of duster gear, costuming themselves as us purely for fun. I peg multiple Gold Towners judging by the weapons holstered on their bodies. Still others show some of the telltale signs Orion pointed out earlier of wardens, either off-duty or out of uniform so they blend in better. At the back is a door that will take me to the offices and rooms beyond, but I can’t make a break for it. Not yet.

“Kinda late to still be wearing those, eh?” The barkeep materializes in front of me, gesturing at the glasses on my face. “Can’t be very relaxing.”

I count out just enough paper for a cheap shot of moonshine and slap it down on the bar top. “Long day,” I mutter, pitching my voice low. “Just give me whatever this will cover, as fast as possible.”

Shrugging, the barkeep sweeps the cash into their pocket and replaces it a moment later with a short, stocky glass with two fingers of clear liquid inside. The harsh scent of alcohol hits my nose, and for a moment, I’m so tempted to tip it back, to feel the heat of it down my throat, burning away pieces of me. I spin it gently around in my fingertips, staring at the moonshine swirling inside.

“Lousy cheater!”

The shout from a nearby table is loud and angry enough to cut through the jangling music and hum of other conversations. A man jumps up from a card table across the hall, knocking his chair to the floor with a clang as he points a finger at the person sitting next to him—an older-looking man with a hunched-over back, webs of papery wrinkles, mottled age spots, and a slouchy hat pulled low over his face.

“Worthless bastard is palming cards!”

The music dies away, and everyone goes still. Out of the corner of my eye, I see one of the men Dani is talking to start to get to his feet, but the off-duty wardens are everywhere in here—and they’re much faster. One of them darts over to the accused figure, hauls him up by the arm, and knocks his hat to the floor.

“Well,” the warden drawls, smugness thick in his voice. “Didn’t expect to come across the Skywayman in a backdust hole like this.”

Orion lifts his chin, grinning through the makeup and fake wrinkles Dani layered slapdash on his face as an audible whisper ripples across the crowd. “That’s not a very nice thing to say about your friend’s place, buddy. Obviously, your mama didn’t raise you with any manners.”

I stay very still on my stool, watching the crowd shift closer. The faces of the skyliners are delighted—imagine all they’ll have to tell their friends after getting to see this. Over at the back, only Dani is left sitting in the booth; her two contacts are pushing their way toward the confrontation. Now that they’re both standing, it’s easy to pick out that one seems to be another warden, albeit one with nicer boots than the rest, and the other must be the Gold Towner running this place, judging by the fancy accessories hanging from his vest.

“We’ll take care of this one, Hank,” the fancy Gold Towner says, quickly stepping in front of Orion. “We like to settle with cheaters in-house here at the Rack.”

Hank—the warden with the nice boots—bristles. “You must be kidding. That man is a criminal wanted across Trinity. My people will arrest him and take him in according to the law.”

Slowly, casually, I inch off my stool and amble around to a different spot. It looks like I might be trying to get a better look at this showdown, but I’m actually here for the small black rucksack that Orion secreted away underneath the far back corner of the bar top when he drifted in with the crowd an hour ago.

“Gentlemen.” Orion clears his throat loudly, leveling a look at the wardens and Gold Towners around him. “I’m sure ol’ Hank here is aware of how much trouble the Skywayman can be when he’s cornered. Maybe he even heard about how my recent ride on a prison train turned out.” He jerks his chin at the watching crowd. “Would be quite a shame if any of the pretty tourists from up top got hurt in the cross fire. Might make them think twice about coming down here to spend their paper.”

The Gold Towner in charge looks anxiously around at the crowd, no doubt noticing how the thrilled glee of the skyliners is starting to shift into nervousness, leaching the color from their skin, turning them as pale as the cloths they wrap corpses in. Gold Town can’t afford to lose the steady stream of cash they get from the rich folks coming through here, and if word gets out that the Rack is legitimately dangerous and not just fun-dangerous, they’ll find themselves with empty tables.

“You let all these people out,” Orion says, “anyone who doesn’t want to deal with this nasty business between us, and I give you my word that I will behave.”

There’s a heavy beat, and then Warden Hank nods at one of his folks, who goes and throws open the main door. Almost immediately, the barkeep, the yarders, the skyliners, and even some low-level Gold Towners start filing out, more than happy to be out of the line of fire. Dani is nowhere to be seen, likely already headed for the naphtha hub farther into the building. I’ve already tucked myself deep into the shadows beneath the bar, the layers of my disguise shed into a pile at my feet as I silently empty the rucksack Orion hid for me. We’d originally tried to layer everything under my disguise, but the effect had been bulky and visibly suspicious, so this was our next best bet.

The main door shuts with a clang, and I wait till I hear them drop the bar into place across it, bolting it from the inside, before I make my move.

“There.” Warden Hank’s voice is slick and sneering. “They’re all gone, and there’s no one left to witness what happens to the infamous Skywayman next. You’re trapped.”

“Sorry, Hank,” Orion sighs, and there’s none of his usual empathy in his voice. “I’m not trapped in here with you.” He points behind them. “You are trapped in here with them.”

They whip around—every warden, every Gold Towner, maybe twenty or so in total, all with pistols out—and they have just a heartbeat to register the sight of the Butcher, crouching on top of the bar.

Then Dani cuts the naphtha and all the lights go out, plunging the billiards hall into total darkness.

Chaos erupts. Pistol fire, wardens and Gold Towners yelling, using people closest to them as shields. Hank tries to grab Orion, but Orion is already gone, slipping past the melee like a ghost as he heads for the door at the back. It’s impenetrably black in here with all the windows covered and the doors sealed shut, but my goggles pick everything out just fine.

And knives work well in the dark.

By the time the lights kick back on, I’m the only one left standing. Just me and the blood dripping from my blades.

Dani swings past me, not even batting an eye at my handiwork as she bends down to scoop up a pulse pistol mid-stride and follows Orion’s path toward the back door.

“Come on, ghoulie. We’ve got a schedule to keep.”

I’m right on her heels, stepping out into a narrow hallway with a few doors leading off it and a set of stairs heading up to higher levels above. The vault room, though, is down on the ground floor, and it doesn’t take us overly long to find it. Through one office, around a corner, and there it is. A nicer, thicker, more ornate door than any of the others, sealed up tight with a red crystalline lockpad. Orion is already there, an ear trumpet pressed against the door as he works his fingertips over the smooth crystal in fine, delicate shapes.

I pull off one of my gloves, pressing my bare hand against the engraved surface, and take a deep, slow breath, counting by the beat of my pulse as it pounds in my ears. Halle and Kelda are behind that door. They have to be. They have to. But I need to breathe through that feeling because otherwise I’ll throw my whole body against that door until it gives out—or I do.

“How bad is it?” I ask him.

“Nothing I can’t handle,” Orion mutters. “It’s just going to take a minute here.”

“An actual minute? Or a metaphorical minute?”

He hushes me with a look. “I’m working as fast as I can, V. I promise. A little elbow room might help.”

His voice is a soft reprimand. But I can’t help but feel the weight of every moment that passes. I pace the little office, wearing a circle in the floor around Dani, who’s flipping through the desk drawers, scanning metal tablets and tossing them when they prove uninteresting.

It’s definitely longer than a literal minute. It’s two minutes. And then it’s five. It might as well be forever as the tension stretches tighter and tighter across my skin.

Suddenly, Orion straightens, pumping a fist triumphantly. The crystal pad flashes and then there is the click of a lock. Leaping past him, I wrap my fingers around the handle of the door and haul backward, pulling it open, my heart pounding wildly in my ears. The instant I have enough space, I squeeze through into the vault room.

All the joy drains from my body.

The vault is empty.

Halle and Kelda aren’t here.







CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE



“I CANNOT EXPLAIN WHY I STILL HAVE MY BROTHER’S CHILDHOOD DRAWINGS EVEN NOW, A DOZEN YEARS SINCE THE ARCHANGELS TOOK HIM AWAY. NOR DO I KNOW WHY I HOLD SUCH CERTAINTY THAT THERE IS A GREATER MEANING TO THEM BEYOND A YOUNG BOY’S IMAGINATION. BUT THE CLARITY AND FREQUENCY OF THIS STRANGE KNOTTED DESIGN HE MADE OVER AND OVER … IT HAUNTS ME.”

—FROM THE WRITINGS OF ELSJE AALDENBERG (YEAR 938)




The vault room is small, the walls lined with shelves full of cash and records deemed important enough to lock away, with six square feet of open space in the middle where two kidnapped girls could be sitting.

But I’m standing right here. And they’re definitely not.

There’s a heavy creak of hinges as Dani and Orion pull the vault door open wider and step inside behind me.

“They’re not here,” I say between gritted teeth. Not that I need to point it out or anything. They can obviously see as much for themselves.

But Orion isn’t even looking at me. He doesn’t seem to register the absolute failure around him at all. He’s staring at a corner of the vault room, his eyes pinned on a large, intricate-looking contraption on the floor that’s slightly bigger than my head and looks like someone took four or five giant metal ropes and knotted them together.

“It’s here,” he murmurs, bending low to study it, his hands moving lightly over its surface. “It’s actually here…”

I stand over him, arms crossed. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s an Aaldenberg knot.” He glances up at me and immediately spots the lack of recognition on my face. “Named after Elsje Aaldenberg, the first person to theorize their existence. They’re supposed to be these highly secure, arcane safes that hold vital information, but no one’s ever confirmed their existence before, let alone cracked one open.”

My jaw tightens, anger roiling in my stomach. “Like I give a single shit!” I go to grab him by the vest, trembling all over, wanting to shake him—

—and then my fingers hit something thin and flat and metal on his inner pocket. The telegram dispatch. From the warden on the prison train. It comes back to me so clearly now: his reaction when he found it, how his hand has been straying to it, over and over, ever since, in order to make sure it was there.

“Val…” Orion’s watching my face, nervous. “Don’t…”

With quick hands, I pluck the telegram from his vest and turn it toward the light, skimming the words etched into the surface:


Y’ALL SEEM AWFUL ANXIOUS TO GET YOUR HANDS ON THIS SO-CALLED “USELESS” PUZZLE BOX. RECKON GOLD TOWN WILL KEEP IT SAFE IN OUR VAULT FOR A LITTLE BIT LONGER …



My eyes snap over to that thing—the Aaldenberg knot—and rage surges through my body. I whip the telegram straight at Orion’s head, not caring whether the edges of it cut him. “You knew this would be here!”

He ducks the little metal card just in time and then straightens, looking uncomfortable. “I knew it was possible, but that’s not the only reason why I—”

“Were my sisters ever even here?! Or was this just another fucking Skywayman job? Was Fast Draw lying about this for you?”

“It’s not like that, Val, I promise. I thought I could do both at once, and I—”

“Then why didn’t you just tell me?”

“Why do you think?!” Orion snaps. “I told you I have my own stuff going on. I wasn’t about to hand you information this valuable.”

I scoff. “Hilarious that you don’t trust me.”

He sets his jaw, staring me down. “Look me in the eye and tell me you wouldn’t have leveraged this shit in a heartbeat if it meant getting your sisters back.”

I don’t have to answer; we both know I would have, without hesitation. I would have offered it up in exchange or used it against him, regardless of the outcome, as long as Halle and Kelda were safe on the other side. Because I’m Val, but I’m also the Butcher and the Butcher is ruthless. They have no friends, only enemies.

I round on Dani, who’s been suspiciously quiet, and throw my hands wide, gesturing at the ridiculous amount of cash and confidential records all around us. “What about you? Were you also just using this whole situation to get inside the vault and get your precious Gold Town insider information?”

She glowers at me. “Don’t take this out on me! I haven’t done anything but help!”

“Why not?!” I know I sound wild and I don’t care. “It wouldn’t be the first time you used me for your own ends.”

“Fine. Sure.” Dani steps around me, shoulder-checking me hard as she slips her rucksack off her shoulders and pulls open the drawstrings. “You know what? Maybe I will go ahead and clean this place out, since you already assume that’s what I’m here for in the first place.”

She starts grabbing handfuls of paper and shoving them into her bag, pointedly glaring at me as she goes, but I turn my back on her, storming back and forth in the small space, a scream building beneath my skin. Trinity’s song surges up, wild, almost aggressive, tugging at me, and I want to follow it, chase it down, disappear into it. The edges of my vision go fuzzy with blue-white light—

And that’s when I spot them. Scrape marks on the floor, like something heavy was dragged across it. They’re by a corner of the room closest to the office … where there’s a section of shelves that juts out a little bit from the others.

It takes some maneuvering for me to jam my fingers deep enough into the crevice to work the shelf section free and start scooting it away from the wall inch by inch. When I’ve made enough space, I jam myself into it to see what might be back there.

There’s a big vent close to the floor with a grate over it. Except the grate isn’t screwed in like it’s supposed to be. It’s loosely set back into place, the screws nowhere to be seen. And just inside, I spot the thin, small shape of a copper hairpin, forgotten on the bottom of the vent.

There are a million copper hairpins on Trinity. It could be anyone’s.

But I know it’s Halle’s. I know it. Halle and Kelda were in this room, and they found a way out of it. They’re trying to escape.

Which means I need to catch up with them, fast. Vents in a place like this only have one direction. Up.

Orion looks up from his precious mystery box, frowning at me as I wriggle past the displaced shelves. “Val, what are you—”

I sprint out of the vault room, ignoring both of them. Skidding around corners, I make it to the staircase and dash up to the next level. Feverishly, I go from room to room, shouting my sisters’ names into any vent I can find, hoping they will hear me. They’re not on the second level, though, so I go up to the next, to the very top floor of the Rack.

“Halle! Kelda!”

My mind is on overdrive as I search the rooms. How long ago did they make their escape? Minutes ago? Hours?

“Halle! Kelda!”

Maybe they already made it out? Which means I’m wasting time in this place when I need to get back out on the streets of Covenant before they run into trouble out there. But where do I even start looking? Where would they go?

“Halle! Kel—”

“Val?”

I stop short, my breath freezing in my lungs. I’m almost sure the voice wasn’t real, that I hallucinated it in my desperation to find them when—

“Val? Is that you?”

Halle. Her voice is coming from a vent in the ceiling of this room, and I run over to it, climbing on a nearby table to get as close as possible.

“It’s me! I’m here!”

“Val!” Kelda. The relief hits me so sharp I press my hands to my stomach, trying to breathe.

“Where are you?” They sound close, but I can’t see anything through the vent and there’s no telling how their voices may echo and skew where they’re at.

“We’re almost at the top,” Halle calls. “At the roof, I mean. Can you—”

There’s a clang and a shout, cutting her off, and then Kelda screams and I’m running. The quarters here are too cramped, too unfamiliar, making phasing tricky, so I pour on speed as I sprint back to the staircase. I take the steps two at a time, not even slowing as I hit the door and barrel through it, out onto the rooftop of the Gentleman’s Rack.

It’s a wide, open space, perfectly flat, and lit all over by naphtha lamps that blaze with blue-white light. On the far side, spaced in a loose half circle with pulse pistols and rifles drawn, are about a dozen Gold Towners, ready and waiting for me. Have they been lurking up here the whole time? Was their plan always to let me in, only to lure me up here?

It doesn’t really matter. Because Halle and Kelda are there, sitting in the middle of them like bait, bound and gagged and clutching at each other. They look exhausted and scared and maybe in need of a steam shower, but they’re unharmed. Kelda swallows a sob, pressing her face into Halle’s back as Halle tries to put her body between Kelda and everyone else. She tilts her chin up bravely and stares me down, a masked figure bedecked in knives, even though there’s tears in her eyes and she’s trembling all over.

I turn my goggles to the woman standing right behind my sisters, both her pulse pistols pointed at their heads. I recognize her; she was in close with Bloody Bill. One of his more trusted lieutenants. “Rough Rory Rhodes. Nice to see you still alive and kicking.”

In my peripheral vision, Halle freezes at the sound of my voice, sucking in a faint, sharp gasp.

Rory Rhodes scowls and cocks the hammers back on both weapons. “Hands up and weapons down, Butcher. Or you know what the consequences will be.”

“You’re the one who should be thinking about consequences, Rory.” My voice comes out in a growl, muffled by my mask so that it hardly even sounds like me. It barely even sounds human.

Which some people might argue I’m not.

“You sure about that?” Rory scoffs and points at a wound up by her collarbone—a deep gash, recent, roughly sutured together. “I saw a few things in that Clock Tower, Butcher. Things I’m pretty certain you’d like to stay secret.”

Shit. Orion was right, damn him. I wasn’t careful, someone survived the Clock Tower, and now it’s coming back to bite me in the ass. My gloved fingers tighten into fists. “Dead people are the best at keeping secrets.”

“That’s why I invited a few friends up here tonight.” She nods over her shoulder, and I scan the buildings around us. There are figures on top of them, the flicker of their life signs hovering behind bulky shapes that look like cinematographs in some cases, box cameras in others. “All of them work for the dailies. Plus, quite a few civilians watching from their windows, I suspect. It’s a pretty impressive audience, wouldn’t you say?” Rory grins acidly at me. “Weapons down. No tricks. Or the Butcher’s true nature becomes a top-of-the-reel story across Trinity.”

Everything inside me goes still. For all the hundreds of times I’ve thought about my secret getting out, I never imagined it happening like this. One choice, one stark moment of decision. With so many witnesses, the moment I phase, even once, word will spread. It’s over. The Archangels will come for me. Just thinking that makes me feel cold all over, a fear that’s trapped deep in my bones.

But the alternative … I look at Halle and Kelda. At their twin heartbeats pounding side by side.

It’s not even really a choice, is it? It never was.

Slowly, I put my hands up and step forward, the picture of compliance. Rory nods at two of the other Gold Towners, and they circle around until they’re at my back, nudging me forward with the barrels of their guns. My pulse is thrumming so hard in my ears I can’t even hear my own footsteps on the rusty metal roof. Underneath it, Trinity’s song hums, tense and waiting, although I couldn’t even say what it’s waiting for.

We come to a stop a few feet from Rory and my sisters, and Rory steps forward, undisguised glee on her face as she slowly relieves me of all my visible weapons—Wrath, Reason, and Mercy.

“You thought you were so invincible,” she murmurs. “But Gold Towners always come out on top in the end.” Then she reaches up and rips my goggles and mask off my face, flinging them across the roof.

Kelda cries out, and I stand there, exposed, as my sisters take in the sight of me, clad in the blood-spattered uniform of the Butcher. Truly laid bare for what I really am. I see the realization settle into their eyes and the lines of their faces. I don’t know what to say to them in this moment. But, at the same time, I still feel like I should say something.

“Hey.” My voice comes out raspy and choked. “Sorry I’m late.”

Kelda tries to yell something around her gag, struggling toward me, but Halle holds her back, and one of the Gold Towners swings his pulse rifle around to them, shouting at them to stay out of it, to be quiet and this will all be over soon.

I catch Kelda’s eye and shake my head. “Do what they say, smalls. Everything’s going to be okay, I promise.”

Kelda goes still, and Halle holds her close, both of them staring at me, terrified. Whether it’s for me or of me, I don’t know, and it’s pointless to dwell on it. They can hate me or fear me or whatever they want, as long as they’re alive.

“I just need you both to do one thing for me…,” I tell them, unshed tears burning at the backs of my eyes as I steady my breathing to the rhythm of Trinity’s song. Blue-white light haloes the edges of my vision as I twist my arm blade free.

“… close your eyes.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO



“HOW BLESSED ARE THOSE UNIONS THAT PRODUCE A SAINT! WHAT GREATER SACRIFICE TO MAKE TO THE HERALDS THAN ONE’S OWN CHILD. THOSE WHO DO ARE EXALTED AND BLESSED WITH PROSPERITY BEYOND MEASURE. AND THOSE WHO DO NOT, RISK DAMNATION AND EXCOMMUNICATION.”

—TREATISE NO. 13 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




The instant my sisters’ eyes shut, I’m vapor, pouring across the gleaming metal roof. I phase so fast and so fluidly it almost feels like I manage to be everywhere at once, striking hard with Toothpick, aiming for the base of the Gold Towners’ skulls.

Each time, I strike true.

The thirteen of them collapse like puppets, their strings cut, and all goes still.

In the corners of my eyes, I see the bright sizzle of flashlight powder, capturing me, capturing everything that just happened. There are lights on in the windows of boardinghouses around the hall and the dark outlines of faces pressed against the glass, watching.

Seeing me. Seeing what I can do. How long until they take it to the chapels? Until the bells start ringing?

It doesn’t matter anymore. I made my choice the minute I stepped onto this rooftop.

Retracting my arm blade, I retrieve my knives, stepping over the bodies of the Gold Towners to crouch down in front of my sisters and cut away their gags and bonds. Halle’s eyes flutter open at the feeling of my fingers on her wrists, and so many emotions flood her face as she takes in the sight of me … and the carnage behind me. Shock, surprise, horror, maybe relief. She rubs at the sores on her wrists absentmindedly as I shift over a bit and gently take Kelda’s arms. She starts to open her eyes as well, but I put my hand over her face.

“Not yet, smalls. Keep them closed just a little bit longer, okay?”

“We heard the explosion,” Halle says, her voice hoarse and dull. “We thought you were…”

“I got out just before.” I slice Kelda’s gag free and toss it away. “I’m so sorry it took me this long to get you. I was hurt, I had to get help, and then people were after me and—”

Kelda throws herself onto me, eyes still dutifully closed as she squeezes her arms tight around my neck. All the tension in my body drops away. I can’t remember the last time she’s hugged me like this or let me hold her. Years, maybe. I rest my cheek against her soft hair. I hate that it smells of sweat and dirt and blood instead of peppermint soap. But it doesn’t matter. She’s real and warm and safe and here. They both are.

“Thank you for coming for us,” Kelda whispers into the leather of my top, and the words hit like pulse rifle shots in my chest. Because I can hear the unspoken implication under her words.

That the Val they knew, the Val I’ve been to them for months and months now—that’s not someone they trusted to rescue them. That Val was cold and distant and rough, always gone on “jobs,” focused on cash at the expense of anything else. In their eyes, I can see how they’d think that Val might’ve just cut their losses and skipped town. I hate that they thought that. Even for a moment.

“I’ll always come for you,” I whisper into her hair.

I look over at Halle, who is sitting nearby but also carefully apart from us, curled in on herself. Every bit of her, from her expression to the lines of her body, is wary. Tense. Her eyes glance down at my right arm, where my arm blade is hidden away.

“Val … I…” She drags her gaze back up to meet mine. Her whole expression is wide, exposed, filled with hurt. “What … what is this? What are you?”

All the air squeezes out of my lungs. Her words hit hard enough to leave bruises. What are you. Not who—what. Like I’m more thing than human. Like I’m a monster that’s finally crept out of the dark.

I suck in a shaky breath, and Kelda goes still in my arms, listening. But my courage fails me.

“Not now. We need to get out of here.”

I help Kelda to her feet and reach out a hand for Halle, but she just stares and shakes her head. “No, not later. Now. Val, you moved so fast. It’s like you—” She sucks in a sharp breath. “Like you’re storm-touched.”

Kelda tilts her head toward me, her curls brushing against my chin as she finally opens her eyes. “That makes you a saint, right?”

I reach over to brush a stray hair off her forehead. “Mama made me promise to keep it a secret, so the Archangels couldn’t come take me away. But then she was gone, and Papa was gone, too, and I had to use it for … for the job I was doing. I had to.” I catch Halle’s eyes, deep brown and spilling over with tears. I wonder if she can see inside me, if she realizes that I didn’t just have to. I wanted to. I was good at it and proud of how good I was at it.

“They called you the Butcher.” Halle tightens her fists at her side. “As in, the Butcher? That’s you?”

Silence drops over us, thick as smoke. I thought I’d made my peace with my alter ego, with what I did and what I’ve done. But right now, I can’t even find my voice to answer her. It’s choked off somewhere in the base of my throat. So I just nod.

In the distance, chapel bells start to peal, ringing out a very particular song. One I haven’t heard in about six years.

Calling the Archangels.

“We can’t stay here. We have to go.” I tug Kelda forward, trying to cover her eyes as I lead her past the bodies and toward the staircase down to the main hall. I don’t look back at Halle, but I hear her footsteps padding softly behind me. She doesn’t say anything more until the rooftop door closes behind us.

“You didn’t say anything.” Halle’s voice is clearer and stronger now, angrier, ringing against the walls of the stairwell. “You didn’t say anything this whole time. You just let us believe you were out there doing normal Gold Town work, coming home late, disappearing into your room with a bottle of moonshine every night—”

I have to claw my voice back out of my chest, and even then it comes out ragged. “I couldn’t. I didn’t want you to know. Either of you. I didn’t want you to look at me differently. Like I was…”

“… a killer,” Kelda finishes for me, murmuring the words.

I pause on the steps and look over at Kelda, staring into her red-rimmed hazel eyes and the tear tracks carving through the dirt on her face. She’s so strong now, her cheeks round and flushed. Halle practically shimmers with good health, even after all the events of the past few days. But somewhere in the backs of my eyes, I always see the shadows of those months when their faces were sunken and hollow, their lips cracked and parched, and I didn’t dare close my eyes or sleep because I thought I’d wake up and they’d be gone.

I don’t know how to tell her all that. How to make her understand. Words haven’t ever really been my strong suit—if they were, maybe I wouldn’t have had to fall back on my blades.

Outside there are more chapel bells now, closer, joining in the song, ringing against the dark of night. A new saint has been found.

I start moving again, my arm still around Kelda as we make it down one floor and then the next.

“I couldn’t keep a job,” I finally say, the words sounding flimsy even as they come out of my mouth. “You and Kelda were starving, and I was desperate. It got to the point where there was nothing I wouldn’t do—nothing—if it meant you both were safe and fed.”

Halle stops short on the second-floor landing, forcing me to pause and turn back to her. “It was supposed to be the three of us, together, no matter what,” she says, eyes burning, voice dripping acid. “But you lied to us, Val. And worse than that, you left us. You pulled away when we needed you the most.” I’ve seen Halle angry plenty of times, but this is different. It’s spilling out of her like incandescence. “How many people have you killed?”

“Halle!” Kelda cries out, shocked, upset.

“You’ve been doing this for years, so I have to think it’s a lot.”

Kelda shakes her head, tears welling up again. “Halle, please don’t—”

“I don’t feel like I know you at all!”

Her voice rings against the polished walls of the stairwell, and I wait until the echoes have died away before I finally straighten my shoulders and look right into her eyes.

“You can hate me,” I tell her, my voice soft and low. “You can be afraid of me. You can judge me for the decisions I made, but for the past four years, you and Kel never wanted for food or water or a soft place to sleep at night. I can’t regret that. I can’t. If I had to, I’d make the same choices again. Every time.”

“But we didn’t have you. Not really.” Halle stares at me for a long, quiet moment, letting those cold, clear words land like lead in my stomach before she turns away, burying her face in her hands.

She’s right. They didn’t have me, not all of me. The Butcher, the work I did, the power I wielded and how good I was at it—that was just for me. A part of myself outside of being the eldest sibling, the provider, the responsible one tasked with keeping everyone else safe and sheltered. I wish I could say I hated being the Butcher, but there was too much freedom in it for me to hate. And I don’t know how to lay that all out on the table without losing my sisters completely.

They were already struggling to love Val, with all their flaws. How could they love the half of me that spits blood and metal and death?

If we run far and fast enough, if we can find a new home on Trinity, could I set all that aside and just be Val for them? Do I even want to? Or remember how?

There’s no room for questions like that right now. The chapel bells are ringing across Covenant, calling the Archangels to us. We have to get out of the Shipyards.

I push them forward once more, all the way down to the bottom of the stairs where I herd them away from the billiards hall and into the cavernous space at the back of the building. This was the way Dani and Orion had planned for us to get out in the original scheme, but I don’t wait for them. My time is up, and they’re probably still counting their haul from that vault room anyway, so screw them.

The warehouse is a maze of stacked crates and bulky items wrapped in rough cloth, but there’s no sign of any Gold Towners or wardens back here. When we get to the doors at the back, I leave Halle and Kelda huddled in the shadow of the closest crate and creep up to the window to get an eye on what’s happening out in the street. From this angle, everything looks empty, the only sound the echoing gongs of the chapel bells. No sign of any additional wardens or Gold Towners playing lookout on nearby rooftops or lurking in corners, waiting for us to emerge. Just the usual twisting alleys and ragged lanes of the Shipyards—and the edge of the Crater yawning in front of us, maybe fifty feet away.

I lean against the window frame, trying to map out in my head the best route to get me and my sisters out of this place as quickly and quietly as possible, but even as my brain churns, my eyes keep straying to the fathomlessly dark opening of the Crater. Something about it makes shivers prickle across my skin. Trinity sings restlessly, its melody wilder and faster than usual, spiked with jarring chords of disharmony. I tap my fingers against the sides of my thighs to the rhythm of it.

The air suddenly turns thick and still, the sounds from the street dropping away like I’ve put plugs in my ears. I freeze at the crawling sense of anticipation that creeps up my spine. It’s familiar. But, this time, it’s closer. Like it’s right on top of me.

No, that’s not it. Like it’s right underneath me … I can feel it building, back-building, surging.

I know what’s coming next.

“Val?” Kelda’s voice might as well come from a million miles away. “What’s wrong?”

Trinity’s song rises to a roar in my ears. It pulls me in and I want to give in, but I look at my sisters. And I make myself stay put.

“Get down,” I tell them just a heartbeat before a blinding blue-white flare pours out of the Depths of the Crater and engulfs us.







CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE



“FOR THE POWER OF A SAINT IS NOT TRULY THEIRS, BUT THE HERALDS’. IT IS NOT MEANT TO BE HELD NOR UNDERSTOOD BY MORTAL HANDS. AND IF NOT RETURNED TO THE HERALDS, A SAINT’S POWER WILL GROW AND BECOME CORRUPTED. A CANCER TO THE SAINT AND TO EVERYONE AROUND THEM.”

—TREATISE NO. 13 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




Once again, everything around me is light.

Once again, I feel it filling me up, streaming out of my eyes and my mouth and my skin. Just like it had out on the Copper Plains. It lances into the night sky, cutting through the carpet of skyliner airships and homesteads to get at the stars beyond.

I stare and stare at the impossible, brilliant color of it. The more I look, the more I think I see other hues mixed in with the blue-white—light purples, pale greens, soft pinks, gentle golds. Like all the colors of lightning in a magnastorm. But richer somehow. Purer. Brighter, even, than it was before.

I reach out a hand and almost feel a give to the air, as if this light is real and tangible.

Where are your wings, Valene? The voice sounds like me but also isn’t me. Why can’t you fly?

And then it’s gone. As suddenly as it came, it sputters and goes out, sinking back into the Crater, and complete darkness drops over us, so thick my skin crawls with the weight of it, with how close it presses against my body. It’s more than just the absence of the flare; it’s a lack of light in general. The few naphtha lamps in here have been snuffed out, and outside …

I blink hard, willing my eyes to adjust, trying to make out the haphazard shapes of the Shipyards on the other side of the window. The streets have all dropped into absolute silence, even the chapel bells have gone quiet, and there are no lights anywhere. No signs of power. Like all the naphtha to this parish has been cut.

Someone nearby shouts. Another person screams. I spot people pointing up, and I follow their gazes.

My heart plummets into my stomach.

Skyliner ships are falling out of the sky.

I drop to the floor as a small luxury airship smashes down into the building next door, the sound of rending metal shattering the air and blasting out the glass panes of the windows above me. Kelda screams, and I scramble over to her and Halle, throwing my body over theirs as a shower of rust and tiny shards fall from the ceiling.

What in every version of hell is happening? Shock ricochets through my bones. The other flares had been strange, alarming even. They had pulled at me in inexplicable ways. But they hadn’t done anything close to this.

Behind us, the door to the warehouse slams open, and Orion and Dani duck through, jogging across the space toward us. I see the relief hit Orion’s face as he spots Halle and Kelda crouched beside me.

“What happened?” he asks me as they reach us. “Where did you go? We tried to find you, but you disappeared.”

“He tried to find you,” Dani corrects. “I was too busy being greedy and untrustworthy.”

“We heard the bells.” Orion plows ahead, ignoring her. “Are they for you? Did someone see you?”

I flick a glance at the rucksacks he and Dani are carrying, no doubt stuffed with cash and records and that blasted Aaldenberg knot, and I turn pointedly away. I’m not going to dignify his questions with answers.

“Orion!” Kelda cries and wriggles free of Halle’s tight hold only to fling herself onto him instead. “I’ve missed you!”

He hugs her back with his one free arm. “Missed you, too, Baby Bruinn.”

She pulls back a bit and slugs him in the shoulder. “I am not a baby.”

“Not anymore you’re not,” he says, and the look on his face is soft and wistful. I suddenly realize that he hasn’t seen her since that night, when she was eight years old, and she has changed so much since then. Hell, sometimes I feel like she changes drastically between bedtime and morning.

“Yes, great, love the heartfelt reunion,” Dani snaps. “But we need to get out of here right now. Everything is falling to pieces out there.”

I get Halle onto her feet and make for the door, but I have no idea where we can even go, where we’ll be safe right now, with every little drift ship, junk tow, and airship that had the misfortune of being in the air over the Crater plummeting downward.

I crane my head up as we step out into the street.

Fire and smoke bleed across the sky. Pockets of the parish are already burning, and airships are still falling—no power, no naphtha engines, nothing keeping them above the skyline anymore.

“Holy shit,” Dani breathes, so close behind me that her breath brushes my ear.

I follow her gaze just in time to see a fancy hover island and two luxury liners tumble downward, right into the Crater, where they’re swallowed up by the darkness. An old warehouse several blocks away from us crumbles into ash as an airship slams into it. The air is filled with parachute pods, stuffed with skyliners, floating toward the relative safety of the surface.

All around us is noise and confusion. The panicked shouts of people, the hiss and roar of fire and smoke, the distant wails of steam teams. Everything is shrouded in filmy gray clouds, like a thin veil, so it’s almost impossible to see much farther than a dozen or so feet in front of us. All I can make out are dark figures darting back and forth.

“Did you have any kind of getaway plan?” Dani asks.

“Walking is a plan.” Orion catches her incredulous expression and scowls, waving at the rising chaos all around us. “It’s not exactly like I expected this!”

Dani sighs. “Okay, move fast and stay right on my heels.”

I glare at her. “On your heels? Who said you were coming with us? Pretty sure I made it clear that you and I were done once my sisters were safe.”

“You call this safe?” She gestures to the chaos and then smirks when I have no real response. “Unless someone else in this little group knows every inch of the Shipyards as well as I do, you’re stuck with me, Valene Bruinn. Try to keep up.”

Dani takes off into the streets, Orion close behind her with Kelda on his back since she has the shortest legs. Halle is with him, one hand on Kelda’s ankle—for her comfort or for Kelda’s or maybe both. I bring up the rear, goggles back on so I can see a little better through the smoke; the air is thick with it, glowing a soft orange from all the fires. Dani leads us on a winding path through crooked passages, down alleys that barely count as alleys, her footsteps steady and sure on these Shipyard roads. Other paths are clogged with people fleeing wreckage and flames, but we flow past and around them on our hidden trails.

Halfway across the parish, I spot a flicker in the corner of my vision: a warden in a white longcoat and hat, aiming their golden pistol in our direction.

I’m gone in an instant and back seconds later, wiping Wrath’s blade on the leg of my pants and sheathing it without even breaking stride. Without having to time my breath or search for a drink of water. Fluid. Effortless.

Just like it had been at the Old Clock Tower, after that other flare had wrapped itself around me on the Copper Plains. That tingling that lingers on my skin and the sensation that I can phase much farther, much faster than I ever have before.

By the time we reach the edge of the Shipyards, the sky has gone quiet. Any ship caught in that flare has either crashed to the ground or disappeared into the yawning mouth of the Crater. Little drifts of smoke follow us, the wails of steam teams growing distant and muffled, the buildings and boardinghouses here all lit up with naphtha lanterns. The outage apparently hasn’t spread beyond the Shipyards.

Orion drops Kelda back onto the ground but holds her hand as we work our way through the chaotic stream of people going in all directions, Dani still in the lead. Halle stumbles, coughing a little from the smoke, and I put out a hand to steady her. She shoots me a hard, hurt look over her shoulder, but she doesn’t shrug me off.

That’s something, I guess.

Orion stops suddenly, frowning through the haze. “Atlas!”

On the far side of the street, the older Booker brother whips around at the sound of Orion’s voice and crosses to us in three long strides. He pulls Orion into a tight hug, exhaling with relief. “We saw that light in the sky and then all the smoke and fire and I thought…” Atlas steps back, holding his brother at arm’s length to look him over. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

“We’re fine,” Orion says, patting his arm. “But we need to get out of town fast. As in, right now, if at all possible.”

Atlas cuts his eyes over to me, and all the tension snaps back into his face. There’s an accusation in his gaze. Like, I knew you would make everything worse. I knew you would put him in danger. It’s the same look and the same thoughts I had three years ago, when I cut Orion out of my life because I thought that Orion’s ideas and decisions would get my sisters killed. He’s worried I may do that to his little brother.

And he’s right. I might.

“I can get me and my sisters out,” I tell him quietly. “Don’t worry about us.”

Atlas hums in the back of his throat, his gaze straying to Halle just behind me and Kelda next to her, dried tear tracks in her dusty, round face.

“It’s too risky,” he says finally, then adds with heavy emphasis, “for them.” Just so I don’t get any ideas about him worrying about my well-being, I guess. He claps Orion on the shoulder. “Liren and I will grab mounts and meet you behind the dram shop in ten minutes. Keep your heads down and watch your asses.”

Then he jogs off in one direction, and we start off in another, taking a winding way to the meetup. Partly to throw off anyone who might be following, but mostly because we’re so tired and disoriented that I’m pretty sure Dani and Orion get mixed up about where we are once or twice.

By the time we make it to the abandoned side street behind the dram shop, nearly all of us are dead on our feet. Atlas and Liren are already waiting, each of them on one of the mounts that I recognize from our prison train rescue, with two other similar mounts, sleek and silver and glowing, on leads. Orion and Dani swing onto the free mounts, and I’m about to object again, point out that we’re clear now so there’s no need for Dani to stick around. But before I can open my mouth, Atlas’s voice cuts in.

“You’re missing one, aren’t you?” he asks me with a raised eyebrow.

I look around; Halle isn’t with us. She’s back out on the street, staring at something with a sad, distant expression.

I jog back over to her, taking her gently by the arm. “Hey, what are you doing? We’ve got to get going.”

“Look,” she murmurs. “There you are.”

I follow her gaze to the dailies, blaring bright on the corner of the intersection.

It’s footage of me. Flickering like a dark ghost across that rooftop. A storm-touched duster, cutting people down.

And over it all, the loud, triumphant voice of the announcer:

A NEW SAINT HAS BEEN FOUND.




THEN

Mama is having one of her bad days.

She always seems to get worse when the magnastorms roll in. There’s one out there right now, lightning flashing pink through the small window of our lodgings. Natural light is as much of a luxury as everything else in the dust.

She won’t eat, Halle says, her voice cracking a little. She’s crouched in front of Mama with the richest broth we could afford, trying to trickle it into Mama’s mouth by the spoonful, like she’s the parent instead of an eleven-year-old kid.

I take the bowl from her. It’s okay. I’ll give it a shot. You read to Kelda. I keep messing the words up.

Halle gratefully goes and curls up next to seven-year-old Kelda on a pile of ragged blankets, taking up the etched metal tablet to talk her through the letters and sounds and words.

I take Mama’s hands and try to curl them around the bowl, like she’ll wake up and hold it if I just coax her enough. But she doesn’t react at all. She stares through that tiny window and hums softly, a misty film over her dark eyes. I don’t actually like getting this close to her when she’s like this. Because when I’m this close, I can make out the melody she’s humming, and the familiarity of it shivers down my spine. It makes the urge to do the one thing I’m not supposed to—use my storm-touched ability—harder to resist, so I try to keep my distance when she’s having an episode.

And then I’m crushed by guilt because of it for days afterward.

Carefully, I tip a bit of broth past her lips … but it just trickles back out again, dribbling down her chin and onto her shirt. And all of a sudden, it’s too much to keep inside my skin anymore.

I want to slap Mama.

I want to scream in her face.

I want to claw my way out of this worthless shell of a body and transform into something else. Something towering and monstrous that can eat the world.

At least then I wouldn’t be empty and hungry anymore.

But I can’t do any of these things, and the tightness in my chest, the tingling itch to phase on my skin are so unbearable. All I can do is snap to my feet and throw this worthless bowl at the wall with every ounce of strength I have. It hits with a clang that splits my ears and then clatters to the floor, broth spilling everywhere.

Val?

I turn, taking in Kelda’s wide eyes staring up at me. Scared. Of me.

It’s okay, Halle says, squeezing Kelda’s shoulders. Val is just mad at the situation. Not us or Mama.

Halle is so good at that. Finding the calm, soothing thing to say. I can never find those kinds of words.

My shoulders sag, and I leave the mess where it is, crossing over to my sisters. They scoot apart, making room for me between them, and I let them cuddle close, curling into me. Kelda leans her head against my shoulder, and Halle encircles me with her arms, making sure she’s touching me and Kelda both.

Sorry, smalls, I say after a moment. I just …

I wish Mama would wake up. I wish she’d gather the three of us into her lap, even though we’re all too big to fit now. I wish we could do what we used to do on stormy nights like this, when Mama would sit with us, running gentle fingers through our hair, tracing our faces and arms.

I wish I’d known we were going to lose her like this—slowly, painfully, days of hope and normalcy constantly destroyed by backsliding and despair. It’s worse than the way we lost Papa, in a sudden, violent dock accident.

My empty stomach growls, but none of us say anything. It’s one of those things we’ve silently agreed to ignore, even as Mama works less and less and I scramble to keep something—anything—in the pantry.

The chapels are looking for runners, Kelda says, so quiet it’s almost under her breath.

You’re not running for those people. My voice comes out harder than I meant, and I regret it almost immediately when I feel Kelda flinch. But I don’t regret saying it. Chapels pay runners next to nothing to run their errands and do all their menial labor. They work young kids ragged for those scraps. No way I’m going to let that happen to Kelda.

You have school, Halle cuts in gently. You’re so smart, Kel. School is gonna give you the chance to get even smarter, to have more opportunities—

Kelda huffs. Her light hazel eyes flick up to me. No duster crosses the skyline and stays there.

It’s something I’ve said to Halle before, without realizing Kelda was listening. Somehow having her say it back to me—hearing those words coming from her round, wide-eyed face—hits me in the chest.

I sigh. You can’t listen to anything I say, smalls. I’m old and grumpy. Halle’s right. School could give you a chance to go a lot further than either of us. What about that thing your teacher was telling you about, that scholars program that’s supposed to help some duster kids go to skyliner schools?

Kelda shrugs narrow shoulders. It’s probably just words. Skyliners always like to talk about all the ways they’re helping people but then not actually do anything useful.

I can’t help the snort of agreement that comes out of my nose. Even Halle laughs. Because no matter what the Heraldic Ministers and preachers say, any duster worth their boots knows not to count on skyliner charity. That they care more about appearances than actualities. After all, if you’re a skyliner, it already means you’re a good person, blessed by the Heralds. And all those struggling down in the dust, we must deserve to be down here. If we just worked harder, went to chapel more, kept a more positive attitude, then we’d be blessed, too. We obviously just don’t want it enough.

As if want isn’t a word that dusters know intimately. A word that leaves a constant, bitter taste on our parched tongues.

Thunder from the magnastorm rolls through the dark, loud enough that it shakes the room. Kelda shivers, and I pull her and Halle a little closer, smoothing the hair away from their faces just like Mama used to do. Every inch of my body aches with missing her, with wishing desperately that she would wake up and tell us what to do.

The window flares with lightning, multiple flashes overlapping in a riot of washed-out colors, and thunder rolls through the dark, loud enough that it shakes the room. A few steps away, Mama sits cross-legged, unseeing, swaying. I can’t hear her humming from here, but it doesn’t matter because it’s already in my veins. Beautiful and relentless.

In this moment, I hate it. If the song had a throat, I would strangle it.

Another crack of thunder. Kelda flinches, and Halle squeezes her eyes shut, her arm heavy across my chest. Mama told us stories during magnastorms, the same handful over and over until we forgot to be afraid of the wind and lightning and fell asleep. She can’t do that for us now.

So I guess that just leaves me.

Hey, eyes on me. I wait until they’re both looking up at me, and then I smile, braver and stronger than I feel. Remember that one about the street magician and the dram shop?

Their bodies relax as I repeat the story, exactly as I’ve heard Mama tell it over and over again. When I’m done, I tell another. And another. And another. Until Halle and Kelda fall asleep, and it’s just me lying there, staring at Mama’s vacant face, waiting for the storm to pass.







CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR



“NO OFFICIAL CAUSE FOR THE PHENOMENON IN COVENANT LAST NIGHT HAS BEEN FOUND. SOME SPECULATE THAT IT MIGHT BE TIED TO THE RAPIDLY INCREASING HEAT, BUT THAT IS UNCERTAIN. RECOMMENDATION IS TO ATTRIBUTE IT TO A SIGN FROM THE HERALDS, PERHAPS DISPLEASURE AT DECREASING OFFERING AMOUNTS.”

—CONFIDENTIAL HERALDIC MINISTRY MEMORANDUM (YEAR 2120)




We put the chaos of Covenant behind us quickly, riding straight for the edge of the city, out into the Plains. My plan was to travel west and south toward the continent of Vicar. Very few people head for Vicar these days because it’s where the biggest and harshest magnastorms tend to hit. But Atlas says his mounts mean his rules, so we head north instead.

That’s fine. This is only temporary anyway. Once we get some distance behind us, I’ll take my sisters and head off in our own direction.

We ride the rest of the night, Halle with Atlas, Kelda with Liren, me with Orion, and Dani on her own, proving she’s almost as comfortable on a mount as she is at the wheel of an airship. The deep dark of the early-morning hours gradually gives way to a bright, burning-hot dawn over the gleaming Copper Plains. Covenant is a dark smudge on the distant horizon, but even out from under the thousands of eyes there, I don’t feel any safer. Honestly, I feel more exposed than ever, with nothing but flat alloy around us, and it’s a relief when we finally reach the edge of another town midmorning.

Concord is a mirage town, one of hundreds of smaller settlements that dot the Copper Plains, peppering the lightningrail lines between cities. Its humble collection of buildings sit clustered together on the edge of the Elysian Depths, right beside two bridges: one for the aqueducts, glowing their soft blue even in the hot sunshine, and another for the lightningrail that runs off into the distance. I’ve never been to a mirage town before or even seen pictures of them on the dailies, so I’m not sure what to expect when we ride in from the Plains. I keep my longcoat on and my hood up despite the heat in order to fend off any prying eyes, but the streets are virtually empty as we walk our mounts past a collection of tiny shops and row houses.

“Where is everybody?” I mutter to Orion as we follow Atlas along a lane lined with neatly kept homes and almost no people in sight.

“What do you mean?” He looks around with exaggerated effect. “This is busy for Concord.”

He grins at me, obviously proud of his joke. I grunt at him.

Liren stops us at a tall, narrow row house where we tie up our mounts before they usher us inside. The interior reminds me of Dani’s lodgings—worn, but well-maintained and well-loved—and the couple waiting for us in the parlor with several glasses and a small jug of water don’t seem at all surprised to have a bunch of ragged fugitives on their doorstep. They’re older, midfifties maybe, both with calloused hands, black hair heavily streaked with gray, and tan skin made darker by the sun. The man has the same dark, angular eyes as Liren, while the woman shares Liren’s round face shape. They watch, unbothered, as we tromp in, dusty and sweaty, Orion and Dani both dropping the big packs carrying their hauls from the Gentleman’s Rack heavily on the floor.

“We saw the news about Covenant in the dailies this morning.” The woman pulls Liren into a quick hug. “We figured we might see you sooner or later.”

The man looks past Atlas and Orion, his eyebrows slightly raised. “Although you have a few more in your party than we expected.”

“Old friends of Atlas and Orion,” Liren explains. They turn to me and Dani and my sisters, all of us hovering in the entryway, not really sure what to do with ourselves. “This is my dad, Garian, and my mom, Mira. They’ve got spare rooms here we can crash in until we figure out our next move.”

Mira’s gaze lands on me. “A saint, huh?” I stiffen, one hand going automatically to Wrath’s hilt, but she waves me off. “Put your teeth away. You don’t have anything to fear from us.”

“We’re not followers of the Heralds,” Garian adds as he sets out generous portions of water for each of us.

Halle takes a big gulp from one of the cups, frowning. “What … not at all? Not even a fringe sect like the Schismatics or the Apostates?”

Mira shakes her head. “Our religious practices are completely outside of the Heralds.”

Liren sets their empty cup down and gestures at us to follow them, explaining as they go. “For us, it’s not so much about some kind of omnipotent authority as it is about maintaining a spiritual link to our ancestors and those who came before us. We venerate them and show them respect, and they protect and guide us from the afterlife.”

Liren stops just inside the kitchen and nudges open a panel expertly concealed inside the wall, revealing a rectangular cabinet space with items inside arranged like an altar. There’s a metal tablet carved with names, and all around it are offerings—a tiny cup of water, little cylindrical naphtha lights, a pouch of something that smells sharp and spicy.

“We can’t make proper grave markers without the chapels coming down on us,” Liren explains, “so we have to do our best wherever we’re at.”

My eyes skim down the names etched into the tablet, one after the other, some of them sharper, newer, while others are worn from time. I couldn’t even name anyone in my family line past Mama and Papa; it hadn’t ever occurred to me to wonder about it. Seeing Liren’s ancestors laid out with such love and care makes me feel unmoored, suddenly aware of a loss I hadn’t noticed before.

I glance over at Atlas, who’s leaning on a nearby wall, watching me with an expression that’s half curious, half cautious. Whatever he sees in my face pulls a dark chuckle out of him.

“Wild to think there are all kinds of paths out there we were never allowed to know about, huh?”

“All right,” Garian cuts in. “You’ve had a long journey. That little one”—he nods at Kelda, who doesn’t even bark an objection at the nickname—“is obviously exhausted. There are bedrooms upstairs where you can rest.”

Halle and Kelda move immediately for the stairs, and I follow them, making sure they both get settled in bed underneath a worn yellow quilt. Exhaustion pulls at the corners of my eyes, and I want so badly to sink with it. Every inch of my body feels weak, heavy, fractured beyond repair.

But I don’t sleep. I can’t. There’s no telling what could happen to my sisters if I relax and close my eyes. So I sit in a chair in the corner of the bedroom, pull my knees into my chest, and keep watch over them.

I listen to their steady, rhythmic breaths.

I mentally tally up the cash and water rations I have left in my kit, calculating how far we can get before I need more. Trying to plot out the best way for us to reach Vicar and how much time we have left on our head start.

The only other saint I know of who tried to run was Sorcha Tannith, the girl with the bright-red hair who was discovered when I was five or six years old. Mama told me her storm-touched ability had manifested as an aptitude for manipulating metal—versus my phasing or Gabriel’s ergokinesis—and when her parents found out, she’d run away.

She managed to make it four days before the Archangels found her. We’ve already burned up most of one. We need to move, and soon.

It’s a few hours past noon, heat waves rippling across Concord, making it look like the little town is underwater. The sun is getting more and more orange as it drops lower into the sky when there’s a soft rap at the bedroom door, and I move quickly to open it before they can knock louder and wake my sisters.

It’s Atlas, standing in the hallway with one hand in his pocket and the other one holding a little stoppered elixir vial.

I ease through the door and shut it behind me with the barest click. “What do you need?”

“Just coming to check on you. And on them.” He nods at the bedroom beyond and then clears his throat. Like he’s uncomfortable. Or maybe just reluctant to have this conversation. He holds the elixir out to me. “Liren made this for you. They said it’ll help you and your sisters sleep if you need it.” When I don’t move to take it, he pushes it a little closer. “Look, no offense, but it does look like you need it, so…”

I shake my head, pushing his hand away. “No thanks. I don’t need any sleep right now.”

Atlas frowns. “I find that very hard to believe. I don’t think you’ve rested more than an hour or two in … days.”

He’s right, I haven’t, but I don’t know why him pointing that out helps at all. It just rankles against my skin. “What do you care, anyway? You are very much on board with me disappearing from your lives forever, if I recall.”

Atlas sighs, slipping the vial into his free pocket. “I don’t condone what you do, Valene, or the impact you have on my brother. That’s not the same thing as not caring about you as a person.”

“Sorry if I’m not very good at telling the difference.” I reach for the door handle, turning it with a quiet click. “Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

I don’t wait for his response or even look up at him as I slink back into the bedroom and close the door in his face. When I turn back to the bed, I spot Kelda, curled up tight under the quilt … but no Halle.

My chest seizes with panic, and for one long, desperate moment, my mind spirals in a flurry of worries and fears—where is she, who took her, how could this happen, how could I fail them again—until I notice that the window on the far side of the room is open and there’s the shadow of someone outside, sitting on the roof of the back porch.

I tiptoe over and phase through the window gap, partly so I don’t risk waking Kelda and partly because there is no sense hiding it anymore; it’s out there, and there’s some small sense of relief in that. Halle sits, curled into a ball, soaking in the dry, heavy warmth of the afternoon and staring up at the deep-turquoise sky. She looks tired still, pallid underneath the light olive-tan of her skin, soft shadows under her eyes and in the hollows of her cheeks.

“What are you doing out here?” I ask as I sit beside her. “You nearly gave me a heart attack.”

“I didn’t want to wake up Kelda.” Halle’s eyes trace the wispy white clouds floating far above our heads. “I was just thinking about Mama and how she used to tell us we didn’t need to worry because she was so tough she could punch lightning. I always thought it was just a wild overexaggeration. Like a tall tale or something. But I guess it actually wasn’t, was it.”

“No,” I say, even though it’s not really a question. She already knows. “No, it was kind of true.”

A tense silence settles between us, making the hot air feel even thicker, despite the blustery wind that whips through Concord from the Copper Plains. I study the little town’s rooftops and quiet roads, not really sure what to say next, but in the end, I don’t have to. Halle breaks the silence first.

“You know what bothers me the most? All these other people knew. Orion … That girl Dani … They knew what you were and what you could do, and me and Kel?” She finally looks at me then, anger and unshed tears glimmering in her eyes. “We were just totally in the dark. Even after Papa died and Mama went prophet and you were all we had left.”

“I know. I’m—”

“Sorry, yeah.” She swipes the tears dry, turning away again. “I know. I get it.”

I’m not ready for this conversation. I thought—I’d hoped—I’d never have to have it, but it’s here anyway. And it’s Halle. I owe her something, even if I’m not sure that it’ll fix anything.

“The Butcher was … this whole other person for me. Like a face I got to take on and off. It made it easier to handle what I did because I could keep it separate. Val didn’t do those things; the Butcher did. Val wasn’t a killer or a murderer; the Butcher was.” I take a deep, shaky breath and swallow hard, fighting the urge to curl my hands into fists, to pull all my limbs in tight, to protect myself. Too many years spent propping up walls inside. “I thought if I could keep Val’s life and the Butcher’s life completely separate, you and Kel would be protected. Saved from ever having to know about it. But I was wrong.”

Another quiet beat stretches out between us, and I wonder if she’s done talking, if she wants me to go. But she finally turns to me again, her eyes studying me, a little furrow between her brows.

“What does it mean anyway?” she asks. “The fact that you’re storm-touched, you’re a saint, but you never went with the Archangels to the Gate of Heaven. I thought all saints had to go, that it would be bad or dangerous somehow if you didn’t.”

I rub my hand over my short hair. It’s grown a little bit, almost long enough to grab ahold of now. I’ll need to shear it again soon. “I don’t know. Dusters aren’t even supposed to become saints in the first place. Maybe I’m a mistake. Maybe I don’t count.”

“Or maybe that’s what that flare was.” I shoot her a confused look, eyebrows raised, and she shrugs. “It’s got to be connected to you somehow, right? You knew it was coming. Maybe Trinity is reacting to you or something.”

I’d never thought about it in that way. When had Halle gotten so wise? So perceptive? Why did it seem like she had become so much older in the few days we had been apart?

Something about the way she says that—Trinity is reacting to you—puts an idea in my head.

All this time, my plan was to get my sisters back and carve out a new life for all three of us together, somewhere far away. But the Archangels are after me. Trinity might be reacting to me. Maybe it would be better if I didn’t go with them, especially with good people like Orion and Atlas around to look out for them. It wouldn’t be hard for me to sneak away, maybe steal one of the mounts or jump on a lightningrail that’s passing through.

Or even just turn myself in, if it comes to that.

But you lied to us, Val. And worse than that, you left us. You pulled away when we needed you the most.

Halle’s words. From back in the Shipyards. Even just the memory of them is harsh enough to savage my insides. Ever since Mama went prophet, I’ve been making choices, choosing our path, never asking my sisters what they wanted. If I take off now without telling them, even if it’s for the right reasons, it’ll be the same betrayal all over again. Lies. Abandonment. Pulling away.

I chance a quick glance at Halle, but she’s deep in thought and I can’t read her expression. If this is really about them and not just me, I have to at least give her the option.

“If you want,” I say, my voice just a little too hoarse, too choked, “you and Kel can stay here with the Bookers, and I can go. Anyone coming after us would follow me. You guys would be safe.”

Halle doesn’t answer right away, and dread kicks my heart down into my stomach.

“No,” she finally says. Relief and surprise wash through me, and Halle rolls her eyes, waving me away dismissively. “It would make Kelda too sad, is all. I don’t care or anything.”

I duck my head as a small smile creeps onto my face. I’ve known Halle all her life—too well to be fooled by her playing at indifference. Which is fine. She’s still mad at me; I get that. But she also still wants me here, with them, and that means something. That means everything.

Halle grabs my hand suddenly, squeezing it. “Val, look.”

I tilt my head back, following her gaze, and suck in a breath.

There’s a magnastorm forming above us.

Silvery clouds pour out of a crack in the sky, spreading in a ragged, unfriendly circle. The center of it flickers with pale-green lightning once, twice, and then the lightning reaches splintered fingers downward. They flick across the air, touching down outside of Concord.

I reach an arm across Halle’s body, nudging her behind me, back toward the window. Putting my body between her and the storm.

Webs of lightning lance down again, hitting a statue in the middle of town, sending up a shower of sparks, but then the wind kicks up and drives the storm clouds before it, moving it off north and east until it’s no longer visible.

Halle lets out a breath and sinks back against the window frame. I keep my eyes on the sky, still tense, still tasting ozone and metal on the air. Trinity’s song keens in my bones, the same tempo as my racing heart.

“Try to go get a little more rest,” I tell Halle. “We need to be leaving soon.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE



“I SYMPATHIZE WITH THOSE WHO DOUBT THE EXISTENCE OF WHAT OTHERS HAVE DUBBED AN AALDENBERG KNOT (OR KNOTS, AS MAY BE THE CASE). I CAN ONLY SAY THAT, IN MY EIGHTY-FIVE YEARS ON TRINITY, I HAVE GROWN EVER MORE SURE THAT OUR WORLD HOLDS DEEP SECRETS, AND THE AALDENBERG KNOT IS LIKELY LEAST AMONG THEM.”

—FROM THE WRITINGS OF ELSJE AALDENBERG (YEAR 1000)




I leave Halle snuggled underneath that yellow quilt, her arm around Kelda, and move through the row house on stealthy footsteps. Halle and Kelda and I need a plan for getting out of here as quickly as possible. One or two of the Bookers’ automaton mounts would be ideal—that way we could move freely, without being tied down—but I’m not sure how keen they will be to hand them over and I don’t know how competent I would be at steering them in the first place. There’s the lightningrail, but they’re crowded and unreliable. I need to know our options in this little mirage town.

Atlas is sitting with Liren and their parents, talking quietly, and Dani has stretched out on the couch in the parlor, her rucksack under her head as a pillow, one arm thrown over her eyes to block out the light. I hesitate in the doorway, wondering if I should wake her up, demand to know why she’s still here, tell her to go back home. But her home was the Shipyards, and who knows how much is left of that place now?

I leave her to sleep, telling myself it’s fine, that we’ll be putting everyone else behind us soon anyway, so what’s one more person?

In a small room at the back of the house, I find Orion hunkered down at a table, bent low over the Aaldenberg knot. It looks smaller than it did back in the vault, and all the etchings across its twisted surface seem a dozen times more complex in the full afternoon light. Orion has his ear trumpet out again, pressed to the top of the device, as he works his fingertips slowly and steadily over the surface.

I fold my arms over my chest and step farther into the room. “What do you hear when you listen to safes like that?”

“Usually? I hear the sweet, sweet clicking of a lock just begging to be broken.” Sighing, he sits back, taking the trumpet out of his ear. “Right now, I hear nothing. Not even the slightest sign that I’m on the right track.”

I draw closer, pulled in by the sight of this strange, intricate contraption despite myself. “Is it really that big of a deal? Finding one of these?”

“Are you serious? It’s huge.” He crosses his arms, staring at it with no small sense of awe. “Aaldenberg knots are legendary, at least among the small circles of people who know about them. The theory is that they were created a thousand years ago—some people think they actually go all the way back to the founding of Trinity—and no one is completely sure how many there are. Could be one, could be a dozen.”

I raise a skeptical eyebrow. “So you don’t know what’s even in there?”

“Not exactly, no.” He glances at me, sheepish. “Lots of folks think there has to be some kind of fathomlessly big treasure in there. Others think there’s information or secrets. Maybe even the Book of Signs.”

I almost laugh but check myself at the last second when I see the expression on his face. “You’re serious? The Book of Signs? That’s just a myth people made up.”

He shrugs. “Maybe, but a guy can dream, can’t he? The possibility that there’s a book somewhere that dates all the way back to the beginning of Trinity that the Ministry doesn’t want found? That’s delicious stuff. Finding it would be game-changing for the work I’m doing as the Skywayman.”

I eye him, studying his profile in the orange-gold sunlight. “And what is that work exactly?”

“Collecting the cash and valuables of grotesquely wealthy skyliners for what I like to call ‘involuntary redistribution.’” He tips his head back to look up at me. “But also stripping them for information in the process.”

“What kind of information?”

“Lies, cover-ups, secrets the Ministry and the chapels have hidden away. All we know about our world and our history is what they tell us, and I’ve always felt like pieces of it were … missing. I want to find them. I want to get to the truth.”

“And do what?”

“I don’t know yet. I guess it depends on what I can find out.”

I reach out and touch a finger tentatively to the Aaldenberg knot. The flat black metal almost seems to hum against my skin in a way that feels familiar. “How does Atlas feel about it?”

Orion smiles ruefully. “He’d rather I find a less dangerous way to go about my rebellion. Honestly, he and I have similar goals, just different ideas on how we should get there. Atlas is still a preacher, through and through. He wants to work from the bottom up. Change people’s hearts, show them a new set of teachings, motivate them to make change.”

“Let me guess: That’s too slow for you?”

“You could say that. I just don’t see anything really changing unless we break the wheel first.” He laces his fingers behind his head, leaning back deeply into his seat. “So I keep trying it my way, and he keeps trying it his. But we’re both working toward the same thing.”

Making real change. Like Halle always talks about. I never understood it when we were younger when Orion would go on and on about taking action and fighting back. It always sounded ridiculous—there was no breaking the system; there was just doing whatever you had to so you could survive.

But here they are—the Booker brothers. Doing the work and somehow finding family in that.

“You really are doing something,” I say softly, and I know he can hear it in my voice: that I’m impressed by him. That I’m even a little proud of him. “With all that idealism and hope. You’re turning it into something bigger.”

He clears his throat. I think I actually made him uncomfortable. “Trying anyway. Honestly, anybody could do it, V. I’m not exactly special.”

I don’t think that’s true. I think he’s one of the most special people I’ve ever met. I think he’s beautiful and I miss lying on rooftops beside him with our fingers laced together. I think driving him away three years ago is a regret I’ll carry around for the rest of my life.

But I can’t bring myself to say any of that to him. I focus on the Aaldenberg knot instead, leaning close to it to trace the whorls of engraved patterns. “You don’t have any way of opening it?”

He rubs at his eyes, looking tired. “Nothing I know of. It’s possible that the skeleton key might’ve helped…” He trails off abruptly, sidestepping around the awkward point of why he no longer has that key. “Anyway, finding it is half the battle, right?” he adds with forced cheeriness. “There’s got to be a way to figure out the rest. Find another key maybe.”

Keys won’t work. The thought pops up unbidden as my fingers continue to move across the knot’s surface. There’s something compelling about the flow of the engravings, the way the lines intersect and split apart and twist together. I don’t realize it reminds me of Trinity’s song until I’m already humming it, softly, nearly under my breath.

There’s a click from deep inside the Aaldenberg knot, and it shifts just a little beneath my fingers.

Orion jerks upright. “What just happened? Actually, no, never mind. Don’t tell me, just keep doing it.”

I start humming again. I’ve never been particularly musical and I can’t really mimic the thousands of layered harmonies I hear in the actual song, but I pick my way through the notes just like the prophets do, the melody flowing out of me smoother and louder as I gain confidence. Ripples shiver across the surface of the Aaldenberg knot, and then it starts to split apart, all along its engraved lines. Bright-gold light radiates out as the pieces separate, expand, rearrange themselves into a curved, glowing bowl of flat black metal.

Orion leaps to his feet, staring at the box in awe, the glow from it highlighting the planes of his face. “What was that? Some kind of saint thing?”

I open my mouth to try and answer him, but I’ve got nothing. Nothing that won’t take an hour to explain, anyway.

As the light dies away, we get a clearer look at what’s inside, and it isn’t anything I could’ve guessed or expected. It’s far bigger on the inside than it seems. There’s an engraved silver tablet, and next to it, perfectly preserved, is a kind of plant I’ve never seen before—

No, that isn’t quite right. I have seen it once, back at the room above the dram shop when I’d hallucinated all that greenery. This had been one of them, a slender purple flower with a bright-green stem and long, elegant, triangular leaves.

Beneath both of those items, curled into a tight ball, is a … I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. It’s like a tiny automaton except it’s not made of metal and naphtha. It’s warm and organic like Orion and me, covered in short, light-reddish-brown hair, with brushes of white around its little black nose. I think it has to be a statue or carving of some sort at first, but then I notice that its chest is moving, slowly and gently, up and down.

It’s breathing.

“Orion.” My voice sounds strangled and tight. “What the fuck.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.” He reaches in and carefully picks up the silver tablet, leaving the plant and the breathing thing where they are for now as he scans the words carved into it.

“What does it say?” I ask, not taking my eyes off the creature. Or maybe the truth is I couldn’t look away even if I wanted to. Part of me knows that if it moves, opens its eyes, proves it’s alive, everything around me will change at such a fundamental level that I’ll never get it back to how it was before. And I’m balanced on a knife’s edge, not sure which one I want more.

Orion frowns deeply, looking frustrated. “It hardly says anything at all. It’s just—”

To whomever finds this,

Proof of life. There are answers at the gate. Find me there.

Signed, Samuel Covenant

Now that does make me look up. “Covenant? As in, the Herald Covenant?”

Orion digs his knuckles into his eyes. “I just wanted an absurdly big diamond or maybe a handbook on how to take down the Heraldic Ministers. Is that too much to ask?”

My eyes fall back to that hairy creature, and heart pounding, I reach in and touch it with one tentative finger. It’s soft, so very soft, and beneath my fingertip, I can feel a tiny heart pulsing away in its chest. Trinity’s song swells inside me and it feels like the ground is tipping underneath my feet as I scrabble for purchase, for understanding.

Bells cut through the air, bringing me back to myself.

The chapel bells of Concord are ringing.

Whipping around, I dash out of the room, across the house, skidding to a stop by the front windows. With a trembling hand, I ease back the gauzy curtain and look out at the quiet town street beyond.

Something drops out of the sky and lands right in front of the house, the heavy impact of metal upon metal vibrating in my ears. The shape unfurls to its full towering height. A giant construction of metal in the rough shape of a person, with enormous wings made of viciously sharp metal feathers, and a mask of exaggerated human features, fixed in an expression of frozen benevolence. An impossibly long broadsword sits on its back, and a golden glow emanates from its eyes and smiling mouth and from between every crack and crevice in its plating.

An Archangel.

Looking straight at me.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX



“EVEN AS THEY GAVE LIFE TO TRINITY, THE HERALDS KNEW THAT THEY WOULD HAVE TO LEAVE IT AND DEPART THROUGH THE GATE OF HEAVEN. THEY CREATED ARCHANGELS TO WATCH OVER US, TO BE OF OUR WORLD, TO SERVE AS THEIR EYES AND EARS AND HOLY PRESENCE.”

—THE DIVINE ORIGINS OF TRINITY, THE ARCHIVAL COUNCIL OF THE HERALDIC MINISTRY




Dread clutches at my ribs, making it hard to breathe. Apparently even three or four days was too generous of an estimate. The Archangel is here for me. To collect the wayward saint who should’ve been taken to the Gate of Heaven twelve years ago.

I should have ignored what Halle said about wanting me to stay with them and left while I had a chance. While they still had a chance.

I turn back to the house. Atlas and Liren are already standing in the living room, drawn by the noise, and they’re just who I need to see.

“Halle and Kelda are upstairs,” I tell them, meeting their eyes with a plea in my voice. “Can you…”

“We’ll take care of them,” Liren says without hesitation, looping their arm through Atlas’s. He doesn’t say anything, but gives me a solemn nod, which is as good as a promise for him.

I nod back and then dart out into the hallway to grab my kit, throwing my goggles on my head and my knives into my sheaths as quickly as I can.

“Ghoulie?”

I look up at Dani, hovering in the parlor doorway where she’d been napping. There’s a bright, vivid anxiety in her eyes and a tightness to her voice, and I see it then. Her feelings for me. She said back in her lodgings that she cared about me, and I had tossed her words aside, not wanting to believe her. She’d betrayed me, used me, put my sisters at risk, and it wasn’t any more complicated than that.

Except right now—as I’m caught by the depth of expression in her familiar, heart-shaped face, as my gaze drags across the curve of her bottom lip, the same curve I’m always tempted to trace with the pad of my thumb—I know that isn’t true. It’s always been more complicated than that.

The two of us: messy, surviving, difficult to love, containing multitudes.

And in this moment, I’m glad I haven’t driven her away like I did once with Orion. I’m glad she’s still here with us.

“Get everyone to safety and watch your ass, okay?” I step away, expanding the distance between us. “I’ll keep its eyes on me.” And then I dash out through the front door.

The Archangel stands waiting for me in the middle of the street, and shit—it looks so much bigger out here, up close. Golden light glows from its eyes and mouth and chest cavity, but I keep my focus on its articulated metal hands, each of them the size of my upper body. And on the hilt of the five-foot-long sword strapped to its back.

“You’re looking for me, right?” I spread my arms wide. “Here I am. The terrible, delinquent saint.”

It clomps a step forward, and the boom of metal slamming onto the alloy ground rattles through my bones. One giant hand uncurls and reaches for me—

I phase away at the last minute, leaving it grasping empty air as I come back together on the street several steps away.

I clear my throat loudly. “Oops. Better luck next time, huh?”

It swivels around, its placid mask fixing on me as it storms forward, but I slip away again, this time even farther down the road, appearing crouched on top of a tall streetlamp.

“Aren’t you blessed by the Heralds or something? Didn’t they craft you with their very own divine hands? You should be a lot better at this.”

I don’t know if you can provoke a giant, holy instrument of heaven. I don’t even know if it hears or speaks in the same way I do. Either way, it’s working just as I’d hoped. I’m its ultimate target, so I can use that to lure it away, give Halle and Kelda and the others the space and time to get out.

I take a zigzagging path through Concord in the opposite direction of the lightningrail station, flickering into existence here and there to taunt the Archangel, making fun of the size of its wings, wondering out loud why anyone would send the smallest, weakest angel to come get me.

It doesn’t react. It just keeps coming for me, relentless. A shudder crawls down my spine, my throat already parched, and my stomach twists with a sickening kind of anticipation. Even with my ability to phase, I will eventually have a drop-dead point. Where I’m too dehydrated, too tired, too out of breath to keep going.

This horrific construct, on the other hand, won’t.

Move, Val. Just move. Whatever your drop-dead point is, it’ll be enough for everyone else to get out.

On the Archangel’s next swing at me, I duck, roll away, and then take a long phase, all the way to the outer edge of town. It leaves me gasping for air and I bend over, allowing myself a moment to rest my hands on my knees and catch my breath. To my left, maybe twenty yards away, is the edge of the Elysian Depths, but in front of me is all wide-open Copper Plains. No buildings or civilians to worry about. If I can just keep going, leading it out into all that endless space, maybe I can lose it in the darkness once night falls.

Pulling my goggles down over my eyes, I phase. I’m molecules and mist, spreading through the air—

—and then my world explodes.

An enormous metal hand smashes down on me. The Archangel shouldn’t know where I am, it shouldn’t be able to touch me, but in an instant, my phase breaks and I’m slapped to the ground. My back slams into the alloy, my head cracking backward, and I see stars and bright pinpoints of pain and I can’t breathe, my lungs won’t move, the air is too thick, I can’t breathe—

My chest expands with a gasp. Oxygen floods my body, and my vision clears, fixating on the deepening turquoise sky far above me. I cough violently—around the pain, around the pressure of my ribs—and curl onto my side, trying to get my arms and legs underneath me.

The Archangel steps over me, and I hear someone. I crane my neck backward, my vision blurry, but I can still make out the familiar figures down the street.

Dani, with an arm wrapped around Halle, holding her back, and Kelda, screaming, wriggling in Orion’s grasp as he tries to pull her away from the fray. My sisters must have sprinted after me as soon as I left the house. But they can’t be here. It isn’t safe.

Halle jams her shoulder into Dani’s chest and wrenches herself free.

“Halle … don’t…” The words have barely any sound behind them, not much more than breath across my lips.

Every bone inside me is made of fire.

My muscles shake violently as I climb to my feet. I can taste blood in my mouth. My head still spins from the blow; I’m not steady enough to safely phase, but I have to. I have to. I step forward and let go—

Metal fingers wrap tightly around me, pulling me back together just as I start to drift apart. I’ve never hated the feeling of my own corporeal body more. I struggle against the Archangel’s grip as it lifts me off the ground. I’m breathless once again, half crushed as its hand tightens like a vise, my head pounding from the blows.

“You can’t take her!” Halle’s voice, yelling, so close now.

I want to tell her to run, to get out of here. But I don’t have the air. I’m barely holding on to consciousness. The pressure of the Archangel’s grip wraps around me, buries deep. Black spots dot my vision, and it takes everything I have to keep my head up. I see Halle fly at the Archangel, her dark hair streaming behind her. She throws herself against it, kicking, screaming.

With its other hand, it plucks Halle off the alloy and flings her dismissively aside. It doesn’t even bother to look where she lands.

But I look. I see.

Halle lands hard, the momentum from the throw causing her to skid, roll, and then—

Fall.

Right over the edge. Into the Elysian Depths.







CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN



“AS FOR THE ARCHANGELS, THEY ARE SACRED AND SHOULD BE TREATED WITH REVERENCE. DO NOT LET THEIR SHADOWS PASS OVER YOU WITHOUT GIVING THEM HONOR, FOR IN HONORING THEM, YOU HONOR THE HERALDS.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




Everything goes quiet. Around me. Inside me.

There is nothing but a heavy blanket of silence and a splintering pain inside my heart that cannot get out. The whole world has disappeared save for the yawning emptiness of the Depths and the sickly glow of the Archangel holding me.

The Archangel.

The Archangel.

Hate and rage and grief boil up inside my chest, and Trinity’s song blasts loud and hot in my ears, the tempo pounding and fierce. It feels like a flare is coming, but it’s not coming from below this time. It’s coming from inside me, blazing out of my eyes, filling my vision with blue-white light. All my life, the melody has pulled at me, but this time—this time—I pull at it, wrapping it close around me like a second skin. Feeling it tingle through my body, loosen my muscles, deepen my breath, make me more.

And suddenly I’m free. Phasing out of the Archangel’s grip and dropping into a crouch on the alloy in front of it.

“Val!” Dani’s voice. Calling my name.

But I’m gone already. Phasing for the edge of the Depths, to the spot where Halle fell, pushing against the expanding limits of my abilities because if I can just get there, maybe she’s not gone, maybe—

The Archangel slams down in front of me, a wall of metal, cutting me off mid-phase so that I bounce off its vicious edges and tumble to the ground.

I’m up in the next instant, launching myself at it, a flicker, moving so fast I’m barely there, even when I pause. No need to worry about timing or breath; it’s seamless, fluid, as natural as the melody vibrating under my skin. I flow with the chorus, one with it.

The Archangel tries to track me, swiping at me with its massive hand, but it doesn’t hit me this time. It can’t even touch me. I’m light and sound and air. I’m a shadow, quick-shifting up its body, jamming my gloved hands into its joints, tearing out its naphtha veins, causing a thousand little injuries that spray bluish oil all over me and onto the ground.

It snatches at me, but I’m above it now, hovering in the air over its head before dropping like a weight onto its shoulders, Wrath in one hand, Toothpick in the other, stabbing and hacking at the mask, at the plates around its neck, at the glowing mechanical heart in the middle of its chest cavity. My gloves and sleeves are shredded, the skin underneath sliced and bleeding, but the Archangel is bleeding, too. It’s bleeding and it can’t catch me because I’m riding Trinity’s song and the scream buried in my chest is ripping its way out.

There’s a muffled bang and a shout from somewhere below me. Flashes of pulse pistol fire. A blast wave ripples hot across my skin. Part of the Archangel’s mask tumbles past me to the ground.

I don’t look. I don’t stop.

I scream until my throat is raw, stabbing and tearing and kicking until finally the Archangel stumbles. Slick oily naphtha pours off its body, the golden light inside it flickering dangerously.

“Val!” Dani yells. “I’ve got it! Get clear!”

I don’t listen. I’m on its back, digging Toothpick deep into the depths of its construct when a glass bottle slams into its knee joints, the liquid inside bursting into flames so hot they’re almost blue. The Archangel shudders and keels forward, slamming down onto the alloy in a geyser of naphtha and loose screws, and I’m thrown to the ground by the impact, landing with a thud, pain shivering through my body. There’s a burning sensation up and down my arms and my muscles are so weak they’re practically liquid, but the pain inside me is so much worse. It’s an inferno driving me back onto my feet, sprinting for the edge of the Depths.

I slide to a stop on my knees, staring down into the chasm, at its bottomless, hungry darkness, at the smooth alloy sides that offer no ledges, no handholds, no purchase.

Nothing.

There’s nothing.

Halle is gone. She’s just gone.

Like Papa after the accident. Like Mama after the chapels took her.

Kelda races toward me, screaming Halle’s name, and I turn just in time to catch her in my arms. She sobs and screams and lashes at me with nails and fists, and I let her rage and anguish wash over me until she finally melts to the ground.

I melt with her. She has nothing left to hold her up, so I become her bones, her strength, her breath.

My eyes are burning. Not with tears, with flames. I swing my head around toward the wreckage of that Archangel—that fucking Archangel—and everything in me seethes. Halos of blue-white cut my vision.

Orion comes toward us, and I motion for him to take Kelda, to hold her tight, and then I’m on my feet, storming for that monster, swatting aside Dani when she tries to step in front of me.

“Val, stop. Stop! The metal is still hot, and it’s down—”

“It’s down when I say it’s fucking down!” With pure adrenaline, I surge forward and throw my shoulder under the wrecked Archangel and shove it over onto its back, clambering up onto its shattered chest cavity, my fists and knives raised to tear every piece of it apart.

But as soon as I’m up there, staring down into the heart of this thing, I stop, frozen in shock.

There’s a human inside the Archangel’s construct, staring up at the sky with glassy, unseeing eyes. And I recognize their face. I recognize the remnants of their bright-red hair, arrayed around their head in a wispy crown.

It’s Sorcha Tannith. A saint.




THEN

I’m fourteen years old, standing on the edge of the Crater, a body wrapped in white beside me—

No. Not fourteen. I am … I—

Nine. I’m nine, and the Crater is a bottomless mouth in front of me. There are tear tracks on my face and the weight of little Kelda on my hip. I watch a young Atlas say the funeral rites over Papa’s body while Mama—

Wait. Mama isn’t at the Crater. Mama is in the streets. Her hair wild, her eyes gone white, wandering and humming. And I’m running. I’m fourteen, and I’m running after her, calling for her, hoping that the preachers—

The preachers. They charge too much cash to perform funerals. They charge extra to come to places like the Shipyards. More than we have. Atlas does it instead. I’m nine years old and still a believer. I’m nine years old, praying for Papa’s spirit to be delivered to the Heralds—

The Heralds make people prophets. They made Mama a prophet and it’s such a blessing. The wardens in the streets find her before I can get to her. I’m only fourteen, I’m not fast enough, and they grab her with meaty hands, taking her away. Halle runs for Mama, but I catch her in my arms, holding her back; it’s no use now, it’s over—

It’s over. The rites are done. Mama kneels next to Papa’s body. She cries as she pushes it over the edge of the Crater, delivering it to the Depths. One moment Papa is taking up space and breath and life. And the next, he’s just gone—

Mama’s gone. Nothing but an empty spot in the street where she once was. Nothing but an empty hole in three young chests that she always filled. It’s bottomless and infinite, a dull, broken edge digging slowly, ever so slowly into your skin, working its agonizing way to your bones.

I am nine, standing at the Crater, and Halle cries into my shirt. It isn’t fair, it isn’t fair, it isn’t fair …

I am fourteen, standing in the streets, and Kelda leans against my shoulder, shaking. Who’s gonna take care of us now?

I am nine and I am fourteen, swallowing my own sobs, my own tears, pressing it all down until it crystallizes and hardens.

You still have me, I say. And I’m not going anywhere.







CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT



“WE ARE THE ONES WHO BEST KNOW THE TASTE OF METAL. IT IS IN THE RUST THAT COATS OUR SKIN AND THE BLOOD WE SPILL UPON IT.”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




Night blankets the town of Concord.

It’s so much darker out here than in Covenant, where the lights of the airships and homesteads result in a permanent glow all over the city. But Concord barely has any lights, and above me is a carpet of stars, bright-white sparks against the black. Some of them are slightly bigger; some of them flicker like they’re changing colors. All of them glimmer and glint like scattered diamond dust—pretty but meaningless.

I’m sitting on the porch roof again. The place where Halle and I sat just hours ago.

Kelda cried herself to sleep, curled up tight on the armchair in the bedroom behind me, with the yellow quilt from the bed tucked around her. I’d carried her back to the row house on my back. I couldn’t think of anything else to do after …

I can’t sleep. I can’t even cry. Every inch of me feels scooped out and raw, every movement of my body feels impossible, agonizingly painful. I just see that moment playing in a loop in front of my eyes.

Halle, rolling across the alloy. Halle, falling into the darkness.

The dead of night in a mirage town is still stuffy and warm, sweat beading down my neck even without the sunlight hammering down on us and so few buildings to break up the wind cutting across the Plains. I recross my arms around my body, feeling the dried scabs from the cuts all over my skin pull and split at the movement, bringing beads of fresh blood to the surface. Liren would probably want to clean and bandage them, but I don’t want the cuts to heal. I don’t want them to get better.

I’m bleeding on the inside; might as well bleed on the outside, too.

The window behind me opens with a soft swish, and a moment later, Atlas climbs out onto the roof.

“Mind if I sit?” When I don’t say anything, when I just keep staring out at the night sky, he sits anyway, carefully arranging his tall frame cross-legged beside me. “Thought you’d want to know that Garian and Mira are keeping an eye on the dailies and on the sky. No sign of any other Archangels so far. Not really sure how long that’s gonna last, though.”

He’s right. We should already be on the move. The thought is dull and distant, and even as I know that it’s the logical next step, the lancing, aching grief inside me screams against leaving.

It’s like the wounds on my arms. I need them to stay exactly as they are, painful and oozing blood. If they heal and fade, it’ll somehow be like today never happened. And if we climb on those mounts and put our backs to the last place where Halle lived and walked and breathed … where she died …

We’ll be losing her all over again. And I don’t know if I’ll survive that. I’m webbed with cracks as it is.

Atlas holds a canteen out to me, apparently willing to let the subject drop for the moment, but I shake my head, ignoring how inviting the little slosh of water inside sounds.

“How long has she been asleep?” he asks.

I don’t have to see his glance back at the bedroom to know who he’s talking about. “An hour or two? I don’t know. I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting out here.”

He hums thoughtfully, playing with the preacher medallion that hangs from a cord around his neck, the etchings on the copper disc depicting the Gate of Heaven worn from years of him messing with it. He still wears it, even though the Ministry declared him an enemy years ago. Even though he disagrees so strongly with what the chapels declare from their pedestals.

“After our father was taken by the wardens,” he says after a moment, “I remember putting Orion to bed and just sitting up for hours and hours, watching him sleep. It was like the only thing that kept me together was seeing him breathe in and out, and if I took my eyes away, even for a moment, I would”—he makes a little explosion motion with his fingers—“just scatter apart.”

I tilt my head back over my shoulder. Kelda’s barely visible through the glass and shadows of the room, only the contrast of her dark hair against the bright quilt giving her away. “She’s eleven years old. She’s seen way, way too much. She’s lost too much. And I can’t decide whether that actually makes it worse … or if it’ll somehow be better, because she already knows how to cope with shit.”

“I can’t answer that,” Atlas says softly.

I turn away, closing my eyes and pressing my fingertips hard against my eyelids, trying to fight back the despair creeping up my throat. “The one thing—the one thing—that kept me going all this time was that I was keeping my sisters safe. It didn’t matter what I did, it didn’t matter what I became, because they were safe. But it was all for nothing. I got her killed. I didn’t move fast enough, I didn’t fight hard enough, and I got her killed.”

“Now, see, that’s not giving Halle near enough credit.” Atlas leans a little farther forward, ducking his head to get a better look at my face. “She loved you. She ran at that Archangel for you. Don’t take that choice away from her.”

I shake my head. “That Archangel would’ve never been anywhere near her if it wasn’t for me. I should’ve taken off the second they were safe, gone far away from all of you. But I was selfish. I…” The words almost choke me, more painful to say than any stab wound, and I have to force them out, my voice hoarse and ragged. “I didn’t want to be alone.”

He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Well, that sounds incredibly human of you, Saint Valene.”

He’s way gentler than I deserve. I look over at him for the first time since he sat down, at the starlight painting the edges of him in dim silver. “Did you know before? About me being a saint?”

“Not until yesterday, when I saw you fighting.” He puts his hands on the slanted roof behind him and leans into them. “I know some people in Covenant who thought that the Butcher was storm-touched, but I never gave it much heed.”

I smirk, harsh and bitter. “Because of the things the Butcher did. Not very holy or saintlike, am I?”

“I’m sure there are some preachers out there who would say as much,” he responds lightly, not rising to the argument in the slightest. “But you’re never gonna hear that from me.”

“But you don’t even like me.”

He huffs a soft, breathy laugh. “I told you before. I care about Valene the person, even if I don’t love what you do.”

I glance at him again, at that preacher medallion gleaming on his chest. “How can you believe? Not just in religion, but in anything? What is out there worth believing in?”

Atlas takes a deep, slow breath, gathering his words piece by piece in that careful way he has. “I never was a very good Heraldic preacher, even before I met Liren. When they showed me how they and their family believed, how they found spirit and meaning outside of the Heralds, it rewrote everything for me.”

He puts a hand flat on his chest, over his heart. “My faith now—it’s not about the Heralds or the Ministry or any kind of omnipotent, all-powerful higher being. My faith is about people. That inside each human being is something divine and worthy of light. That we can evolve—both individually and collectively—into something greater than what we are now.”

I can see it glowing inside him. Faith. Belief. I want to be comforted by it, and I also hate it so sincerely. Because there is nothing divine or worthy inside me, but there was in Halle and the universe took her and left me. What kind of justice is that? A world as screwed up as this one is too lost, too fucked-up to save.

But I don’t know how to say all that, so instead I just snort and roll my eyes at him. “Honestly, Atlas, that sounds really stupid.”

He chuckles softly and shrugs me off, offering his canteen again. This time, I do take it and allow myself a small sip.

“It’s all right,” he says. “You don’t have to agree with me. And I know we’re a long way from getting to where I hope we can be. But I believe we’ll get there all the same.”

A shadow moves below, stepping a little way out from the house and then turning back to us. It takes me a second to make out Liren’s face and figure in the dark. They wave at Atlas and me.

“The two of you should come down here. There’s something I think Val needs to see.”







CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE



“THOSE WHOSE SPIRITS HAVE MOVED ON TO THE GATE OF HEAVEN TO BE WITH THE HERALDS IN ETERNITY, THEIR BODIES ARE TO BE CLEANED, ANOINTED, AND WRAPPED IN WHITE. AND ONCE THEIR PHYSICAL SHELL HAS RECEIVED FINAL RITES, IT WILL BE DELIVERED UNTO THE DEPTHS. FOR AS THE HERALDS GAVE SO MUCH FOR US, OUR BODIES ARE THEIRS AND WILL BE RETURNED TO THEM.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




The wreckage of the Archangel lies in the middle of the living room, looking even worse under the harsh glow of unfiltered naphtha lamps. The wings have been entirely removed, but the main cavity, its arms and legs, are all still raggedly intact.

Including the body of the saint inside.

I stand in the entryway, arms crossed, unwilling to take another step closer to that metal monster. Liren and Orion are crouched near it, murmuring to each other as they study the pieces, the person inside. Dani sits in an armchair in the far corner, next to Garian and Mira, and when she tries to put her boots up on the little table in front of her, Mira swats her arm and gives her such a look that Dani immediately swings her feet to the floor and sits up a little straighter.

I scowl at the ugly, broken construct. The sight of it makes my skin crawl with disgust. Or maybe some kind of deep, primal fear. “Why the fuck did you bring it here?”

Liren looks up, wiping their hands on a clean cloth. “Were we supposed to just leave it out there on the open alloy as a dead giveaway for the other angels? Like, ‘Hey, we’re here and we destroyed your friend’? We’re running out of time before we have to get a move on as it is.”

I don’t respond or give them the satisfaction of admitting they make a good point—I don’t want that thing anywhere near me, period.

“Look,” Liren says with a heavy sigh. “We needed to cover our tracks a bit, and I also wanted to take a closer look, preferably with some amount of privacy. Discovering that there’s a human inside these—”

“Sorcha.” The name slips from my mouth before I can stop it.

Liren raises their eyebrows, surprised. “Sorry?”

I want to bite my tongue for betraying me. Why did I feel the need to correct them? What does it matter what it’s called? This thing took Halle from us. It’s not like it’s a person. It’s not like it matters.

Dani’s sharp, amber gaze pins me even from across the room, not letting me off the hook, damn her. “You said Sorcha.”

“Sorcha Tannith,” I finally admit. “That was her name. She was a saint.”

Orion makes a little oh of recognition as he straightens, staring down at the figure inside. “That’s why her face is familiar…”

Atlas draws a little closer, frowning. “She’s not…”

“Alive?” Liren finishes for him. “No, not exactly.”

“What does ‘not exactly’ mean?” Dani snaps, her eyes narrowing. “She’s alive or she isn’t.”

Liren shakes their head. “It’s difficult to explain. Most typical signs of life are nonexistent. But then…” They look over, motioning me forward. “Val, would you step a little closer?”

I don’t want to. I hate that Archangel. Loathe it, even. I’m also terrified of it. Of what it might mean and what it might make me feel. But I step into the room, arms still clutched tight around me as I move up next to it.

For the second time, I look down at what remains of Sorcha Tannith, and here in this brightly lit room, without the heat of battle and grief burning sun-bright through me, it’s even more jarring. Her body is withered, caged and pinned by dark-gray metal along every inch. There are slices and stab marks visible from where Toothpick hit, but there are no signs of bleeding. A human face—or, at least, a face that was human once but barely resembles it now. Bleached skin stretched tight over too-sharp cheekbones and sinking into every hollow of her skull. That thinned-out halo of bright-red hair. Eyes fully black from corner to corner, ringed with white lashes, and staring out at nothing. Metal bars protrude from the sides of her neck and the top of her skull, connecting her to the automaton skeleton surrounding her, and embedded in her chest is the naphtha heart, a dodecahedron of golden glass and black iron.

The scarred metal frame jerks. The less-damaged arm twitches, articulated fingers curling and uncurling, reaching for something.

Reaching for me.

“See?” Liren says. “There’s something still awake inside.”

I inch back just a little, but I can’t tear my gaze from Sorcha’s black eyes and hollowed-out face. She looks older than when she was taken—not a small child, but a person in their late teens or twenties, even. She grew and changed at some point before she was fused with this monstrosity. What happened between that moment when the Archangels whisked her away from her skyliner home and now?

What happened to you?

But also: Why didn’t your parents protect you? Why didn’t anyone protect you?

Somewhere underneath my shock and disgust and hatred and fear is a sickly thread of guilt, churning away at my insides. Because I had Orion. I had Mama. And even later, Dani. People who knew my secret and chose me over the chapels. Over the beliefs the Heralds tried to grind into us.

Sorcha. Gabriel. They had no one.

“If you take her out, what happens to her?” I ask.

I can feel Liren’s eyes on my face, studying me carefully before they respond in a gentle, careful voice. “I can’t say for absolute certainty. My best guess? Whatever’s left of her will slip away, and she’ll truly be gone.”

Orion is pacing a short circle in the limited amount of floor space left in the living room, his hands clasped behind his neck. “So does this mean all the Archangels, every one we see flying around and picking up new saints and all that—they have a saint inside them?”

“Holy fucking shit.” Dani looks disturbed enough to throw up, which is saying something considering the work she’s seen the Butcher do lately.

“Someone—or something—is doing this to them,” I say. “They’re taking those children and turning them into this.” They would’ve turned me into this.

“There’s been hundreds of saints over the years. Why would anyone do this?” Orion stops, swinging his gaze from me to Atlas to Liren with a pleading look in his eye. Like one of us must have some kind of reasonable answer. “What’s the purpose?”

“The purpose of what?”

I spin around to see Kelda, standing in the entryway. Her hazel eyes are still red and puffy from old tears and there are imprinted lines on her cheek from the quilt she’d been curled around. Her short black hair sticks up every which way, and she looks small and young. Younger than even her eleven years.

I step in front of her, putting my hands on her shoulders. “You’re supposed to be sleeping, smalls.”

She tilts her head to look past me at the Archangel wreckage. “I want to see it.”

My first instinct is to tell her no. To take her back upstairs to the bedroom so she won’t have to be exposed to all this and have to wrestle with the same confusing rush of feelings that are swamping me right now.

But who am I kidding? It’s far too late for that.

So I take her hand and lead her into the middle of the room. I watch her face as she takes in the body trapped inside, waiting to see hate, horror, revulsion, rage. Her eyes widen a little, new tears glistening in the corners, and a little furrow of concern wrinkles her forehead.

Kelda reaches inside to touch one of Sorcha’s exposed fingers. “Who was she?”

“Her name was Sorcha. She was a saint like me once.”

“She looks so young.” It’s almost funny to hear Kelda say that, when she looks even younger. Kel wraps her hand around that one bony finger and looks up at me. “Are we gonna take her to the Depths and put her to rest?”

“Put her to rest?” Kelda flinches at my harsh tone, and I take a breath, dropping to a knee in front of her. “Halle is gone. I’m not gonna mourn the monster responsible.”

“She didn’t choose this,” Kelda says softly. “She was just a kid who was born storm-touched.” Like you. She doesn’t say those words, but I hear the echo of them anyway. She squares her shoulders to me and juts out her chin. “She deserves to rest just as much as anyone else, and we’re the only ones left to do it.”

The determination is so strong in her that I get the feeling she’ll try to make this happen whether I agree or not.

“Okay, then,” I sigh. “Let’s do it.”



It takes close to an hour to get everything ready. Liren and Orion work together to extricate Sorcha’s body as much as possible from the Archangel’s frame. She looks even smaller and frailer outside of it, and I have to leave the room as Kelda helps Atlas wash and wrap the body in thin, light-colored cloth from Garian and Mira’s linens. Every time I stare into her fathomless, unseeing eyes, my heart squeezes with sympathy, with sadness for her, and I don’t want to feel either of those things.

I don’t want to keep carrying around the thought: That was supposed to be me.

In the deep darkness of the early-morning hours, Orion and Atlas lift Sorcha’s body onto their shoulders and carry her through the quiet, empty streets of Concord. Liren, Dani, Kelda, and I walk along behind them, Kelda’s hand tight around mine all the way to the outskirts of town.

On the edge of the Depths, the Bookers set the wrapped body on the ground, and we stand in a half circle around it as Atlas kneels down. One hand over Sorcha, one hand clutching his preacher medallion, Atlas prays:

“In the space beyond death, there is no more pain. There is no more suffering. There is no more loss. May all the ugliness in this life follow you no more. May you know peace and grace. And may we find you there, in the light, at the end of all things.”

Liren steps forward and kneels next to Atlas, and together, they push Sorcha gently over the edge into the Elysian Depths. Her body vanishes, that darkness below eating her up.

Just like it did to Halle.

“Val…”

I glance up as Orion steps close to me. His voice is soft with understanding, gentle in that particular way he often has, and I know he can see that something inside me is shattering.

I look away, my throat aching with the grief back-building like a firestorm. “Everything hurts.”

He takes my hand and cradles it in both of his like it is a delicate thing instead of a deadly weapon. “I know.”

I don’t know why that makes the tears finally come, pouring from the corners of my eyes, down my cheeks, dripping off my jaw. Maybe because he didn’t say he was sorry or that it would be okay or any other bullshit sentiment. Just simply: I know.

Kelda wraps her arms tight around me, her head on my chest, her ear pressed right over the spot where my heart beats.

Where it still beats even though it shouldn’t anymore. How could something so broken still work?

“It’s okay,” she whispers to me. “I got you.”







CHAPTER THIRTY



“SOMETIMES THESE DAYS IT IS DIFFICULT TO REMEMBER MY BROTHER. HIS FACE, HIS SMILE, HIS VOICE WILL COME TO ME IN FITS AND STARTS. BUT STRANGELY, I CAN ALWAYS PERFECTLY RECALL THE SONG HE USED TO HUM, CONSTANTLY, FROM THE MOMENT HE DISCOVERED HIS VOICE. AND OFTEN AS HE DID SO, I FOUND HIM TURNING AND STARING OFF TO THE NORTH.”

—FROM THE WRITINGS OF ELSJE AALDENBERG (YEAR 1000)




I sleep.

I don’t plan on it, but I feel so exhausted and wrung out by the time we get back to the row house that I collapse on the bed upstairs and instantly slip into unconsciousness.





Mama sings.

I stand with her in the chapel in Covenant. She sings Trinity’s song and it rises to greet her, growing louder and louder until it vibrates painfully in my ears and shakes the ground beneath us. The statues of the Twelve Heralds tremble, cracks spiderwebbing across their surface, and then suddenly they crumble and flake away into piles of rust. The base of their dais splits wide, blue-white light pouring from it.

I bend low over the light, peering down inside the split dais. There’s a swath of green—pure, rich green—and little stalks of purple flowers. The creature from the Aaldenberg knot sits among them, a bushy tail curled around its body, big triangular ears swiveling as it looks up at me with amber-colored eyes.

A huge hand lands on my shoulder. Gasping, I spin around.

Herald Covenant looms over me, twice as tall as anyone I’ve ever met. His mouth doesn’t move, but his voice echoes around me.

Proof of life.





I start awake, cracking my skull against the headboard of the bed as I jerk upward. With a grunt, I sit up, rubbing at the sore spot on the side of my head as I look around for Halle and Kelda. The other side of the bed is empty and so is the chair, so maybe they—

My sleep-starved brain catches up to the rest of me, and reality sweeps through me like a vicious wind.

There is no they. Because Halle is gone.

Outside, Concord’s chapel bells start to ring, pealing through the sunlit air, and for one heart-seizing minute, they sound like other bells. Urgent bells that herald the arrival of Archangels.

But no. No, these are just the usual tones calling residents to late-morning service. There’s no threat descending from the turquoise sky. No sharp metal wings blotting out the sun, coming to take the little I have left.

Not yet, anyway. Judging by the light, it’s been almost a full day since the first Archangel landed. It won’t be long before it’s missed, before it’s traced back to Concord. We’re going to need to get out of here, today. I just need to figure out a direction to go in.

Still half bleary with sleep, I stumble downstairs. The living room is empty, remnants of the Archangel’s frame still scattered about, but I hear Kelda’s voice and follow the sound to the parlor. She and Dani sit cross-legged on the floor across from each other, that small bushy creature from the Aaldenberg knot padding about on oversize paws.

I freeze in shock, staring at it. I knew it would rewrite something in me to see it awake, and even so I’m still not prepared. The only organic living creatures on Trinity are humans, and this obviously isn’t like us. I don’t have a word for it. Creature feels close, but not quite right. It seems like I should know it, like I’d dreamed it once, but I can’t quite catch the shape of it.

Kelda’s face is puffy, her eyes still red-rimmed and tired, but there’s the slightest hint of a smile as she watches this thing. She wiggles her fingers over the floor, and the creature tilts its head, its big, pointed ears pricked forward, and then pounces.

Dani laughs out loud, a high, bright sound, and I find myself tracing the lines of her face, the spark of happiness in her eyes. She’s always been beautiful in a different way than Orion, with an underlying sharpness to her face and an edge in every quick glance. But here, in this moment, she’s softer, lighter, her guard down for once as she scoops up the creature and drops it into Kelda’s lap.

She catches me staring and winks at me, and an embarrassed flush rises in my cheeks. “Can you believe this thing? I’ve never seen anything like it. Orion said he found it—”

“In the Aaldenberg knot,” I say, quickly looking away. “I know. When did it wake up?”

“It’s not an it, it’s a her,” Kelda says, running her fingers through the soft red-brown hairs along its back. She clutches it close to her chest, bending down to lay her cheek on its narrow chest. Like she wants—or maybe needs—to hear its tiny heartbeat and quick breaths. It—she licks and nibbles at Kelda’s ear, making tiny squeaking sounds. “And her name is Ember.”

Dani puts her hands up, surrendering the point to Kelda. “Ember here apparently woke up, like, an hour ago.”

Right when I was sleeping. Did I dream about it because I knew it would wake? Or did it wake because I’d dreamed it?

If Halle were here, if I’d been the one to fall into the Depths instead of her, she’d know what to say to Kelda. Something compassionate to soften the haunted look in her face. She’d know just how to hug her in a way that made Kelda feel loved and protected and not pitied.

I don’t know how to do any of that. The grief splitting my sternum is too cavernous; I can hardly breathe around it, let alone find a way to comfort anyone else.

“I … need to talk to Orion,” I say, and step out of the parlor, following the hallway to the room at the back of the house.

The Aaldenberg knot is on the table, looking exactly the same as before, and Orion sits in a chair next to it, frowning as he twirls the little flower between his fingers and stares down at the engraved tablet.

He sits up as I come into the room, his expression immediately shifting from thoughtful to concerned. “Hey, how are—”

I slash a hand through the air, cutting him off. “No.”

“Got it.” He leans back again, waving at the puzzle of items in front of him. “I was just going over this all again, trying to figure out … Well, honestly, any of it. I keep thinking there has to be something more here than just a plant, a troublesome fuzz ball, and an extremely short and unsatisfactory message that’s possibly from a Herald but maybe not.”

He sighs, tossing the tablet onto the table with a clatter, and I pick it up, turning the polished silver rectangle over in my hands and rereading the words etched into its surface.

To whomever finds this,

Proof of life. There are answers at the gate. Find me there.

Signed, Samuel Covenant

“The Gate of Heaven.”

Orion frowns up at me. “What about it?”

I hold up the tablet, pointing out the words. “‘There are answers at the gate.’ Meaning: the Gate of Heaven.”

He humphs, skeptical. “Yeah, that was my only real guess so far, too. But it doesn’t make any sense. There’s no such thing as a literal Gate of Heaven. It’s just a concept to make the afterlife feel more real and concrete. And then they can slap it on banners and stained glass windows and preachers’ robes for show.”

He’s not wrong. If you ask a hundred people on Trinity where exactly the Gate of Heaven is, they’d all probably just point vaguely upward, into the sky. It’s just the place somewhere where Archangels come from and the souls of the dead are gathered from the Depths before they pass into the Heralds’ heavenly afterlife.

Except it has to be more than that. It has to be an actual, physical place that the Archangels take saints to, not some vague heavenly realm, because something there is taking us and turning us into Archangels. And I know down to my bones that whatever it is will send more after me. Now that they know a saint is out here, they’re not going to stop, which means Kelda, Orion, Dani—they’re all at risk.

My mind flicks back to Sorcha, gaunt and empty and trapped in that cage of monstrous metal, stripped of everything she used to be. I think about Gabriel Cirillo, taken away six years ago. How young he’d been. How he’d reminded me of Kelda. They would be close to the same age now, if he were still here.

Even if I do the impossible and find a way to shake the Archangels for good, what happens to the next saint? And the one after that? And the one after that? Strings of kids stretching into infinity, robbed of their lives and their futures, ground into bone and blood for the very religion that claims to venerate them.

Orion. Mama. Dani. Halle. They all stood between me and the greedy grasp of the chapels. Halle even lost her life because of it. Why did I deserve to be protected when none of the other saints were? Who will protect the ones who come after me? If they don’t have a Mama or a Halle, an Orion or a Dani, the chapels will collect them, and the Archangels will eat them up.

Unless someone stands up for them. And puts a stop to this fucking cycle once and for all.

“You said this was really old.” I shrug, putting the tablet down. “Maybe it was a real place back when he wrote it.”

Orion tucks the little purple flower into the tiny cup of water we can spare for it. “Maybe it was,” he admits. “But that does jack-all for us now.”

“Still…” I move a few steps closer, leaning against the edge of the table and staring down at him. As much as possible anyway given how tall Orion is, even while sitting. “It’s not like we really have any other leads…”

He chuckles, his grin big and broad. When I keep staring him down with that same expression, though, the laughter fades into shock. “You’re serious. You want to try and find the Gate of Heaven?”

“Ghoulie, you’ve got to be joking.”

Dani’s voice cuts across the small space, and I turn to see her standing in the doorway with Kelda beside her, holding the Ember creature in her arms. It’s nestling its little black nose against her neck, looking sleepy, and Kelda’s hands are latched tightly around it. Tears shimmer in the corners of her hazel eyes, and she blinks furiously, trying to push them back.

Dani glares at me, her jaw clenched tight. “We need a real plan to get you two out of here and hide you somewhere safe. Not some bullshit notion of hunting down a place that doesn’t physically exist.”

“We don’t know for sure that it doesn’t.” I sit down across from Orion and put a hand on the Aaldenberg knot. It still hums a little beneath my fingertips, even now that it’s open. “And if it does … then I think I can find it.”

Orion sits forward, eyebrows raised. “I’m sorry, you can what now?”

“The song that I used to open this,” I say, slowly tracing the symbols on the outside. “I hear it all the time, and it … pulls at me. Always in the same direction. I think all we have to do is follow it, and it’ll lead us to the Gate of Heaven.”

Orion holds my gaze for a long moment and then sits back in his chair again, staring off into a middle distance as he rubs his knuckles along his jaw, turning over everything I just said.

“That actually makes a lot of sense. Elsje Aaldenberg had a little brother who was a saint, and it was his childhood drawings that inspired her theory about the Aaldenberg knots. She left behind writings talking about it, and in them, I remember she mentions that her brother used to hum a song all the time and turned in the same direction every time he did it.”

“North and east,” I say. It’s not a question. I know I’m right before Orion nods.

“Exactly.” He exhales a shaky breath. “Shit, you might be onto something here, V.”

“Onto what?” Dani seethes. “I’m not hearing a plan here.”

Orion holds my gaze, and for a second, I’m a little breathless because we used to look at each other this way when we were younger. Connected on a wavelength that was ours alone, where the soft beauty of his face was my only true fixed point.

“We find the Gate,” he says softly, speaking for both of us. “We dig up whatever secrets they have there. And one way or another, we make sure the Archangels can’t snatch up any saint ever again.”

Not ever. I’ve been playing a game against death for half my life, acting like if I struck first and hard enough, if I ran fast enough, I’d be able to keep all of us safe. But I was never going to win a game like that. I want Kelda to have a life free of these shadows. I want to be the last saint born who has to watch the skies in fear. And that only happens if I stop hiding and face what I am head-on. I’m going to change things for the better. Like Halle would.

“Why can’t we just run away?”

I glance over at Kelda, who’s still standing just inside the doorway. Ember is trying to wriggle its way around the back of her neck, and Kelda patiently plucks the little creature off her shoulders and re-situates it, cradled against her chest. There’s so much going on in Kelda’s expression all at once—grief, worry, fear. After everything she’s been through, she’s still trying to be so brave. I want to be honest with her, lay everything on the table, but it’s not as simple as that. So I give her as much of the truth that I can.

“We could,” I admit. “I want to. But there are Archangels everywhere. My face has been blasted all over Trinity. Wherever we go, they’re eventually going to find us. And next time they do, it could be you who gets hurt.”

I can hear the tremble in her body as she takes a deep breath. “I’m coming with you, then.”

“No.” Pushing up from my chair, I go over to her, taking her face in my hands. “No, you should stay here with Atlas and Liren and Mira and Garian. They’ll be able to keep you safe.”

She frowns up at me, so serious, looking so much older all of a sudden. Her hands grip Ember like a warm, breathing lifeline. “You’re not going without me. I don’t want to be left behind again.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Everyone leaves.” Her voice isn’t much more than a choked whisper. “Papa. Mama. Halle. They go and I’m left here, and I’m just really tired. I don’t want to do it anymore.”

I could argue. I could put my foot down. But I don’t know what’s going to happen to me at the end of this road, and selfishly, I don’t want to say goodbye to my littlest sister just yet. So I wrap my arms around her shoulders, careful not to squish the troublesome critter in her arms, and drop a kiss on the top of her head.

“Okay. You win, smalls. You can come.” For a little while, at least.

I glance over at Dani, whose scowl has only gotten deeper.

“This is a stupid plan,” she snaps.

“Are you saying that because you really think it is? Or because I haven’t asked you to come yet?”

“Both.”

Letting go of Kelda, I step in front of Dani. It’s so disorienting to look into her eyes, to feel that thread that tugs me toward Orion tug me toward Dani, too. My feelings for her and about her have swung so wildly back and forth over the last several days, but she’s still here, when she doesn’t have to be. And that earns her the one true thing I can admit right now:

“I could use your help. Looking out for everyone.”

Her scowl softens a little, and she pokes me hard in the chest. “Fine. But you owe me infinite favors after this. There will never be an end to what you owe me.”

I turn back to Orion, who has his face buried in his hands, like he’s trying to hide from what comes next. “What do you think, O?”

He lets out a sigh so heavy he’s in danger of blowing a wall down. “Atlas is going to hate this.”



Atlas stares at us, his hands pressed flat against the tabletop. “You’re going to do what now?”

I stand just inside the kitchen, my rucksack already secured across my back, my arm around Kelda’s shoulders. Dani leans against the doorjamb on my left. Liren sits on one side of Atlas. On the other side, Orion has items from his thievery kit scattered all over the table and is sorting through them, muttering under his breath as he decides what to take and what to leave.

“We’re going to find the Gate of Heaven.”

Liren studies me, mild surprise written across their face. “Easier said than done considering we’re not even sure it exists. The Heraldic Ministry could be lying about that entirely. They’ve certainly done it before.”

I stare back at them with a set jaw. “It does. I know it does. The Archangels take the saints somewhere, and I can find it.”

“And then what?” Liren asks.

Then … I’m not sure. I don’t even know what to expect at the Gate if we can get there. But I don’t want to admit that out loud, so I just say, “We’re still working out the details to that part.”

Atlas stands abruptly, looking angry enough to flip the whole table over. He levels a heated glare right at me. “This is ridiculous. You just lost Halle. You’re grieving. You can’t make that go away by getting everyone else killed with some stupid, half-assed plan!”

Prickles of outrage rise all along my spine. “It’s better than running around Trinity, waiting for angels to catch up. It’s not like they’re just going to stop coming after me.”

“Sure, of course, it’ll be much better to save them some time and effort and show up on their doorstep instead.” He rounds on Orion, pointing a finger at his brother’s chest. “And you. You’re even worse. Following clues in some ridiculous box that could be a fake for all you know.”

Orion flicks a hand over at the soft, fluffy form of Ember, curled up and snoring in Kelda’s arms. “You want to explain what that is? Because I’ve never seen anything like it in my life.” He snatches another piece of equipment and aggressively shoves it into his rucksack. “I’m going, Atlas. You and I both know that something is not right here, and it’s getting worse. The heat, the storms, and now those weird flares of light … If there’s even a chance I can get some answers, then I have to at least try.”

Liren sits very still, watching Dani, who stares right back at them. It’s like a competition of the unbothered. “And you?” they ask. “What about you?”

“You know me,” Dani says with a poison-sweet smile. “I’m just such a team player.”

Atlas sinks slowly back into his seat, shaking his head. He looks over at Orion, and the brothers have an entire silent conversation, just in the way that their eyes meet and the minute changes in their expressions.

Finally, Atlas rubs at his eyes wearily. He’s looking at me when he asks, “How would you even know where to go?”

I shift a little on my feet. It still feels strange to talk about this out loud after so long holding it close and secret. “The song the prophets are always humming? I hear it, too. I’ve heard it all my life. It’s a saint thing, I guess, and it … pulls at me. If we follow that pull, we’ll find the Gate. I think.”

Liren leans forward, propping their elbows up on the table. “Which direction is it pulling you toward?”

“So far? North and east.”

Liren nods, but their eyes go over to Atlas, waiting, because everyone here seems to know that his final word will hold the most weight. Atlas is quiet, still frowning deeply, and I know where his head is at because it’s the same place mine would be. His brother has already risked so much—as the Skywayman, as my friend. He’s so worried right now that he’ll lose someone else he loves that his bones ache.

Atlas drags his gaze up to mine, and I can see the weight he carries inside it. When Orion and I were little, he was always there, even if he wasn’t physically with us. He was a protective shadow cast over us, a safety net, especially after their father was taken away. Once you become that shadow, you never stop being it. Not even when the people you watch over are all grown-up. Not even when they’re gone and there’s no hope of them coming back.

Atlas sighs. “You’ll need to take the carriage.”

I honestly am more shocked than if he just admitted they had a luxury homestead in storage. Naphtha-powered carriages were developed years and years ago, but they were rare. Mostly because they’d never quite caught on, so only a finite number were made. Skyliners were never interested in them because they preferred their airships and homesteads, and most everyone down on the ground couldn’t afford them. Either because the initial cost was too high or because they couldn’t afford enough naphtha to power one.

“You two have a carriage?” I ask. “Since when?”

“My parents have the carriage, actually,” Liren says. “Found one put out for scrap and fixed it up. That’s one of the reasons why we thought it’d be good to come to Concord. It would give us another option for getting out of town fast.”

“It’d definitely be faster than the mounts.” Orion fidgets with his pile of items and devices, thinking.

Something very small, but bright and painful sparks in the hollow parts of my chest. The sooner we can get there, the sooner I can get to the bottom of this. For myself. For Kelda. Maybe even for any future saints.

Atlas pushes himself away from the table and stands, his preacher medallion swinging against his dark maroon shirt. “We’re going with you.”

Orion looks up sharply. “Wait, really?”

“None of you know how to drive a carriage. You won’t get very far on your own.” He looks down at Liren, who gives him a barely perceptible nod, and then he knocks a fist gently against Orion’s shoulder. “Finish up with your stuff. We leave in half an hour.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE



“THERE HAVE BEEN SOME ATTEMPTS AT EXPLORING THE ORIGIN POINTS OF OUR BLESSED AQUEDUCTS, GIVEN THAT HUMANS OFTEN HAVE AN ILL-ADVISED AND DANGEROUS SENSE OF CURIOSITY. BUT THE MYSTERIES OF THE HERALDS’ GREAT DESIGN HAVE BEEN IMPOSSIBLE TO PENETRATE. EXPLORERS OFTEN FIND THEMSELVES GOING IN CIRCLES OR INEXPLICABLY LOST IN THE COPPER PLAINS.”

—TRINITY: A TOPOGRAPHICAL OVERVIEW, PROFESSOR BEATRICE BARTLEWICK




The carriage is hidden in a ramshackle storage shed on the outskirts of Concord and is so old that I don’t know that I’d even recognize what it was if the Bookers hadn’t already told me. It looks a bit like a low wagon with three pairs of wide-set wheels at the front, middle, and back, and a strong, crisscrossing cage of bars arching up over the cart itself. At the front, six automaton mounts stand, quiet and dark, their plating covering the naphtha hearts sitting in the chest of each one. They’re a bit rusty, but still elegant-looking, with long legs and faces, small pricked-up ears, and a strip of metal along their arching necks molded to look like hair streaming backward.

“We couldn’t find anything down here in the dust that would protect the wheels,” Garian explains as I sling my rucksack onto the carriage floor. He moves around, checking and double-checking all the mechanisms involved in making this thing move. “Nothing we could afford, anyway. But Orion here”—Orion shoots me a wink as he clambers by me into the carriage interior—“found a skyliner material that we could get our hands on.”

“Legally, of course,” Orion says in a tone as dry as the Copper Plains.

Garian straightens and reaches out to take Liren by the shoulders, the hint of tears shining in his eyes. “This feels a lot more dangerous than sending you off to pester preachers and wardens.”

Liren pecks him on the cheek and then turns to hug Mira. Mira holds her child much tighter and longer this time.

“It’ll be okay,” Liren says as they step back. “We’ll be back before you know it.”

Mira levels a fierce look at me. “You keep them all safe, understand?”

I couldn’t even keep Halle safe, I think, but I just nod and turn away.

“Is this going to carry all of us okay?” Dani eyes the carriage with blatant doubt as she gives Kelda a boost inside, then tosses in their rucksacks and water rations. “Six people and our gear and—”

“Carriages were designed to actually carry around ten people at a time,” Orion says, reaching out a hand to help Kelda balance as she plops down into a seat and settles fuzzy Ember in her lap. She hasn’t let go of the little thing for an instant since it woke up, hand-feeding it bits of her own food and water rations. “It was supposed to be a whole new commerce area—run a carriage, charge people to ride, the usual.”

Dani humphs, still not convinced, but she finally sighs and crawls in after me. “Fine. But it looks like a tragic accident in the making.”

“Don’t worry.” Atlas places his hand against an emerald-green crystalline pad and the automaton mounts spring to life, the naphtha hearts and veins inside them igniting with blue-white light that glows through their eye sockets and the gaps in their plating. He shifts the levers lined up in front of him and we start to roll forward. “We’ve tested this out several times, and it worked perfectly at least once.”

Dani can barely get out a shout of protest before the carriage picks up speed and takes off, rumbling roughshod over the lightningrail bridge and then shooting north off across the Copper Plains.

For the first hour or so of the ride, I sit stiff and upright in my low seat, not quite comfortable with the feeling of the carriage. It’s so different from a train car, which shifts and clacks in a familiar rhythm, but it’s not quite smooth like an airship, either, because you still get the tangible sensation of the ground beneath you. I’m not sure I like it, if I’m being honest, but at least I’m able to settle into it after a while, leaning back and letting my muscles unclench. I’m seated at the back, with Orion on my right and Dani next to him. Kelda sits up front, sandwiched between Atlas and Liren, who are trading off driving and navigating. The smothering heat of the day eases slightly as the hours pass and the sun starts to set.

At the front of the carriage, I watch as Atlas points at the sky, mutters something to Liren, and then twists one of the levers, adjusting our trajectory.

I lean over toward Orion so he can hear me over the wind without me raising my voice too much. “What are they doing?”

“Hmm? Oh.” He shifts in his seat, rubbing at his face like he might’ve been about to drift off to sleep. “They’re using the stars to navigate, I think, to make sure we’re still headed in the right direction. Pretty much the only way to know where you’re going out here since there are no streets or signposts or anything else like that.”

I follow the angle of Atlas’s arm, trying to discern what he sees in the night sky. “How do they know what to look for?”

“That’s a very excellent question for someone who’s not me.” He folds his hands behind his head, cradling it as he tilts his chin up to the starscape. “I’m just a spectator when it comes to things like this.”

“As opposed to the things you’re an expert in, like thieving and pretty talk.”

“Did you just call me pretty?” I’m not even looking at him, but I can still hear the grin in his voice. “You can’t take that back, y’know.”

I roll my eyes so hard they hurt a little. Of course he took it like that. “I said you know how to talk pretty. That’s very different.”

He waves my excuse away, smiling so big his teeth shine in the darkness. “All I heard was the word pretty, so I’m going with that.”



By early the next morning, with the burning eye of the sun already bearing down on us, the appeal of the carriage has completely worn off. The frame offers very little protection from the sunlight. Liren hands each of us spectacles with dark, smoky quartz lenses to make the glare off the alloy more bearable, but they can’t help with the oppressive heat that leaves us sticky with sweat and cramped together. The combination of the heavy warmth and the movement of the carriage gets to Kelda at one point, and she spends an hour with her head hanging over the side, throwing up. I let her have two of my water rations after that, and then she curls up tight next to me, her head in my lap, Ember nestled against the crook of her neck. I run my fingers through her hair until she’s deep asleep.

More than once, we have to stop so I can better hear Trinity’s song and adjust our course. It’s still steadily pulling us north, but east a bit, too, almost like we’re headed for the very top of the world. We have to take a wide berth around the city of Diligence, which even from a distance looks twice as big as Covenant. Other little mirage towns crop up here and there, too, sometimes so masked by shimmering heat waves that you don’t know if they’re really there or not. I check the skies a lot, watching for more Archangels coming toward us, but I see nothing.

Somehow, that doesn’t bring me any relief.

Nightfall makes the carriage slightly more bearable. Enough for most of us to fall asleep, at least, although Atlas and Liren take turns at the controls so we can keep moving.

It’s at dawn the next morning that Kelda taps my arm to get my attention. I look over at her, but she nods upward.

At the giant, dark, winged shapes flying high above us.

Three Archangels, circling slowly and lazily against the pastel early-morning sky. A hundred feet or more up, too far to reach even with phasing. Not attacking. Not coming down to get me. Just waiting.

Like they already know I’m coming to them.

Like they’re taunting me, knowing I won’t stop, even with their shadows haunting me, because this endless trail of stolen saints has to end and I’m going to be the one who ends it. Kelda watches me, worry tight all over her face, but neither of us says anything out loud to the others. I force a smile to try to show her I’m not bothered and put an arm around her shoulders, holding on to her until she finally relaxes.

When I look up again, the Archangels are gone.







CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO



“THE GATE OF HEAVEN IS NOT FOR MORTAL EYES OR MINDS. IT IS BEYOND OUR COMPREHENSION, AND WE ARE ONLY PREPARED TO EXPERIENCE IT IN DEATH, AFTER HAVING SPENT OUR LIVES IN ACCORDANCE WITH THE HERALDS’ LAW. TO LOOK UPON IT BEFORE THEN WOULD BE TO ENDANGER OUR VERY SOULS.”

—TREATISE NO. 1 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




The blue of the sky is starting to darken again into a brilliant red-orange sunset when we reach a cluster of rundown shacks and small buildings, rusted and weathered by wind and dust, slouched together a few steps away from another rift of the Elysian Depths, although the span between the two alloy continents is narrower here. Maybe half a mile across at most, and there’s a rough metal bridge arcing across it. More than anything, the place looks like it serves as an intersection; water and naphtha aqueducts meet in a knotted cluster and shoot off in several different directions.

Liren pulls the carriage to a stop in front of a sloping shack with a little sign hanging from the eaves of the front porch that reads THE LAST OUTPOST. It squeaks in an unsettling rhythm as it swings in the breeze. The carriage’s automaton mounts go dark as Liren places their hand against the crystalline pad, and my bones practically creak as I clamber out, stiff from disuse and the cramped quarters of the carriage. My skin feels sticky all over from dried sweat, and my lips are so cracked, my mouth so parched that I’d be tempted to stab my knives into one of those water aqueducts just to get at the liquid inside if I thought I’d actually be able to puncture them.

Trinity’s song curls around me, clear and welcoming after all the hours in the carriage, tugging my gaze northward out across the Plains. A pall of silvery clouds hangs in the air, maybe ten or so miles away, and the air all around it crackles with lightning, arcing downward in vibrant blues and yellows and pinks. A stagnant magnastorm, just hanging there above what looks like empty alloy.

But the song says otherwise. It’s ringing in my ears at a fever pitch, and I know with certainty that the Gate is nearby.

Orion comes up behind me and touches my elbow. “Val? You okay?”

“We’re close.” My hands tighten into fists at my sides.

“Hold up, don’t go getting any ideas.” Orion takes me by the arm, pulling me toward the shop. “We’ve been driving for two days. We all need to rest for a hot second and maybe eat something.”

I don’t want to rest. I want this over with. I want to claw my way into the Gate and shred whoever or whatever sits at the heart of it to pieces, and it feels ridiculous to delay another second. But my empty stomach growls loudly and exhaustion tips the world around me, making me lightheaded, so I reluctantly let him lead me toward the door.

It’ll be easier to make my move after nightfall anyway. When everyone is deep asleep, so they won’t be able to interfere with what I know I have to do.

The interior of the shack is just as neglected as the outside, with a counter in the middle of the room and shelves full of dust-covered jars and wares behind that. If anyone lived or worked here, it obviously hasn’t been occupied for a long time.

Atlas and Liren start unpacking their rucksacks, clearing away space and laying out bedrolls on the floor. Kelda climbs up on the back counter and starts looking through the jars of preserves and packets of dense hardtack crackers on the shop shelves, holding each one out to Ember to sniff and give the okay before she hands it down to Dani.

I stand at the grimy front window, my eyes fixed on the thick, shadowy line of the Depths. A little shiver trickles down my spine. I can hear the hum of Trinity’s song reaching up to me from the alloy. It sings in my bones, soft but insistent, digging at me, and for a second, I think I see a flash of blue-white light on the horizon.

“Hey.” Orion tugs at my elbow again, pulling me away from the glass. “Kelda found hardtack. Take a load off for a minute and try this”—he shakes one of the packets of hardtack in my face—“Sweet Cracker Tack Delight.”

I snort, rolling my eyes, but I also pluck the packet out of his fingers and slide down onto the floor, settling myself beside Kelda, who’s feeding little bits of hardtack to Ember, and Dani, who’s squeezing a small ration of water from the canteen into her mouth. Orion kneels in front of me, rooting around in his rucksack.

“Good. You managed that without hurting yourself. How about we check those injuries next?”

I scowl at him. “Not me. I’m—”

“—fine, yes, I got that part.” Orion waggles his eyebrows at Dani. “You want to go first, Morales?”

She winks at him. “I don’t have any injuries, slick, but if you feel like poking at me just for fun…”

Kelda squawks, clapping her hands over Ember’s pointed little ears. “Gross! There are children present!”

Orion laughs, rich and deep, and something about that exchange—the ease, the friendliness—lights a warm little spark underneath my ribs. Reassures me that they’ll be okay, all of them. They’ll have one another to lean on if somehow I don’t come back from this.

“Okay, just you then, V.” He flicks me on the arm as I start to protest. “Don’t say it. I know for a fact you’ve got an injury or two, so let me see.”

Scowling, I ease my vest from my shoulders and take off my belt. Orion works with gentle fingers to pull the edge of my shirt up.

“Liren’s patch jobs on these stab wounds are still holding up.” He pokes and prods at them, and I grit my teeth. “Pretty impressive considering you haven’t exactly been taking it easy.”

I hiss as his fingertips find the bruises along my rib cage from where the Archangel’s metal hand had squeezed me. “I’ll take it easy when this is all finished.”

“You can’t sell me lies like that, Valene Bruinn. I know your secrets. Kel, can you help me out here?”

Kelda brushes crumbs off her hands and grabs the little sack Orion gestured to, dumping a handful of medical supplies on the floor. One by one, she hands him the items he asks for while he cleans the wounds and changes the bandages and reminds me over and over to sit tight and stop grumbling. He spreads a salve over the multicolored bruises, his warm hands moving over my bare skin in smooth, gentle strokes.

“There,” he says finally. “That should last you awhile longer.”

I roll my shirt back down, moving my torso around gently, feeling the motion of it, the only minor twinge of pain. I open my mouth to thank him, but he’s already grinning at me knowingly. So I shoot him a look and sit back against the wall, snatching up the hardtack and biting off a stale hunk of it angrily. Kelda giggles, and I loop an arm around her in a loose, playful headlock, poking her in the rib cage where I know she’s the most ticklish.

“Watch yourself, smalls. I’m still bigger than you.”

She squirms free, swatting my arm away. “For now.”

A shudder ripples through me. Through the floor and the walls of the shack. I go still, listening for … Nothing. I hear nothing outside. Not a single gust of air. Not the creaking of that sign swaying in the breeze.

Everything is still.

I don’t even realize I’m phasing until I’m suddenly outside, standing in front of the abandoned shop, my face pointed north toward that churning storm. All the world around me feels frozen, suspended.

When the light flares up from the black slash of the Depths, I open my arms, welcoming it and how it washes over me like cool water down a parched throat.

Valene …

I close my eyes and see wings, burned like afterimages into my vision. I see rain pouring from the sky, so vivid I can almost feel the drops on my skin.

A moment later, the light stutters and then dies away, sinking below the alloy once more. Wind cuts down the street, ruffling my cropped hair.

“Val?”

I open my eyes and turn to see all of them—Kelda, Orion, Dani, Atlas, Liren—watching me from the steps of the porch.

“Val,” Kelda says again. “Where are you going?”

They wait, their gazes heavy on my skin. Wanting some kind of explanation or response. But I don’t know what to tell them, how to explain the shape and heft of everything I’m feeling and hearing and seeing. The song and the light and the voice that might be coming from inside Trinity or might be coming from inside me. This unmaking season keeps spooling out in all directions, but there’s a piece at the center of all the threads that I’m still missing.

But I don’t have the words for any of that. So I just shake my head and tell them, “I honestly don’t know.”

I go inside, lie down, turn my shoulder to them, and let exhaustion pull me into sleep.



I wake in the dead of night, clearheaded despite the anxiety and guilt churning in my gut. With painstaking slowness, I gather my belt, my knives, my goggles and mask, my gloves and my half-empty canteen, so careful not to make a sound. My eyes stray to Kelda, dead asleep in the bedroll next to me, and for a moment, I hesitate, trying to memorize everything about her. The shape of her face, how tall she’s gotten, the little starbursts of freckles along her cheekbones.

Be good, smalls. I’ll be back as soon as I can.

And then I phase silently out of the shack, onto the slanted front porch.

The night sky is clouded and impossibly dark, the flash and rumble of the magnastorms off to the north calling to me.

“So no goodbye, then?”

I jump at Atlas’s voice, spinning to see him standing at the edge of the porch, leaning against the corner post. I was so focused on what I was doing that I hadn’t even noticed him there.

“You don’t look surprised.”

“I’m not.” He smiles a little, just enough to curl at the corners of his mouth. “They aren’t, either.”

He jerks his head over his shoulder, toward two figures standing on the north edge of town, waiting for me. It’s too dark to make out their faces, but I don’t need to. I know who they are. I should’ve guessed that this was never going to be as easy as I thought. I was prepared to do this alone, but seeing them now, all I can feel is relief.

“Am I that predictable?”

Atlas chuckles dryly. “To me? No. But those two had you figured out before I think you even knew for sure what you were going to do.”

I glance back over my shoulder at the dark, quiet little shack. “I told Kelda I wouldn’t leave her behind. She’s not going to understand.”

“No, she’s not,” he says, and I appreciate that there’s no softness in his reply. It’s a hard answer delivered with the harshness it deserves. “But she won’t be alone. Liren and I will take care of her.”

I nod, swallowing the ache in the back of my throat. “Thank you.”

His eyes shine darker and deeper than the night, and for a moment, I think that might be all that passes between us. He has no reason to give me anything more. Even after all the help he’s offered us and his kindness to me back on that roof, I was still the harbinger of trouble he thought I’d be.

But just as I’m about to walk away, he puts his hands on my shoulders and bends down to touch his forehead to mine.

“Remember there’s divinity in all of us, Valene Bruinn,” he says. “Even you.”

I can’t find the words to respond to that; they all get clogged in my chest. So I just nod again and step off the porch, strapping on my knives and hooking my canteen on to my belt as I go. Dani and Orion are talking to each other in quiet murmurs, but their conversation drops off abruptly as I get close. They both have rucksacks tied tight and strapped to their backs, but not me. I don’t want to be weighed down by anything extra. Whatever happens out there, I’m facing it as is.

No more running from what I am. No more secrets that hang on me like weights. It’s time to settle this, once and for all.

I scan their faces, the dim silvery luminescence from the moons casting deep black shadows into the hollows of their eyes and their cheeks. “Both of you should head back inside. This is not your fight.”

Orion huffs, looking offended. “Now that is a hell of a thing to say to us. After everything we just went through together.”

“Speak for yourself,” says Dani. She studies her nails, sounding bored. “I’m only here because I bet Booker a hundred cash that we’re going to get all the way up there and find nothing.”

“I can’t…” I meet Orion’s gaze, but the rest of the words won’t come out. I can’t let you break yourself trying to save me.

“It’s not just about you, V,” he says gently. Then he straightens, tightening one of the straps on his rucksack. “Now are we gonna waste more time? Or are we gonna start moving?”

He turns and walks off, heading out into the Plains. Dani gives me a wry, half-hearted smile and then starts after him, jogging to catch up with his long strides.

I stare at their backs, knowing I should object harder, that where I’m going is too dangerous. I should be doing this alone, like I always do.

But look where going it alone got me. Maybe that was the problem all along.

In one phase, I catch up to them, and together, Dani, Orion, and I set off for the Gate of Heaven, just as the second moon clears the horizon.






THE SAINT





THEN

I am—

Hearing. Halle’s first laughs. Round little baby, deep belly chuckles at Papa’s silly faces. Contagious chuckles. Until all four of us are laughing.

I am—

Telling my secrets to Orion on our rooftop. Tucked in the shade beneath a borrowed blanket scrap. A fort, a sanctuary made just for the two of us. Skinned knees. Joined hands. Rust under our nails. Promising to always be together.

I am—

Hiding my face. Dusty tear tracks I don’t want Dani to see. Her thumb on my cheeks, wiping them dry. Cupping my chin long after it’s necessary. Neither of us moving as we meet each other’s eyes and understand.

I am—

Sleeping. Curled up with my sisters. The sound of Mama’s and Papa’s soft breathing. The room, safe. The night air, cool. Back then. To know what a cool breeze felt like.

I am—

Alone. Lying on a rooftop. Every night hotter than the one before.

Waiting …







CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE



“CAN ANY OF US REMEMBER THE FIRST TIME WE WERE TOLD THE STORY OF THE HERALDS? WAS IT TOLD TO US AT ALL? OR WERE WE BORN WITH IT ON OUR TONGUES? CARRYING IT ACROSS OUR BACKS, BURDENED BY GRATITUDE UNTIL IT BEGAN TO TASTE LESS LIKE BENEVOLENCE AND MORE LIKE GUILT.”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




It takes us several long, hot hours to cross the last miles of the Copper Plains. The air is warm and dry and not even the breeze can stop the sweat beading underneath the layers of my Butcher kit. Heat radiates from the ground, sometimes so warm that I can feel it even through the thick, reinforced soles of my boots. There’s no sound except the soft beat of our feet against the alloy, the whistle of wind across my ears, and the flow of Trinity’s song dragging me toward the storm, the pull of it so strong and fierce that I’m sometimes not sure if I’m even in charge of my body. Could I stop walking if I wanted? Or would my feet keep moving, tugged ever forward?

I wrung the last drops out of my canteen about an hour ago, letting the water sit on my tongue, savoring it before I finally swallowed it down. The dryness of the air feels like it tears the moisture from my mouth. Dani and Orion are already dragging, several steps behind me. I have no idea how we’re going to make it back across the Plains once we get out of the Gate.

If we get out of the Gate.

Dani jogs up to my side and offers her canteen to me, but I shake my head, pushing it away. I can hear how little she has left in there, probably not more than a mouthful, and we could be walking for hours more.

“Keep it,” I tell her. “You don’t have enough as it is.”

She sighs, tips the barest sip past her lips, and then caps the canteen off. To our left, the sun is riding low, slipping toward the horizon, painting plum streaks across the evening sky.

“You’re being stubborn just to be stubborn, ghoulie.”

I snort. “Here I thought I was being heroically noble.”

“That would make even less sense than you being stubborn.” Her eyes drift upward, to the glowering silver clouds looming almost directly over our heads now. “What do you think we’re going to find there?”

I follow her gaze, tracing the splintered path of a lightning strike. I try to picture what the Gate of Heaven might actually look like. Will it be the intricate, multicolored glass orb the Ministry depicts it as? It’s possible, but all my brain can come up with is an image of thousands of Archangels piled atop one another, beaming gold light between their razor-sharp wings. I imagine the Gate cracking open like an airship and all of the automatons spilling from its insides.

“Maybe it’s just Archangels making more Archangels over and over,” I say.

Dani humphs, skeptical. “But someone had to create the first Archangel, right?”

“I guess. But that was thousands and thousands of years ago. Whoever that was has got to be long gone by now.”

“So what’s your plan, then?”

What is my plan? All I know is I want it to stop. The fear and secrecy plaguing me, the shadows of angels haunting me. I want to walk away from here knowing that they’ll never be a danger to Kelda or anyone I care about ever again.

“Whatever it takes,” I finally say. “I’ll blow up the whole thing if I have to—I’m not really picky.”

“Blow up the Gate of Heaven … Can’t really accuse you of small goals, huh?” Her voice is light, teasing, but there’s an edge of nervousness underneath it. “You’re not worried about what might happen to your immortal soul—or anyone else’s soul—if you explode the one place that’s supposed to be our bridge connecting Trinity to the Heralds’ heavenly afterlife?”

I frown and glance at her, trying to read her expression in the soft glow of the dying sun. I honestly hadn’t even thought of it in that way. Maybe because I’d stepped off any pathway to the Heralds’ holy realm years ago, when I became the Butcher. That stuff always felt to me like it was for rich skyliners who tithed regularly and were already “blessed.” Not dusters like me with blood beneath our fingernails.

“Do you think that’s what it is?” I ask her.

Dani shrugs. “I don’t know what I believe. You watch enough people go down into the Depths, and it starts to feel like you’re straddling them yourself.” She lets a sigh slip from between her lips, soft, tired. “On the one side, you want to believe in an afterlife where you can see your family again, but on the other side, we’re dusters. We know how dangerous it is to trust an empty promise. Something we can’t see or touch or taste.”

The silence drops between us, cut through with the warm, dry wind. A few steps behind me, Orion swings his head from the setting sun to the shadows of aqueducts off to our right, muttering something under his breath that I can’t make out.

“I say let’s blow it up,” Dani says suddenly, and when I look at her again, her eyes are narrowed, her expression hard with that simmering, familiar anger. “Worst-case scenario, we piss off the Heralds and they’ll come down from on high to punish us. At least then we’ll know for sure.”

I smile a little and look away, down at the alloy. “Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, I haven’t blow anything up yet.”

I shake my head. “I meant for coming all this way. For sticking around.”

“Oh, that.” She waves me away, her tone light and teasing. “Eh, it’s not like I had anything else on my schedule. Plus, all those skyliner homesteads dropped on my house…”

A week ago, I would have let it go, but I don’t know what I’m walking toward and I want to stop being afraid of asking the questions that might have messy, emotional answers. “That’s not the only reason, though, is it?”

“I guess not.” One corner of her mouth curls upward in a half grin. “Truth is, I don’t really have anyone else. Somebody who gives a shit if I’m alive or dead. Somewhere along the way, you’ve become the only family I have left anymore. And there’s not a lot we wouldn’t do for our family, right?”

I meet her eyes. “I’m sorry,” I say, and the words taste so strange because I’ve never before apologized for what the Butcher did. What I did as the Butcher. “I’m sorry about Big Haul. And all your crew.”

She nods, swallowing hard. “I’m sorry, too. If I hadn’t set you up, maybe—”

“Don’t.” I know how the rest of that sentence will go—maybe Halle wouldn’t be dead—and I can’t hear it. I can’t. My rib cage is too fragile for those words; it’ll shatter if they’re spoken. “We were both just…”

“Surviving,” she finishes softly.

She’d said something similar, back in her lodgings. That we were all just pawns, using or getting used. And look where it got us. Look at what we left in our wake.

Surviving can’t be all that matters, Val. Halle’s voice, Halle’s words, ringing again through my head.

I don’t want to use anyone anymore. I don’t want every interaction I have to be a transaction. It can’t be that the only way to live is to take from someone else.

“I saw it in you,” Dani says after a minute. “A couple of months after we started working together.”

I raise an eyebrow at her. “Saw what?”

She waves a hand, gesturing to me and herself. “That similarity between us. I’d gone into the whole thing expecting you to just be some mindless, murdering monster. But then I came to pick you up for a job one night, and you were on the rooftop, crying. You tried to hide it, but there were tears all over your face.”

I suck in a breath. I remember that night. How embarrassed I’d been to have been caught. But also how nice it had felt when she’d put her hand on my shoulder and asked me what was wrong. “After I visited Mama in the chapel. First time I’d gone to see her since they found out she was a prophet and took her away.”

“Still can’t believe you actually told me about that. In that one, brief moment, you gave me this little piece of your heart, and it had all the same jagged edges that my pieces had.” She flashes me another grin, and then, after a beat, she adds in a much softer voice, “I kept hoping that it would happen again. That you would let me in.”

The words are surprisingly tentative, and there’s an expectation underneath them that I don’t know what to do with. It’s the same kind of expectation I heard in Orion’s voice back in that room above the dram shop, when he talked about us becoming something new. Is there a future where I could see myself wanting the same? With Dani and Orion both? To give in to that thread in my chest that tugs me toward them and let it crash all three of us together? I’m not sure. I’m scattered into too many pieces right now. It takes everything in me just to hold myself in this shape and not dissolve into the air.

Maybe in some distant tomorrow under a different sky.

I’m staring down at the ground, trying to come up with some kind of response, when Trinity’s song crowds into my mind, growing suddenly loud and discordant. I’d been following it almost instinctively as we walked, adjusting our path little by little, but now I stop short, throwing out an arm to keep Dani from going any farther.

She frowns at me, confused. “What’s wrong?”

I shake my head, unsure how to answer. The landscape in front of us looks exactly the same as it has for the past ten miles—flat alloy running off in all directions, the storm roiling overhead, the aqueducts off to our right, snaking northward.

Orion draws even with us, swinging his rucksack off his shoulders. “Something’s changed, hasn’t it? Something’s different?”

Tentatively, I put a hand out in front of me …

It stops abruptly. The air is as solid as metal.

Dani hisses in shock as I flatten my palm against it, the juxtaposition of the open landscape and the solidness under my fingers causing my brain some real problems.

Dani looks over at Orion, who’s dropped to his knees on the alloy with his kit open in front of him. “Orion, what is this? Because you don’t look at all surprised.”

The Skywayman nods as he rummages around in his things. “I’m not. I’ve broken into a lot of very fancy places above the skyline with a lot of security, and all they’re hoarding is cash. So it definitely occurred to me that something as ‘sacred and holy’—and by that, I of course mean invaluable and wildly private—as the Gate of Heaven would have an extra barrier or two.”

I walk a little way to the left and then back to the right, running my hand across the solid, transparent surface. “So this is some kind of … invisible wall?”

“More or less, yeah.” He glances up as Dani puts her shoulder against the barrier and shoves against it. “I wouldn’t try pushing through it if I were you. We have no idea how it might respond to … force.”

Dani quickly steps away.

I move up next to him, watching him select three different pieces from his rucksack and start fitting them together with quick, sure movements. “You’ve got another way in.”

“It’s kind of why you recruited me in the first place, right? I have, once or twice, needed to cut my way through Trinity’s alloy—”

“Nothing cuts through the alloy,” Dani counters briskly. “Big Haul tried a million ways to slice open the aqueducts around Covenant, and it never worked.”

“Lucky me, I tried a million and one ways, I guess.” He winks at her and holds up the device in his hands. It looks like a tiny saw, but it’s circular in shape, with a hollow handle that glows like there’s a tiny naphtha engine inside it. I didn’t even know it was possible to make naphtha sources that small. “My own creation and design. Specifically for tricky situations just like this.”

I frown at the little saw and then up at the covered aqueducts nearby. One for water, one for naphtha—both of which continue on north toward the Gate. They’re a lot bigger up here than they are down by Covenant. Twice as tall as me and just as wide.

I raise my eyebrows. “We’re getting in through the aqueduct?”

A wide grin splits Orion’s face. “We’re getting in through the aqueduct.”







CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR



“AS IT SAYS IN THE SACRED LAW, ALL WATER IS BLESSED OF THE HERALDS; THEREFORE, THIS HOLY GIFT MUST BE RATIONED AND DISTRIBUTED IN ACCORDANCE WITH A CITY’S OFFERING AMOUNTS, CHAPEL ATTENDANCE, AND ADHERENCE TO THE HERALDS’ LAW.”

—HERALDIC MINISTRY OFFICIAL DECREE (YEAR 12)




You’re sure this is safe?”

Dani peers into the hole that Orion cut into the side of the aqueduct. The sun is so low on the horizon now that there’s hardly any light left to see and definitely not enough to illuminate the pitch-dark inside of the tunnel beyond. All we have to go by is the sound of water gurgling along the bottom.

“You want the honest answer or the slightly less honest answer?” Orion ties off his pack and slings it over his shoulders. “We’re trying to march on the Gate of Heaven, Morales. I don’t think there’s a fully safe option.”

“How did you even know it would be empty enough to move through?” I ask.

“Don’t tell me I’m the only one who ever banged on one of these to see if it was hollow.” He raps his knuckles against the aqueduct’s side, the impact making a deep, resonant bong. “Plus, logically, it can’t be full to the brim and flowing all the time. More likely that water and naphtha are doled out at regular intervals, you know?”

“Okay, then, Skywayman.” Dani flashes him a sharp grin. “You first.”

I step forward before he can move, securing my goggles over my eyes. “No. I’ll take point. You two stay close behind me.”

I phase into the aqueduct, doing a sweeping check of the interior before motioning for the others to follow. Dani clambers in, muttering about me being a “show-off,” and then Orion next. He pulls up the section of metal that he cut and uses yet another item from his thievery kit to solder it back into place.

“Great,” Dani grumbles as even that one spare rectangle of ambient light goes dark. “Now I can’t see anything at all.”

I ignore her, dropping to my knees in the water that’s flowing along the bottom of the aqueduct. It’s cold and quick and only about a foot deep, and I immediately dip my hands into it, scooping big gulps into my mouth until my stomach feels full to bursting and the chill of it travels all down my limbs. I can’t see well enough in here even with my goggles, but it tastes so clear and clean that it’s almost sweet. The air around us is cool as well—chilly, even—and I shiver as it collides with my sweat-slick skin.

“I didn’t know water could taste like this,” Orion says, sounding almost giddy, and I can hear Dani drinking greedily. Our voices, every movement we’re making, echo loudly against the metal sides of the aqueduct.

“Tell me about it.” There’s a soft pop as Dani unstoppers her canteen and pushes it down into the water. “Every water ration I ever had tasted like dust. You think skyliners get to drink water like this all the time?”

“Of course they do. They’re the ones who are blessed, right?” I get back to my feet, hooking my own refilled canteen to my belt. Ahead of us, the aqueduct stretches off into the distance; there’s no sign of a barrier like the one outside and Trinity’s song has softened back into its usual melody. “Orion, if you’re wrong about this, we’re about to have the shortest trip ever.”

“They won’t block the aqueducts,” Orion says, water sloshing around his ankles as he stands. “And they won’t expect anyone to come up them, either.”

I don’t ask who this invisible they might be—I doubt he knows any more than I do—but we both know there’s something waiting up ahead. I can feel it lurking just out of sight, waiting for its moment to strike.

Putting my hands out in front of me, I take a tentative step forward. And then another. And then another. Expecting at any moment to hit a wall or a grate or something that will keep us from going any farther.

When I’m several yards away, I look back at them. “Looks like you were right, O. The path is clear.”

In the shaded oranges and blues of my goggles, I see Orion sling an arm around Dani’s shoulders.

“You can’t see it right now, Morales,” he tells her cheerfully, “but my expression is very smug.”

Dani hip-checks him off her. “And mine is very murderous. Lead the way, ghoulie, we’ve still got a ways to go.”

We slog our way north in the dark, our boots quickly getting heavy and waterlogged as we walk against the current. I wouldn’t think water this shallow would be a big issue, but it’s tiring working against it, and the coldness of it and the air in the aqueduct quickly shifts from refreshing to numbing. An hour into it, I can barely feel my feet except to know that they’re still moving, and there’s a bone-shaking chill spreading all over my body. I clutch my arms around my stomach, but I’m still shivering.

“Hey, Skywayman,” Dani says, her teeth chattering, “what do you say you break out your handy tools and get us out of here?”

Orion cups his hands to his mouth, exhaling warm breath across his fingers. “It’s too dangerous. We don’t know what might be waiting for us on the other side. We should follow it all the way to the end, just to be safe.”

Dani shifts from one foot to another, alternating which boot is in the water. “And then what? You don’t think these aqueducts are just going to dump us out in the official Heavenly Room Full of Secrets, do you?”

“Hey, I get that it’s not an ideal plan, but it’s not like there are public records for this place or anything.” Orion actually sounds disgruntled, which … trust Dani to get a rise even out of him. “I’m having to play it a little more by instinct. And my instinct is telling me that it’s better to get as close as possible without being seen.”

“Your instinct also doesn’t have feet that are literally freezing off their body right now.”

“Maybe if you walked faster and talked less—”

“Talking is the only thing keeping my lungs warm—”

“That’s not how that works—”

“Shut up.” My voice cuts across their argument, and they both go silent, stopping short as they realize I’ve come to a halt half a step ahead of them. I stare down the dark cylinder of the aqueduct, tilting my head to one side and then the other.

“What is it?” Dani asks, her voice barely audible.

“I thought I heard…” There. A rushing noise, like a heavy, violent wind. The kind that heralds an oncoming magnastorm. A moment later, the view from my goggles fills with orange kinetic movement.

A wall of water, filling the aqueduct from top to bottom. Surging toward us.

“Val…” Orion’s voice is filled with dread.

Dani’s hand wraps around my arm, gripping me hard. “What do we do?”

We only have seconds. My first thought is to phase, but what about Orion and Dani? My goggles aren’t picking up anything beyond the walls of the aqueduct anyway, and phasing backward would just delay the inevitable.

Whirling around, I grab Orion’s rucksack, yanking it down so I can reach inside and fish around until I find his strange little saw. Gripping it in both hands, I jam it deep into the wall of the aqueduct, as high up as I can reach, an anchor to hold me in place once that water hits.

Reaching out, I pull Dani and then Orion into me. “Hang on to me tight,” I tell them, and immediately feel them intertwine their arms around me, the three of our bodies tangled like threads in a rope, fingers twisted into one another’s clothes and belts. Orion ducks his head down against mine, and Dani tucks her face into the crook of my neck.

I stare down the torrent of water speeding toward us, and in the moment before it hits, I yell, “Hold your breath!”

And then the waves slam into us like an explosion, nearly ripping my hands from the saw with that very first impact.

All my life, water has been a privilege, a gift, but this isn’t anything like what I’ve known. This water is icy and vicious, tearing at us with greedy fingers. It envelops our bodies entirely, cutting off air, filling our ears, pressing against our tightly closed eyelids. I feel squeezed into nothing, my lungs aching for release, every inch of my body battered by the pressure.

For one, hopeful moment, the water level drops, and we have a pocket of air to breathe, to cough and sputter and gasp in precious oxygen.

And then a fresh wave floods over us again, even fiercer than before. The goggles on my head are torn free by the current, and I can’t reach for them. I can’t do anything without risking all three of us. They’re just gone, ripped away into the darkness of the aqueduct.

And still it keeps coming. My fingers are starting to numb and weaken. I don’t know how much longer I can hold on.

Dani’s grip suddenly goes slack, and I hear Orion’s shout of alarm even with the water rushing all around us. He frees a hand and grabs her before she slips away, but now his hold on me is weak, too. I can feel the tremble in his arm around my waist.

Our time is up. We won’t make it.

Not unless …

I don’t have my goggles. I can’t see anything at all. I don’t know what’s on the other side of this aqueduct wall, and I’ve never—never—taken anything as complex as a human being with me before.

But we’re out of options unless we want to die here for sure. I have to try.

Tuning out the roar of the water, I reach for Trinity’s song. It sounds so far away right now, cocooned in this icy torrent, but I pull it to me note by agonizing note. I let it grow wild inside me until that blue-white halo of light starts to gather on the edges of my vision, painting the backs of my eyelids. I push it through my chest, my pounding heart, into Orion’s and Dani’s bodies, linking them to me.

Then I reach for the space beyond the water, beyond the aqueduct wall.

And I phase.







CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE



“PROOF OF LIFE.”

—SAMUEL COVENANT




My body thrums with the rhythm of Trinity’s song. It’s so loud inside my head, so soaring and bright, that it wraps around my bones and fills my chest with its fierce, wild beat. I let it pull me along, coming back together slowly, so slowly that it takes me a moment to recognize what it feels like to be solid and whole. To be a person in my real, human body.

And then, in a snap, it all catches up to me. I exhale violently, coughing and sputtering on aqueduct water, my fingers still gripping the handle of Orion’s saw. Freezing wet clothes plaster against my skin as I try to sit up or roll over, but there’s a tangle of arms and limbs all around me. I can’t move. I don’t have the strength to move.

“Dani? Dani!”

Orion’s panicked shout cuts through my muddled brain. He scrambles off me, and I push up onto my elbows with effort, trying to make out the scene next to me. Trinity’s song still rings in my ears, making me lightheaded, and I have to shake my head to clear it before it pulls me back inside.

My blood goes cold—even colder than it was already. Dani lies perfectly still next to me, her eyes closed, her skin tinged purply-blue. She looks …

No.

Orion kneels next to her, beads of water trickling down his face and neck as he slips a hand underneath Dani’s neck and lifts it up just a little. Just enough for Dani’s head to tilt back, her chin lifted, exposing the length of her throat.

“Orion, what—”

“I got it, V, just—” He cuts himself off, bending low over Dani’s face and placing his lips against hers. Pinching her nose closed, he exhales hard into her mouth, and her chest visibly expands with his breath. She doesn’t move on her own, though; she remains still and cold.

Cursing, Orion repeats the movement again, and then again. Panic and anger creep up the back of my throat. A hollow echo of the helplessness I’d felt when I lost Halle. I see Dani’s cold, empty body. I see Halle falling into the Depths. Their faces blend together, back and forth, swamping my vision—

Suddenly Dani jerks upward. She gags hard, water bubbling out of her mouth, and Orion and I move in sync to roll her over onto her side as she retches up what looks like a gallon of liquid. Gently, I brush the hair from the sides of her face and hold it back as she purges everything out of her system until there’s nothing left.

Dani sits up, shaky, her breathing starting to even out as she pulls her knees into her chest. “Y’know, Booker,” she says hoarsely, looking up at him. “You could’ve just asked me for a kiss. You didn’t have to go to all that trouble.”

Orion chuckles, halfway between relieved and irritated as he drags his hands down his face, wiping the remaining water from his skin.

Impulsively, I reach out and put a hand on Dani’s cheek. “Glad you’re okay.”

She looks at me, a little stunned, the hint of a pleased smile hovering around her lips. “You know me, ghoulie. I’m hard to get rid of. Nice move getting us out of that thing, by the way. Didn’t even know you could do that.”

Neither did I.

“Hey.” Orion’s gaze drifts behind me, out toward the horizon, and he slowly climbs to his feet. His face is stretched with shock and bewilderment, and he opens his mouth multiple times before finally saying, half jokingly, “Is it just me, or does everything look a little … different?”

I turn, following his line of sight, and my mouth drops open.

I’ve never seen anything like it before—except in my dreams. Greenery explodes everywhere, carpeting the ground, crawling up the sides of the aqueducts. Here and there, enormous—I have to dig deep in my brain to find the word—trees shoot into the sky, their branches laden with thin dark-green needles, their trunks too big for even all three of us to wrap our arms around. Silvery starlight paints the delicate petals of flowers in shades of violet and white, bright yellow and pale pink, intermixed with the long blades of green.

Above us, a huge, glittering orb of stained glass sits atop seven massive, curving prongs of black metal that sprout from the ground below it, the facets of its jewel-toned panes reflecting the stars and the night sky.

The Gate of Heaven.

I was right. It is real.

“I’ll be damned,” Dani breathes.

Orion wanders forward, awestruck, gaping. He bends down and plucks one of the flowers by the stem, twirling it between his fingers. “It’s exactly like the one from the Aaldenberg knot.”

I put a hand under Dani’s elbow, steadying her as she pushes herself to standing. Where Orion’s face is full of wonder, Dani looks alarmed and wary.

“What the fuck is this?” she whispers.

I shake my head. “The gateway to the Heralds’ heavenly afterlife, I guess?”

She shoots me a skeptical look. “You don’t believe that.”

I look down at the green carpet of plant life underneath my stained, wet boots. The air smells so different—sweeter somehow and warmer than the aqueduct, but significantly cooler than the rest of Trinity. After years of standing on alloy, the ground here gives in a way that’s soft, almost squishy.

The song is different here, too. Louder and clearer, but there’s less of a pull to it. Like because I’m finally here, it doesn’t have to tug at me anymore.

“Honestly? I don’t know what to believe right now.”

Orion takes the lead across the unfamiliar landscape, pausing often to run his fingertips over the rough trunk of one of the trees, to bend down and touch all the strange variations of plants stretching up from the ground. Dani and I stay close behind him, and even as I’m awed by the riot of life unfurling in every direction, I can’t shake the sense of danger churning in my gut.

A low, soft hooting sound comes from one of the trees, and Dani spins toward it, pulling her pulse pistol out in one smooth motion. I phase up beside her, my hand going to my knives, but Orion leaps in front of both of us, his hands out.

“It’s okay! Don’t shoot … or stab … or whatever you’re about to do.” He points over his shoulder at a creature high up in the branches of the tree. “It’s not an enemy. It’s just another … creature-thing. Like Ember.”

Another one. Organic and alive. This one is fluffy but not in the same hairy way that Ember is, and it stands on two clawed feet instead of four. It’s spotted brown and white all over with wings tucked close into its sides and round yellow eyes that look severely unimpressed. I try to reach for the word for it, dig it up from my dreams like how I know that rain is rain and trees are trees.

Dani huffs, holstering her pistol. “Doesn’t look anything like Ember. How many of these things are running around this place?”

Orion gazes up at it, his face practically glowing with delight. “I don’t know. Isn’t it incredible?”

I drop my hand from Wrath’s hilt. “It kind of looks like it wants to incredibly murder us.”

Dani brightens, nudging my arm with hers. “Hey, that makes it a perfect fit for you.”

Rolling my eyes, I turn away from her and scan the horizon ahead of us. The Gate of Heaven gleams against the dark sky, somehow both closer and farther away than ever. Who is up there? How many more secrets are they hiding if this is just the beginning?

Light glints off something a little way up ahead, glimmering through the tree trunks, and there’s another, more distant sound beneath the ringing of Trinity’s song I can’t quite place. I head for it, my boots swishing through the … what’s the word for it … grass. It’s a soft sound that is so foreign from the usual clump of my feet against alloy that I shiver. The trees end abruptly, opening into a wide, expansive grassy space, but I don’t step out into the open, staying in the relative safety and cover of the trees’ shadows.

It’s the water that catches my eye first. Not in an aqueduct. Not parceled out in a drinking ration or steam shower. Just a whole, wide, enormous stretch of it, off to my left, rippling in the glow of the starlight. Greenery-drenched aqueducts spring up from the middle, shooting off in all four cardinal directions.

“Holy shit,” Dani breathes as she and Orion come up behind me.

“So this is where it comes from.” I glance up at Orion. He’s scanning the scene in front of us with a pair of binoculars, and all the wonder in his face is gone, replaced with something close to bitterness. “Millions of thirsty dusters living ration to ration, and all of this is just … sitting up here.”

“What are those other things?” Dani asks, pointing to two other constructs that take up every inch of the open space that isn’t occupied by water.

One sits directly below the stained glass sphere of the Gate, poised over a massive hole in the alloy, cutting down into fathomless darkness, three times as big as the Crater back in the Shipyards. The construct itself is sharp-angled and glitters clear like a diamond—except when a column of blue-white light from the heart of Trinity miles below shoots upward and into it. Its facets catch the light, glowing as it whirs with activity.

Orion nudges me, handing me the binoculars, his jaw tight. It takes me a second to adjust them to my eyes, but as soon as I do, I have to laugh a little.

“It’s making naphtha. You know, the blessed blood of the Heralds? It’s actually just this thing, generating it, like a fabricator’s shop, and all our precious aqueducts carry it from there.”

I swing the binoculars right, to the other construct Dani pointed out. It’s less flashy than the diamond generator, a bulky gray rectangular type of building propped up on stilts. Below it is a huge pit of dark-brown stuff—I can’t find the word. Like dust, but not dust. Mounds and mounds of it being constantly churned by enormous paddles.

As I’m trying to piece together exactly what I’m seeing, around a dozen Archangels fly out of the enormous hole in the alloy, soaring past the naphtha generator, each of them holding …

White-shrouded bodies. They’re carrying the dead of Trinity.

I drop the binoculars from my eyes. I don’t think I want to see this next part up close. The Archangels hover above that big gray construct and drop the corpses they’re carrying. The bodies disappear into it; there’s a distant sickening whir of machinery and blades and the crunching and splintering of bone.

“What”—Orion’s mouth is set in a thin, flat line—“the fuck?”

The bottom of the construct opens up, dumping a sludgy substance into the ever-churning mounds below.

“So that explains where our dead go,” Dani says quietly and lifts her shoulder in a half shrug. “Take the bodies, turn them into seed-growing stuff, and send it out to the greenhouses.”

“If only they didn’t tell everyone that their loved ones were being delivered back to the Heralds,” Orion growls. It’s a vicious sound; I’ve never heard so much rage in his voice.

“Maybe it’s both,” Dani counters. “These are just the physical bodies, after all. Who knows where the soul goes?”

“So now you’re the religious sort?”

“Maybe. I keep trying to tell people I contain multitudes.”

I’m not really listening to either of them. I can’t tear my eyes from that pit and the enormous paddles stirring it around and around.

If the Archangels collected all the dead who were thrown into the Depths … what about Halle? Wouldn’t they have collected her? But then, what would they do with someone who fell in, but wasn’t dead? Would they kill the person before processing them like that? Or would they just throw them in alive? Was Halle—

Acid burns up the back of my throat, and I double over, retching. Wasting all the water I drank from the aqueduct in a bitter, bile-filled spray.

Orion’s hand presses against the curve of my back. “Val, are you—”

“Fine.” I straighten abruptly, though I can’t stop the tremors shaking through my body. From adrenaline or horror or fury—I don’t know. “I’m fine.”

I have to be. First the saints and now our dead. Someone is doing all this. And I’m not leaving until I either meet them face-to-face or die trying.

There is movement far off on the horizon as the tiny silhouettes of Archangels arc back down into the Depths, a few others splitting off and winging their way toward the glowing shape of the Gate. I shrink back into the shadows of the trees a little. The sky is too busy out here. We’re too exposed.

“We need to get into cover.” Orion jerks his head over toward our left. “Come on.”

Dani and I follow him to the hollowed-out ruins of some kind of building not too far away. It looks like there are a number of tumbled-down shells scattered here and there around the open space, almost like the remains of a town, but this one is the most intact. A section in the middle of it even has a few walls and most of a roof still in place, so we move quickly toward it, keeping an eye on the sky and the Gate the whole time.

As we get closer, I realize that the building isn’t made of alloy or metal, like everything on Trinity. It’s a mix of materials—rough gray blocks that look like they were polished smooth; beams of dark-gray metal; and even some components that look like they might have been part of the tree trunks outside at one point. All the surfaces are streaked with ombré cascades of violet and indigo and bluish-green that sparkle in the ambient starlight. Inside the more-intact area, liquid drips from the ceiling, sometimes in haphazard drops, sometimes in steady, trickling streams that glitter like necklaces. In certain places, the liquid has even collected and hardened into jagged, crystallized columns that hang toward the plants growing out of the floor. Light bounces off every angle, making the whole place seem glowing, effervescent.

“This place gets weirder and weirder,” Dani says as she shrugs off her pack and drops it on the ground.

“Someone built this.” Orion paces the edge of the space, which seems to have been a decent-size room once. There’s the metal frame of a table in the middle, rusting away, and little fragments of glass are scattered around the thickly growing plants like fallen stars. “Who, though? What happened to them? Where did they go?”

I set my pack down, too, and drift over to the walls, placing my hands against the surface. Trinity’s song bounces around inside this place in a way that distorts it, makes it difficult to follow, but the ombré of colors glittering beneath my fingertips grounds me. Even with the ambient glow around us, it’s dim and shadowy in here, so I start to work my way along inch by inch, from the bottom of the walls to the top. Over my shoulder, I see Orion doing the same, starting on the other end, working with me as we try to find …

I don’t know. Answers. There has to be something here.

I’m halfway around the space when I finally come across something new—a plaque of some kind, embedded securely into the wall.

“I found something,” I call over my shoulder.

At the top is a photograph in black-and-white of a group of people, standing together, smiling. They’re all wearing strange clothes in styles I’ve never seen before—half of them appear to be men in dark buttoned coats over light-colored striped pants and light vests; the other half seem to be women in dark, high-necked dresses with voluminous layered skirts and their hair pinned up. Below them, words are etched into the plaque surface. I have to scrub hard to get the sheen of colors and some kind of thick brown dust off enough to make out what they say, and then I read them aloud for Orion and Dani to hear:


IN DEDICATION TO THE THIRTEEN FOUNDERS OF THE HERALD POWER COMPANY TRANSFORMING TRINITY TOGETHER









CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX



“IN EVERY TOWNSHIP AND CITY, IN EVERY PLACE WHERE PEOPLE ARE GATHERED, THEY MUST ENSHRINE IMAGES OF THE TWELVE HERALDS, SO THAT THEIR PRESENCE MAY ALWAYS BE FELT, THROUGHOUT THE AGES.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




Herald?” Dani’s voice sounds tight and choked. “As in the Heralds?”

Orion steps closer, frowning. With his fingernails, he scrapes away a strip of grime that I’d missed, revealing small print just underneath the photograph.

“‘From left to right,’” he reads aloud. “‘Samuel Covenant, Florence Grace, Walter Mercy, Martha Pope, Alfred Bishop, Mabel Parish, Percy Shepherd, Louise Vicar, Ellis Dean, Fannie Church, Ernest Creed, Agnes Divine…’”

My breath catches in my chest, and it’s difficult to exhale or get my lungs to move at all. Because each of those last names is deeply familiar to every soul on Trinity.

Herald Covenant.

Herald Grace.

Herald Mercy.

Herald Pope.

We memorize them before we learn to read. We can spell their names before we can spell our own.

Herald Bishop.

Herald Parish.

Herald Shepherd.

Herald Vicar.

They loom over every aspect of our lives, skyliner and duster alike. Each continent carries one of them as their patron.

Herald Dean.

Herald Church.

Herald Creed.

Herald Divine.

I stare at the blurry, black-and-white face of Samuel Covenant, trying to match it to the versions I’ve seen of him in stained glass chapel windows and artistic depictions on the dailies. There are similarities, but also the man in this picture looks so different, so human, in a way that Herald Covenant never has. His hair is receding; his face is aged, creased with lines as he smiles; and there’s a softness to the frame of his body. Herald Covenant is always depicted young and strong, with full, flowing hair, a sternly benevolent expression, and a muscular, broad-shouldered figure, like he is both god and warrior.

“That’s only twelve,” I say. My voice is barely more than a murmur, but the three of us are clustered together, our faces so close that Orion and Dani have no trouble hearing me. “It says thirteen founders, so who is this, on the other side of Heral—Agnes Divine?”

The person is slightly taller than the others, with light skin and short, light hair that’s swept back from his forehead. His smile is subtle, but confident, his gaze staring out from the photograph like a challenge.

Orion shakes his head, running his fingers over the tiny text. “I don’t know. Everything after ‘Agnes Divine’ has been gouged out.”

Dani edges closer, her chest pressing against my shoulder. “This means what I think it means, right? The Heralds…”

“Yeah.” Orion straightens from examining the plaque, a sigh slipping from his mouth. “It looks like they were just regular-ass people. Like us.”

“And somehow they were transformed into gods.” I turn my back to the plaque, glancing up through a gap in the roof at the curve of the Gate above us. “Just like saints are being transformed into Archangels.”

“This is what the tablet meant,” Orion says softly. “The one in the Aaldenberg knot from Samuel Covenant. He said find me at the gate, and here he is.”

Dani scoffs, folding her arms. “He couldn’t have left a little more than this photograph? There are one or two gaps in the story still that would be helpful to know.”

Orion bends down eye level with the plaque again, staring intently at it, muttering to himself.

“What is it?” I take a step or two closer to him. “You see something else?”

“Not exactly. It’s just…” He taps on the plaque’s metal surface, turning his head to listen. “The Book of Signs.”

I sigh. “Not that again.”

Dani glances from me to Orion and back. “Sorry, what now? Is he saying the actual Book of Signs is here?”

“No,” I say sharply. “There’s no such thing. He’s chasing a myth.”

“Why not, though?” Orion inspects the plaque in the dim light, feeling the edges with his fingers. “I mean, this is a sign, technically, and if we could find a book—aha! Dani, I put my pack over by yours. Would you grab the vial in there labeled spirit of niter?”

Dani raises her eyebrows at him, skeptical, but she rummages around in his rucksack and pulls out the correct vial, handing it over. Carefully, Orion unstoppers it and uses a dropper to apply the clear, watery liquid inside around the edges of the plaque. The metal hisses and fumes everywhere the liquid touches, causing all three of us to draw back, our arms pressed against our noses and mouths to keep from breathing it in. When the hissing finally stops and the smoke residue clears away, the plaque has fallen to the ground, leaving a dark, gaping hole in the wall behind it.

Orion steps forward, reaching a hand inside and pulling out one singular item: a book bound by a soft flexible material, with faint gold etching and pages and pages and pages of brittle, yellowed paper pressed together inside.

“How about that?” Orion looks at me from beneath his lashes, a smug grin curling his mouth. “I don’t want to say ‘I told you so,’ V, but…”

I rub at my temples like I’m getting a headache. “You’re gonna be even more insufferable after this.”

Dani’s eyes get twice as big as Orion unsnaps the latch and opens it. “Holy shit. That’s a lot of paper.”

“The writing is kind of strange.” Orion frowns down at the lines of black markings that cover every page. “Everything is spelled just a little bit different, but it looks like a journal or a record of some kind. Handwritten by Covenant. Different years, though.”

I lean close, scanning the pages, but reading has never been a strong suit of mine. I’ve always known just enough to get by, and my brain is completely unprepared to pick apart a bunch of words that only look vaguely similar to the words I’m used to seeing. Orion was always the better reader, to the point that I often just let him do it for me and explain what everything meant afterward.

“What does that mean? The different years, I mean.”

“Our years are numbered from the original creation of Trinity—or, at least, from the first year that there was a Heraldic Ministry to start counting them. This … could potentially have been written before that. We’re talking over two thousand years ago.” He moves toward the edge of the room, where the roof has fallen away and there’s more ambient light to read by. “This first entry sounds like it’s about that generator out there that’s making naphtha. Listen.”

It’s taken nearly a decade for us to perfect the design, but our day of triumph has finally arrived. Perhaps I should say my day of triumph. How long did I labor in obscurity, receiving nothing but derision? But in the end, I am proven correct. The diamond generator is running exactly as intended, and naphtha will be the next, great innovation in energy. Already we have orders coming in from across Trinity, and Ms. Vicar is confident that we will soon be naming whatever price we choose.

Dani barks out a laugh, her lips curling upward but without any mirth in her eyes. “So holy and benevolent, our Heralds, huh? Just salivating over how much paper they could make.”

Orion delicately turns the pages, his eyes skimming quickly over the words. “Here—this one is about a year later.”

Yesterday we officially established the Herald Power Company. Some of the founders are disgruntled—they had wanted to name it after themselves—but I believe Herald was the better choice if I do say so myself. Herald, as in a sign that something great is about to happen, and isn’t that just what we’re doing here? Affecting great change on Trinity? I actually heard a report yesterday that called naphtha the single greatest invention in the history of our world. It is an achievement beyond my wildest dreams.

I lean against the wall next to where the plaque used to be, watching the columns of light flare and die away, over and over.

“The dates are getting a little more spaced out. Most of it looks like it’s about how well the company is doing, how everyone is using naphtha now, blah blah blah.” Orion pauses about halfway through the pages. “This is interesting.”

I’m increasingly concerned about the worsening drought all across Trinity. It is affecting every continent; no region, in fact, seems to be untouched, and there are reports that even when storm clouds do form, they bring lightning but no rain. Mabel argued with me last night that the naphtha production process is connected to these changes, but I am not convinced. To think that our one small company can cause a worldwide shift of such magnitude? That is putting ourselves above the Creator Himself, which is the height of hubris. Many, in fact, are saying that this is a natural weather shift that was always bound to happen, and I am inclined to agree with them.

Dani hisses through her teeth. “Magnastorms. He’s talking about magnastorms.”

But my mind catches on something else. One word: rain. There used to be rain on Trinity, a long time ago. Just like in my dreams.

“Shit,” Orion breathes as he gets another few dozen pages further. “It gets worse. Listen.”

I am endeavoring to steady my hand enough so that I may record this, but it is difficult. I am so shaken. Yesterday I went down to the town of Opportunity to see for myself whether the rumors had any truth to them. But even so, I was not fully prepared for what I witnessed. The land there is completely transformed, the grass and plant life gone, the soil all blown away by harsh, hot winds, and in its place is metal of some kind. It looks similar to bronze or copper, but it is harder and more resilient than that. An alloy perhaps. Even the homes and buildings in the town are being transformed into a similar material, and the citizens of Opportunity can offer no explanation for it. But it looks to be spreading …

Trinity’s song circles me, softer, slower, sadder than usual, and I feel my heartbeat and my breathing slow with it. Orion’s voice, his words, the passages he’s reading—they all wash over me in a way that doesn’t feel real. None of this feels real.

Dani paces an angry circle around the room, running her hands roughly through her hair. But she doesn’t seem to have any words for what she’s feeling, either, so both of us just wait, tension hanging in the air, for whatever Orion reads next.

He’s in the final pages of the journal when he stops again:

Today I went back down to Opportunity at the request of their mayor. It is only half a day’s ride away from our headquarters, which makes it an easy enough trip, and I thought perhaps they needed my assistance with the hub of naphtha aqueducts down there since they often experience small leaks. But that was not the case.

The mayor brought me to meet an older woman who had lived and worked in Opportunity all her life. Her name was Liza—I had actually met her once or twice, a very pleasant, workmanlike woman—but she was so transformed on this visit that I almost could not breathe. Her eyes had gone white, her dress and hair quite wild, and she sat in the middle of her cottage without seeming to see us at all. She just hummed this strange melody over and over.

The mayor hoped I might know what ails her, but I dared not tell him what I write now in this record. Liza had been the one who kept and repaired the naphtha aqueducts all these years. I had witnessed her a dozen times or more with the substance all over her body as she repaired leaks. And as soon as I saw her altered state today, I knew.

Mabel was right all those years ago. It’s the naphtha.

How long did Mama work at the naphtha aqueducts? Years and years, and all the while it was slowly leaching the life out of her, taking her away from us in bits and pieces. They ate her sweat, her strength, her mind, her youth, and left her as nothing but loose meat and bones in a hollowed-out shell. And then the preachers and the chapel leaders looked us in the eye and told us she was fucking blessed.

“They did it to us.” My voice is soft, but it fills the heavy silence. “The ground, the rain, the prophets—they did it to us. And we got on our knees and worshipped.”

We offer up our water, our food, our paper. We spread our hearts before them in prayer. We send our dead down to their embrace.

They consume it all. They pick their teeth with our rib bones. And they ask for more.

Orion’s eyes are shining with angry tears, and he wipes them away on his sleeve as he gets to the final page and clears his throat. “This is the last thing he wrote.”

He cannot be stopped. Cannot be argued from his position. Nearly all of Trinity has been transmuted, and all around us, people are losing their memories, convinced that our world has always been this way, calling us gods. And yet he will not hear reason or agree to shut down the diamond generator. He says it will cost even more lives if we do, that the people depend on us and we are the only ones qualified to safeguard Trinity and its resources now.

All the other Herald founders are dead or lost, and I am too frail to continue. I must hope that the seeds I have planted will bear the fruit of justice and redemption in time.

May the future forgive me.







CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN



“AND WHEN TRINITY WAS COMPLETE, THE HERALDS FORMED US, MOLDING OUR APPEARANCE AFTER THEIR OWN, AND SET US HERE TO LIVE AND BREATHE AND SERVE THEIR GLORY.”

—THE DIVINE ORIGINS OF TRINITY, THE ARCHIVAL COUNCIL OF THE HERALDIC MINISTRY




Well, it doesn’t.” Dani’s voice is harsh and loud, shaking with barely contained rage. “The future doesn’t forgive him. We don’t forgive him.”

Orion wanders back over to us, flipping through pages without even really seeming to see them. “I wanted answers. Still not sure I was prepared for this.”

I drop into a crouch, slip off one of my gloves, and drag my fingers across the unfamiliar ground. The soft green blades tickling my bare palm. The give of the rich-brown dust—not dust, soil—that they’re growing out of. I’m trying to imagine what it would’ve been like to have been raised with this beneath my feet, and it’s difficult to wrap my mind around.

“He didn’t mention saints anywhere?” I ask Orion as he sinks down next to me.

There are already-drying tear tracks on his cheeks as he shakes his head. “I skimmed pretty quick, but I didn’t see that word anywhere. Or even anything that sounded like it might be a saint. Maybe there weren’t any around when he wrote this.”

I shiver. It’s so much cooler here than out on the Copper Plains. “Then where did we come from…” Where did I come from.

I don’t really say it like a question because it’s not. Not one he can answer anyway. But I feel it on the horizon just ahead, waiting for me.

Trinity’s song, sharp and bright and constant in my head, suddenly wavers and dims, and in its absence, I hear it. The heavy swish of sharp metal wings cutting through the air. The clanking of Archangel feet as they land.

I hiss a warning, and Dani and Orion immediately freeze, dropping low to the ground. Automatically, I reach for my goggles, only to remember that they were ripped away in the flooded tunnel. Cursing, I tug the glove back onto my bare hand and crawl forward on fingers and toes to where half the wall has crumbled away and raise my head just far enough up over the broken edge that I can get a clear angle on the open green space beyond.

An Archangel tromps over the ground, crushing plants and flowers beneath its enormous feet, its benevolent metal face scanning back and forth as it moves toward us. The sight of it makes my stomach churn with hate and disgust and pity, and it’s too mixed together for me to decide which one is strongest. I want to tear apart every angel I see for what they did to Halle, what they took from me, but I also shudder at the idea of touching them now that I know what—who—is inside.

“We must’ve made enough noise to draw their attention,” Orion whispers, his breath a brush of air against the back of my neck.

“They might not know exactly where we are, though.” Dani’s soft murmur comes from right behind me. I didn’t even hear either of them move. They’re both a bit farther back in the shadows, but the half wall is low enough that they can see the automaton lurking not that far away.

I hold my breath, counting the seconds and willing her to be right, willing the Archangel to move on past the ruins.

No such luck.

The Archangel swings toward us, its glowing golden eyes shining like beams right on the partially intact room we’re crouching in. Its head spins completely around, revealing a second metal mask on the back. One that’s all twisted, righteous anger, with orange-yellow light streaming from its narrowed eyes and snarling mouth.

“Ah,” Dani sighs. “Shit.”

The Archangel raises its arm, its enraged mask bleeding golden light, and the hand at the end of it starts to change, the pieces twisting and shifting position until it looks less like a hand and more like a—

“Is that a cannon?” Orion bursts out.

I don’t even stop to think about it. I just grab both of them, reach for Trinity’s song, and phase away before the Archangel’s weapon explodes with a blast of energy twice as big and twice as hot as a pulse pistol. We reappear in an ungainly tangle on the back side of the ruins. I’m splayed out on the ground, breathing hard, heart pounding and head ringing a little bit. The air around me tastes like the ozone of a magnastorm, and my whole body tingles with power.

I hadn’t even wondered whether I could do it again—phase more than just my own body. This close to the source of Trinity’s song, to where it has been pulling me all my life, it had been pure power and instinct.

Dani scoots free, clutching at her chest like she might be having a heart attack. “I think I like phasing better when I’m half drowned and unconscious.”

I try to right myself, watching the Archangel spin, readjust. I got us far enough away to put a few more half-ruined walls between it and us, but that’s not going to buy us much time. “You’re gonna have to suck it up, Morales, because I’m gonna have to do that several more times to get us away from this thing.”

“Or, hear me out…” Dani hooks a hand into the rucksack on her back and pulls out a small jar of dark, oily liquid, unstoppering the top to pull out a short trail of cloth. “We use the party favor I brought.”

Orion shakes his head. “Val’s right. We should move.”

“It worked perfect with the one back in Concord.” With a flintlock lighter, she sets the end of the cloth on fire and watches it start to burn down. She grins with the same dark satisfaction and slow-boiling rage I saw on her face back at the Old Clock Tower. “Hang on to your asses.”

In one smooth movement, Dani rolls to her feet, cold, vicious delight in every line of her body as she takes a few steps out into the Archangel’s direct line of sight. It shifts toward her with a clank, and she grins at it.

With a whip-fast arc of her arm, she launches the jar at the Archangel, timing it so the fire hits the liquid inside half a second before the jar smashes into the automaton’s arm cannon. Dani bolts back to us, laughing, as a burst of fire and metal shards erupts in front of the Archangel’s body.

A moment later, though, the debris clears. And the Archangel is still standing.

It’s lost its cannon arm and is bleeding drips of naphtha and showers of yellow sparks, but it’s still on its feet. And heading for us. My heart drops into my stomach.

Dani’s eyes are wide and shining with shock. “You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.”

I reach for both of them, not taking my eyes off the angel for a single second.

“Now we run,” I say firmly. I’m not risking losing either of them like I lost Halle. I can get us far enough away. I know I can. There’s just this one angel, and it can’t be everywhere at once. I’ll phase us fast enough to knock it off our trail, and then, if I have any energy or oxygen left, I’ll double back and find a way up to the Gate. “Grab on to me.”

“We’re already in it now,” Orion grumbles. He drops his pack on the ground, gripping that vial—the spirit of niter—tightly in his fist. “Dani, you wanted this fight, so you’d better get that crack shot pistol of yours ready. And don’t miss.”

“Orion—” I try to grab him, to hold him back, but he’s gone already, sprinting across the ground closer and closer to the Archangel. I pull out Wrath and Mercy, ready to follow him, but Dani puts an arm out in front of me.

“Stay clear on this, ghoulie.” She adjusts the rear and front sights on her pulse pistol, squinting down the barrel as she raises it to eye level. “I know exactly what he’s up to.”

Orion is nearly right on top of the Archangel now, and as it reaches down to grab him with its remaining hand, he launches the spirit of niter at its body. There’s a shatter of glass and a distant splash, followed by hissing as the acid starts trying to eat through the metal of the automaton’s chest cavity like it had with the wall plaque. The Archangel swipes at Orion, catching him across the back as he throws himself forward, rolling beneath its legs. Dani flinches, almost like she’s gonna bring her pistol down, but Orion keeps moving, crawling away, and the Archangel straightens, preparing to turn around.

Dani steadies her hand, exhales, and fires.

The liquid niter explodes, a destructive wave tearing through the angel’s body, blowing its helmeted head almost all the way off and ripping through joints and naphtha veins. On impulse, I phase through the destruction, feeling the heat of it even as I move through like a vapor and coalesce on the other side, throwing myself on top of Orion, who’s curled into a protective ball on the ground. The blast wave is small but powerful, rattling me to the bones, and pain shivers through my body as tiny bits of hot metal slice through the thinner parts of my Butcher kit.

As soon as it passes, I look up, blinking my bleary vision clear.

The Archangel lies in a heap of twisted metal and ruin, its chest cavity so destroyed that I can’t even make out the remains of the saint inside. Only the bottoms of its legs and feet and its dimly glowing naphtha heart remain relatively intact. On the far side of the wreckage, I can just make out Dani through the smoke, blood streaking her face from a laceration across her forehead. But she’s alive and already moving toward us.

Get up, Val.

I push myself to my feet. That much noise and chaos is definitely bound to draw even more attention, and if we don’t move now—

A waver in Trinity’s song. Just like before.

I look at the sky, stomach sinking, knowing what I’m going to see: winged shapes—lots of them this time—emerging from the glowing, stained glass Gate above.







CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT



“WE HAVE SEEN THE POWER OF THE HERALDS MANIFEST DIFFERENTLY IN EVERY SAINT, AND IN THESE DIVINE GIFTS, WE WITNESS A HINT OF THE GREATNESS THAT AWAITS US AT THE GATE OF HEAVEN. YET IN THE REFUSAL OF THE EARLIEST SAINTS TO ANSWER THE HERALDS’ CALL, WE HAVE ALSO WITNESSED THE DEVASTATION OF THEIR CORRUPTION AND HOW, IN THE END, THERE WAS NO OTHER CHOICE BUT FOR THE HERALDS’ ARCHANGELS TO DESTROY THEM.”

—TREATISE NO. 13 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




I count six, seven, eight Archangels before I drop my gaze back to the ground, my brain spinning, trying to calculate how much time we have, how many of them will actually come down here. We can’t fight this time. There’s too many of them, even if Orion and Dani had more tricks up their sleeves. Which they don’t.

Orion groans as he pushes himself up to sitting, one hand pressed awkwardly to the gash on his mid-back. I drop down beside him, trying to support him, although my eyes keep straying upward, watching the metal angels circling high above.

“Are you okay? Can you move?”

Orion grimaces. “Not sure about that. My ankle feels pretty messed up.”

My chest tightens, squeezing every breath I’m trying to take. The number of Archangels coming after us now is going to make it a hundred times harder to run and hide, even with my ability to phase. It’s going to take so long to try to shake them, to get clear from their searching, glowing eyes and cannon arms.

If we can even shake them at all. And all of that will take me farther and farther away from my goal of getting up to the Gate.

Dani jogs through the smoke, dropping our packs onto the ground and taking a knee on Orion’s other side. “How bad is it, Skywayman?”

“I’m alive.” He nods at her. “Nice shot.”

I can’t stop watching the sky. There are more than eight Archangels up there now, probably a dozen or more, and they seem to be starting to peel away from the Gate and shift into a synchronized line. Maybe it’s because I’ve never seen so many of them flying together, but something about the way they move strikes me for the first time.

“Their wings…” I grip the front of Orion’s shirt, drawing his eyes up to me. “You and Liren studied the Archangel back in Concord. They’re not using their wings to fly. What do they use?”

He frowns, his eyebrows crinkling. “Some kind of device in their feet, hooked up to their hearts.”

Before he’s even finished speaking, I’m dumping the contents of his pack onto the ground and snatching up the circular saw he used on the aqueduct walls. I pull my mask up over my mouth, guarding against the lingering haze of burning niter as I phase back over to the Archangel wreckage. I don’t let my gaze stray to the remnants of the saint inside it. If I stop to think about what I’m doing, whether I’m hurting them, I’ll hesitate, and our time is too short for that. I haven’t gotten this far just to risk my friends’ lives and fail to get any answers. As quickly as I can, I find the parts I think he’s talking about and cut them free from the metal frame with vicious slices. I rescue its mechanical heart, too, gathering the whole mess of metal pieces and veins dripping naphtha and phasing back over to them.

I drop everything on the ground next to Orion. “Did I get it all? Will this work?” I ask, half breathless as I snatch up his soldering tool.

Orion exchanges a wary look with Dani and clears his throat. “Val, tell me you’re not doing something supremely idiotic right now. I need to be reassured.”

“They’re designed to collect saints. They’ll follow wherever I go.” I look straight into his eyes, my jaw set. Decided. “You know I’m right.”

There’s a heavy pause between us, and then:

“Dani, help V solder those foot pieces on tight so they don’t fly right off.” Wincing, Orion reaches over and plucks up the naphtha veins, sorting them out and connecting them together with quick, sure fingers.

I chance a quick glance at the sky. The Archangels are spread out now and descending, heading for our area of the garden. The Gate is so far up, and they seem to be moving more slowly, methodically. Like a search party. Even so, my best guess is that we have three minutes.

Four, at most.

Dani leans over me, soldering metal pieces together into cages around my feet. The devices are wide and platelike, gleaming oval discs underneath the soles of my boots.

“This is ridiculous,” she mutters angrily. “You’re just going to end up shooting yourself into a wall. Or worse.”

I smile a little at that, watching her dark-purple hair fall like a curtain across her profile. I’m tempted to reach over and tuck it behind her ear, but I keep my hands to myself. “Like you’d be so lucky.”

Orion finishes rigging up the heart, and I feel the devices warm against my feet as the power starts to flow. He frowns deeply but still hands the heart over to me, pointing to a flat crystal affixed on the bottom.

“This is the only option you’re going to have as far as control. Twist left for more power, right for less.” His gaze traces my face, his expression softening with concern. “Val—”

I clamber awkwardly to my feet, cutting him off before he can get any farther. We don’t have time for whatever soft thing he’s about to say that might make me waver. “Get to better cover. Get out if you can. Don’t wait for me.”

And then, before either of them can stop me, I phase away.

I go as far as I can, straight up into the sky, before I come back together, gasping, and gravity immediately starts to pull me downward. I fight to keep my feet beneath me, fight to suck breath into my lungs, as I fumble for the crystal and twist it—nope, wrong, other way—and naphtha floods the tangled veins and the devices flare to life.

There hadn’t been enough time down there to consider what it might be like to have rockets attached to the bottoms of my boots, but I’d had at least the vague idea that they’d work in tandem. They don’t. The momentum nearly tears me apart as my feet are pushed in different directions and I’m whipped through the air in a wild flail. The world spins around me, my body half crushed by the pressure; I can’t even figure out which direction the ground is in, and just as I’m about to be torn into pieces, I phase.

I hang in and out of existence, molecules in the air.

When I pull myself together again, it’s with my body straight and locked into position, muscles straining to keep my legs and feet practically glued together.

It works. I shoot forward like pulse fire from a pistol, and this time I’m able to angle my body toward the glowing orb of the Gate.

The Archangels spot me almost instantly and change direction, back up into the air. I glance below and fight the cold shiver down my back. My breath comes sharp and quick; I lost a lot of air in those initial, flailing moments, and it’s tough to get it back this high up. It’s making me lightheaded, and the wind whistling past my ears half drowns out Trinity’s song, so I don’t even have that to ground me.

Two Archangels pull in front of me out of nowhere, throwing their wings up like a wall, and I’m so startled that I nearly lose control of my body again. I keep my head enough to phase, angling up and over their wing tips.

I reappear, suck in a desperate breath of thin air—

Another Archangel dives at me from above, clamp-like hands outstretched. I throw my legs behind me and twist the crystal hard, flooding the naphtha veins with power. The sharp metal tips of its wings slash across the side of my right leg as I shoot by, and I bite down on the cry of pain that rises to my lips.

My heartbeat pounds in my ears, vibrating against my rib cage, as two more Archangels come for me. I spin the crystal shut and drop past them before they can react, then phase back up as high into the air as I can.

I’m used to a rhythm as I phase, a pattern of breath and movement that I can sink into, but all of that is upside down up here and it’s all I can do to keep going, keep reacting, keep staying just out of reach as I work my way closer and closer to the Gate. Light emanates from every facet of stained glass, but I’m moving too fast to make out the scenes or images they’re depicting.

I’m almost there. I have no idea how I’m going to get in, but I can figure that out.

I just need—

An enormous blast of heat bears down on me. I twist and phase away an instant before it wraps around my body, trying to get my bearings again as I snap back together. All around me, the Archangels’ masks are spinning around—benevolent to malevolent—and their arms are rearranging into cannons.

Shit.

Opening up a flood of power from the naphtha heart, I shoot straight for the Gate, phasing between bursts of cannon fire, slamming into the glass side of it with my clothes pocked by tiny embers and trailing smoke. There’s hardly any purchase out here, and I have to quick-phase up the side, gasping in air, dodging the Archangels’ hungry fingers.

They don’t shoot at me anymore, though. Not when their cannons might smash a giant hole into the side of this thing.

I cut the flow of naphtha once I make it to the top of the Gate and drop to all fours, panting hard, my muscles shaking with exertion as I try to form a plan because there doesn’t seem to be a door or window or anything I can use to get inside. And the Archangels are still coming.

One of them cuts downward, glowing through its wrathful face, and a desperate idea forms in my brain as I clamber awkwardly to my feet. When the angel gets close enough, I vanish and then reappear right above it, head down, feet pointed toward the sky as I crank the power flow all the way open. The naphtha heart flares, flooding the web of veins, rocketing me into the Archangel’s frame. My momentum propels both of us straight down into the glowing sphere.

In a tangle of limbs and metal, we crash through the top, shattering glass in a multitude of colors as we fall into the heart of the Gate of Heaven.




THEN

I am—

—I am—

Papa’s soft, rich voice, singing

Gentle, calloused hands, Mama’s hands, cradling mine

—I am—

Orion’s beautiful face, so close to mine in the dark

Dani at the helm, pretty Dani, with a grin like a knife

—I am—

Standing on the Copper Plains, filling up with light

Tasting rain

Holding my sisters tight







CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE



“BEWARE OF SELFISH DESIRES. WANT NOTHING FOR YOURSELF BUT WHAT THE HERALDS HAVE DESIGNED FOR YOU. FOR THERE CAN BE NO GOODNESS OR PEACE OR TRUE HAPPINESS OUTSIDE OF THEIR DIVINE PLAN.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




Glittering shards of red and green and blue glass slice through the air as the Archangel and I plummet downward. New cuts burn on my arms and body, across my forehead and cheeks. I wipe blood from my vision, and as soon as I can make out a solid surface below, I phase toward it, leaving everything else behind—the naphtha heart and veins, the devices caged to my feet, all of it.

I land on my feet on a burnished gold floor but almost immediately drop to my knees, curling in on myself and throwing my arms over my head as the wreckage of the Archangel smashes to the ground in a mess of smoke and fire and melting metal.

I stay there for a long moment, wrapped around myself, my breath gradually slowing and deepening. The air isn’t nearly so thin in here, and I can feel my whirling lightheadedness start to settle. My body aches from the beating it just took—I’m pretty sure I’ll have an array of black and purple bruises to go with the rest of my injuries if I make it to tomorrow—but I manage to get my feet underneath me and pull myself to a stand.

My first thought is of the other Archangels, but when I tilt my head back to the shattered hole in the ceiling far above me, all I see is the stormy sky and their distant, winged silhouettes circling. None of them seem to be pursuing me, and that is not nearly as comforting as I’d wish.

Where in every version of hell did I just land?

The room is enormous, almost the size of a small homestead, circular in shape with a domed roof that soars overhead, supported by polished arches of bronze and gold. As big as it is, the Gate itself is even bigger, so this must be one of many rooms up here. Along the curved walls, illuminated from behind by warm, glowing amber lights, are stained glass mosaics so beautiful you don’t want to stop looking at them, some of them depicting traditional religious scenes and symbols of Trinity, others just woven into beautiful patterns.

Twelve Archangels stand dormant in arched recesses all around the room, but they don’t look like the Archangels I’m used to. Their frames are bigger and rougher, much less sophisticated, with blank, featureless masks where their faces should be and no light glowing inside them. If they have naphtha hearts like Sorcha’s, they must not be powered on right now.

Beneath my ragged boots, the floor is covered in gold with ornate, enameled paneling in a design too detailed for me to fully make out. Embedded in the very center, not far from the smoking remains of the Archangel, is what looks like a pool of liquid light. It blazes blue-white, thrumming with an energy so loud it vibrates painfully inside my chest. It’s so close, so overwhelming that I have to plug my ears and breathe—breathe—until I can finally recognize the sound for what it is.

Trinity’s song. It’s coming from here. And as soon as that realization hits me, the pain in my body ebbs, and the melody curls around me like an old friend. I hear it so clearly right now that I realize I’ve never truly heard it my entire life. There are thousands of layers to it. Hundreds of melodies. It’s dark and gentle and joyous and sweet, and there’s so much of it that my heart feels swollen, too big for the space between my ribs.

That pool of light pulls at my gaze, drawing me to it until I’m half transfixed, my heart beating in time with its rhythm. My throat aches as emotions swell inside me, sudden and unbidden. It’s the same feeling I had when my sisters were born and I’d stared down at their tiny, squished faces—that fresh recognition, that love so intense that it made you feel powerful and afraid, vulnerable and fierce, all in one beautiful, painful moment.

I feel it again now, as I stare into this light.

Slowly, I step up to the edge and crouch down, reaching out to dip the tips of my fingers into the pool—

hundreds of voices calling

a song, a story, an ancient pain

pieces of myself tearing away, transforming

unmaking

—I pull my hand free, staggering back, fear sharp and prickling all over my body. Whatever is down there, it’s calling me into it …

I don’t want it. I’m not here for that. I just want to put an end to the Archangels coming after me and get back to Kelda, like I promised.

Shivering, I put my back to the light and try to focus instead on the strange Archangels asleep in their alcoves, making my way to the nearest one so I can study it more closely.

It’s taller and wider than the angels I encountered outside. There’s a name, too, in colored tile, decorating the arch above the recess.

VICAR.

A shudder ripples down my body, and even though I know what I’m going to find, I still have to see. With a shaking hand, I reach up, searching around until I find a panel high up on the frame that flips open like a door, revealing what’s beneath.

Louise Vicar.

Herald Vicar.

If I hadn’t seen the photograph of her—the real, human her—on the plaque, I’m not sure I would’ve even recognized her now. Wan and wasted away, a desiccated figure with eyes open, empty and solid, cloudy gray. The bolts and pieces attaching her body to the automaton are big and ugly and the skin around them is black with old, dried blood. How there is anything left of her at all, let alone something even recognizably human, is completely beyond me.

I close the panel over Louise Vicar’s face and glance at the alcoves on either side of hers.

BISHOP. PARISH.

And then a little farther down the wall:

DEAN. GRACE.

Twelve alcoves. Twelve Heralds who became the original Archangels.

Probably a good thing I have nothing left in my stomach to throw up right now.

The back half of the space is dominated by a massive, raised dais, set with an elaborately gilded desk and chair, both of which are framed by a towering piece of stained glass artwork. It’s three stories high at least, a kaleidoscope of colors depicting the Heraldic creation of Trinity. The bronze sphere of our world sits in the middle, with the familiar faces of the Twelve Heralds standing around it, their palms out like they’re offering something.

There’s an extra figure, though, at the very top, his arms raised in triumph, his blocky, stylized features depicting golden hair and a tall, looming frame.

Thirteen founders in that photograph. Thirteen people responsible for creating the naphtha that destroyed us. The last one, the one with his name scratched out—

This has to be him.

The Thirteenth Herald of Trinity.

As I’m studying the scene, I start to make out a shadow behind the glass, like something is hidden behind it. Stepping up onto the dais, I search all along the edges, the frame, anywhere I can reach until I finally find a small, sapphire crystalline panel. Wiggling one of my gloves off, I place my bare palm against it, and almost immediately the stained glass display splits in two, sliding apart. I jump back into the center of the dais, my head craned back so I can see …

My stomach churns, and I gag, wanting to look away and yet not being able to.

It’s a child, around Kelda’s age. Pinned against the wall by some invisible force, their eyes closed, their arms and legs spread wide, floating in a suspension of liquid light the same blue-white color as the pool behind me. Thin, bright threads of it weave through the liquid and into the child’s body, slipping beneath their skin like veins.

He’s aged several years, but I still recognize his face. I know that his eyes are hazel, and that they get even bigger and rounder when he’s scared.

Gabriel Cirillo. The saint discovered when I was twelve. The storm-touched boy I’d watched get ripped from his family while I’d whispered to myself: Better him than me.

Tears burn in the corners of my eyes as I stare at him, at how small and frail he looks. The fear on his face when the Archangels took him away is painted so vividly in my mind, and I can’t help imagining what he’d felt when they’d brought him here. Confused. Terrified. Had he been awake when he’d been placed in that stuff? Had he known what was happening to him? Or maybe whoever had done this had put him to sleep first.

My eyes are still fixed on Gabriel’s face when I hear the sound of strong, steady footsteps behind me. My fingers wrap around the hilts of Wrath and Reason, and I turn, sucking in a sharp breath as the man approaching me steps up onto the dais.

Tall, with light hair swept back from his forehead and a smile that’s more like a challenge than a greeting. Wearing a dark coat buttoned over light-colored striped pants and a light-gray vest, the golden fob of a pocket watch gleaming on his chest. He looks exactly as he did in the photograph on the plaque, and he spreads his arms and hands wide in welcome as he comes up to me.

“My lost saint has found their way home at last,” he says in a rich, gentle voice. “I am so glad we can finally meet, Valene Bruinn. I understand you might be feeling a bit anxious, but it’s all right. There’s nothing to be afraid of. My name is Horace Cooper. I am the Last Herald of Trinity.”







CHAPTER FORTY



“DO THE OTHERS TRULY REALIZE, AS I HAVE, WHAT WE HAVE ACCOMPLISHED HERE? I FEAR THEY CANNOT UNDERSTAND THE TRUE SCOPE OF IT. THERE IS NO PLACE IN OUR WORLD THAT HASN’T BEEN REVOLUTIONIZED BY WHAT WE’VE CREATED. NAPHTHA IS NOW INEXTRICABLE FROM LIFE. AND WE ARE THE ONES WHO SUPPLY THAT LIFE. IT MAKES ME FEEL AKIN TO A GOD.”

—FROM THE PERSONAL RECORDS OF HORACE J. COOPER




All my life, the Heralds had loomed over every aspect of existence on Trinity. They permeated everything, but it had always been in the way you might think about the sky or the sun. Ever present, but distant, intangible.

But this person—Horace Cooper—is extremely tangible, even as he is perfectly impossible. He seems made out of gold, hair and skin luminous, and his blue eyes are wide and earnest, crinkled at the corners. Tall, young-looking, somehow unchanged by a single day since founding the Herald Power Company thousands of years ago. But maybe that’s what happens when you survive long enough to become a god. Maybe you’re reborn into some kind of eternal youth.

His expression is a strange mix of sympathy and relief, and my head is too full and spinning to realize how close he’s gotten until he reaches out to touch his fingers to the side of my face, a gesture that’s too intimate, too familiar. It sends a shiver through me, and I pull my head away.

He steps back, folding his hands behind him. “My apologies if I seem overly familiar. You must understand that I feel close to every soul who lives and breathes on Trinity. I watch over them. My Archangels aren’t just my hands—they’re my eyes and ears as well. Everything they see, I see.”

His gaze on me is so steady it could anchor airships, scanning my face like he’s reading it, like every bit of information about my life can be found in my eyebrows, my hairline, the lines of my mouth. I inch back from him a little.

“And what about the souls who die on Trinity?” I ask. “Do you watch over them, too?”

“Of course I do,” he says without hesitation. “Being the Last Herald is an enormous burden and responsibility, one I do not treat lightly.”

“Sounds rough.” I glance around at the original Archangels—the Herald-angels—quiet and dark in their recesses and think of the gaunt, empty faces hidden inside them. “I think the others might have it worse, though.”

He follows my gaze, his lips pressing together. “That is very arguable. I walk the hard path, the path of never-ending, unrecognized labor, while they now get to rest, canonized in immortality. I think many would prefer that fate.”

I point at Gabriel, suspended above me, and despite my best efforts, my hand trembles, just a little. “What are you doing to him?”

Horace raises his eyebrows and looks up, maybe surprised by my question or maybe he’d forgotten he had a human child trapped up there. “Oh, yes. He is simply going through the process all saints do, returning the power you were never meant to have back to Trinity where it belongs.”

I snort. “For his own good, I take it?”

“Absolutely.” He sighs, like I’m an idiotic child. Which maybe I am to someone like him. “Storm-touched children are a danger to themselves and all those around them if they aren’t dealt with. I mean … just look at you.” His words cut, sharp enough to draw blood. “Gifted, but dangerous, yes? A murderer who lost their own sister.”

Halle’s face, incandescent with rage and betrayal. “How many people have you killed? You’ve been doing this for years, so I have to think it’s a lot.”

Self-loathing coats my tongue, too thick to swallow. “One of your Archangels killed Halle.”

He steeples his hands in front of his face, his expression grave and piercing. “But you don’t actually believe that, do you? Not in your heart, where it matters most. You and I both know that you’re the reason why she fell into the Depths.”

I cross my arms over my chest, like maybe that will be enough to keep him from seeing inside me. “I read Samuel Covenant’s journal. I know what the naphtha did to Trinity. How many tens of thousands of people died because of it. Millions, even. How are you any better than me? One killer recognizes another.”

For the first time, annoyance twists his face, and his calm, benevolent demeanor cracks a little at the edges. I don’t know if it’s because I called him a killer or because I compared us like he and I were equals.

“Sacrifice is the nature of transformation and progress. Naphtha revolutionized our world, our industries, making energy easier and more accessible than ever before.” He shakes his head, looking sorrowful. “What happened out there was very unfortunate, but that was no reason for us to change course. Who’s to even say if it would have helped if we had? The people needed guidance and order and naphtha, and I was the only one who could give them that.” He reaches out and puts his hands on my shoulders. “You are so young, too young to understand the difficult decisions that true leadership calls for. Acceptable losses are just part of the price of living.”

Acceptable losses. Like the dusters getting slowly choked off their water and naphtha rations. Like Mama and Liza and all the other magdalenas and shop owners, boardinghouse matrons and dock workers turning prophet and drifting away. Like the children touched by the storms we didn’t make, weighted with power we didn’t ask for.

We are the expendable ones.

He steps right up to me, gripping my chin and jaw in one hand so he can twist my head back and forth, studying me from all angles. “I’ve never had a saint go undetected like you did before. And a duster at that. It’s very strange.”

I smack his hand away, wiping his touch from my face. He’s unnerving, disorienting, to be around. He moves about this space with pure confidence and entitlement. Everything is his. Everything is available for perusal. No one in the dust functions like this, without any set of boundaries. The only person I’ve ever met who came close was Bloody Bill, and even he had a line or two he wouldn’t cross.

Something rumbles through the Gate, vibrating the metal underneath my feet. Trinity’s song surges up, loud enough it makes my teeth ache, and a flash of light fills my eyes.

It’s gone half a second later. I blink at my surroundings, at the Herald standing in front of me. The fervent energy around him seems suddenly hungrier.

“You heard it? The song, just now?” I give him the barest nod, and his face twists with pain, with longing. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it? I used to hear it, too, in the beginning. It made it easier to bear the solitude after the other founders were gone.” He swallows hard in the way people do when they’re trying to hold back tears, and it somehow makes him look even younger. “But I stopped being able to hear it. Hundreds of years ago. I can barely remember what it sounds like anymore.”

For a moment, I don’t see a Herald. I just see a man, crushingly lonely, rattling around in a globe at the top of the world forever. I see me, staring at my warped reflection in my blades, giving them names because they felt like all I had left.

Then he whips around and claps his hands together, the sound sudden and loud in the vaulted chamber, and the image shatters. He’s a god again—and me, his wayward child. “Well, then, Valene Bruinn, I suppose we ought to figure out what we’re going to do with you.”

Wariness tenses my muscles, and my hands immediately go to my hilts, slipping Mercy half out of its sheath. “You’re not going to do anything with me.”

Horace freezes with his back to me. “Ah … I would be careful with your threats,” he says, and then waves offhandedly at the twelve Herald-angels around the room. In an instant, they light up, golden mechanical hearts blazing to life in their metal chests as they step out into the chamber and turn their blank metal masks toward me. They suddenly look much, much bigger than they did tucked into their recesses.

I go very still, and then, with slow, smooth movements, I sheathe Mercy and hold my hands up in surrender.

Horace turns back to me, smiling again and waving me forward. “There, now. Much better,” he says, and drops into the embellished golden chair behind the desk. “I’m assuming that what brought you here was some form of revenge, correct?”

I keep one eye on the Herald-angels as I move toward the center of the dais. “I wanted to make the Archangels stop coming for me. So that we’d be safe.”

He nods solemnly, his expression drawn and serious. “Quite understandable, given everything you’ve been through. On the other hand, you understand my predicament in having a saint loose in the world, wielding power that risks real harm. The other saints, when I explained the situation to them, were fully willing to feed their power back into Trinity, regardless of the cost to themselves.”

“The other saints were children,” I snap.

“You’re all children as far as I’m concerned.” Horace shakes his head. “You cannot tell me that your power hasn’t been changing? Growing?” I tighten my jaw because I don’t want to give him an answer to that—I don’t want to give him anything at all—but he doesn’t need me to. He makes a little hmph of satisfaction and sits back in his seat. “I see the truth in your eyes, and I am telling you now, Valene Bruinn, that is how it starts. The song gets louder, your storm-touched abilities get stronger and easier, you start to be able to do things you never could before … But it does not end well. It ends in you becoming the instrument of destruction for everyone you love.”

He folds his hands in front of himself again, drawing up to his full height so that he’s looking down his nose at me even though he’s still seated. “You understand that I do not want to force you and I do not want to fight you. But I will if I must. The good of the world is my greatest priority.”

I throw back my head at that and laugh, loud and harsh, waving an arm wide, gesturing at all of Trinity. At the Copper Plains and the mirage towns, the dusters and the skyliners. A whole world transmuted by greed—broken, unjust, harsh, but also sometimes excruciatingly beautiful, just when you think you might completely give up.

“The good of the world. Yeah, it looks great out there. You did a bang-up job of it. Really keeping us little people in mind.”

Horace contemplates me for a long moment, the lines of his face tight with disapproval. “Like I said, you are a child, so I cannot expect you to fully grasp the value of what I’m providing here. The insight and wisdom that only comes with age and the level of success I have achieved. But I do believe I have another way of convincing you to be reasonable.”

He touches something on the underside of the desk in front of him, and on the other end of the chamber, a crystalline pad activates, opening a seam in the wall that splits, revealing a small antechamber beyond.

And sitting in the middle of it, her arms wrapped tight around her knees, her dark hair spilling wild all over her shoulders, is Halle.







CHAPTER FORTY-ONE



“THE APPEARANCE OF THESE SO-CALLED ‘STORM-TOUCHED’ CHILDREN IS UNFORESEEN, AND I AM AS OF YET UNSURE WHAT THEIR ORIGINS COULD BE. MY HERALD-ANGELS FINALLY MANAGED TO RETURN ONE TO ME ALIVE. IF THERE IS A WAY I CAN HARNESS THEIR EXTRAORDINARY POWER, THINK OF WHAT IT COULD DO FOR MY WORK HERE AND THE HUNDREDS OF THOUSANDS OF LIVES I PROVIDE FOR.”

—FROM THE PERSONAL RECORDS OF HORACE J. COOPER




Halle…”

Her name slips from my mouth, and I sink to my knees with the weight of it. The reality of it. The reality of her, alive and breathing and here after I saw—I saw—

My shaking hands tighten into fists. “What kind of sick, twisted trick are you playing here?”

Over in the antechamber, Halle climbs warily to her feet, her eyes darting wildly around the ceiling, the stained glass walls, the barrier of Herald-angels in front of her that block her line of sight from the rest of the room. I don’t think she can see me with those huge metal bodies between us—I can only catch glimpses of her between the gaps—and it’s not like she’d expect me to be here at all. She might not even know where here is.

“It’s no trick, Valene,” Horace says quietly, and his voice has that extra-gentle coating of gold again. “That is the real, actual Halle Bruinn.”

I can’t move. Nothing in my body works anymore because I’m too full. Joy and relief and wonder and fear and so much exhaustion because the grief of her loss had been hanging like iron around my neck and now it’s gone but everything is also exploding inside me like a star.

“How…” Tears clog my throat, choking off the rest of the question.

Horace crouches down next to me, gently taking one of my hands. “I told you from the very beginning, I watch over every soul on Trinity. At all times, I have Archangels patrolling the bottom of the Depths to accept the bodies of the dead.” He reaches up and wipes at the tears running down my cheeks. “Or, in this case, the living body of your sister, saved by my timely intervention.”

“Who’s out there?” Halle calls out loud enough that her words ring against the metal walls and floor. “I can hear someone talking—come out where I can see you!”

Her voice. Her actual voice. Fierce and demanding, scolding like we’re back in our old lodgings and I’m late to dinner again. “You saved her.”

“Of course I did. She’s important to you, and as one of my saints, you are important to me.” He stands, gesturing me forward. “I am not a monster, Valene. I’m a miracle worker. Go and see for yourself.”

I stagger to my feet, tripping and ungainly, muscles and bones barely remembering how to function together enough to make it off the dais. I take most of the room in a quick-phase, and Halle jumps back in shock when I appear just outside the antechamber door. It only takes her a moment to recover, though, and then she’s running into me and we’re landing in an ungraceful heap, my bones jarring with the impact. I ignore it. Whatever my body has been through this past week, it doesn’t matter—I’m strong enough for this moment.

“Val!” Halle’s breath is fast, panicked, and she’s trembling all over. “I don’t know what’s happening! That Archangel had you and then I was falling and then something caught me just before I passed out and woke up here—”

I shake my head, hugging her tight enough to crack bones. She’s solid, she’s here, she’s real. “It’s okay. Everything is going to be okay now.”

Halle pulls back, her hands gripping my upper arms as she looks around the chamber. “Where’s Kelda? Is she here?”

“She’s not here, but she’s safe.” I laugh a little, tucking a strand of her wild hair behind her ear even though it’s pointless because she has so much of it. “You’re both safe.”

“You understand now, Valene.” Horace barely raises his voice, but it still rings through the space and Halle goes still, her eyes widening. “Your sisters. Your friends down in the garden who think, even now, that they are hiding from me. Everything you love most in this world is at stake.”

Halle cranes her neck, trying to see past the big metal bodies of the Herald-angels. “Who is that? What is he talking about?”

“It doesn’t matter.” I wipe my sleeve roughly across my face, clearing away the tears and sweat and blood blurring my eyes. “I thought we’d lost you. I really did.”

“It’s all right.” Halle leans into me, letting me hug her again. “I’m here. I promise.”

“You cannot protect them from yourself and what you will become if left unchecked,” Horace calls, and it sounds like there’s true regret in his voice. “But I can. I can ensure they are taken care of as if they were my own family. They will be safe, provided for. Everything you ever wanted for them.”

Halle tenses but stays close to me, muttering low into my ear, “I don’t like the sound of any of that.”

I take a deep, shuddering breath. “He’s right, though … If being a saint puts you and Kelda and everyone else in danger…”

She jerks away, frowning, though she keeps her voice as quiet as possible. “We don’t know that’s the truth. We don’t know any of it for sure. That’s just what he’s telling you.” She jabs a finger hard into my chest. “You’re not just a saint. You’re a duster and a fighter. You’re a Bruinn. What do you think?”

I think Horace is right, that all I ever wanted was for Halle and Kelda to be safe. For them to be able to grow up, to age, to have good lives without blood on their hands or the soles of their shoes. To exist someplace where they can afford to be soft. I was willing to destroy myself and everything around me to make that happen. I nearly did.

But now I’m here, on the edge of a world that’s more broken than I ever thought possible, and suddenly I don’t know if it’s enough.

Even if I do say yes and let Horace do to me what he’s doing to Gabriel, what he did to Sorcha and hundreds of saints before, draining them of their power until they’re nothing but husks to fit inside Archangel frames—even if he keeps the promises he’s making right now and ensures Halle and Kelda are safe, what then? Trinity goes back to exactly the way it was before? With its secrets buried up here behind an illusion? Whatever’s left of me eventually joins the hosts of Archangels, and a year or two from now, another storm-touched child with wide, scared eyes will be taken from their family to become part of our twisted family.

And across Trinity, hundreds of thousands of people—apothecaries and preachers, shopkeepers and tinkerers—will continue on as they had before, living and breathing and trying to make a go of it with rations of water and naphtha, never aware of how we got to this point.

That won’t happen. Orion will never let the truth get hidden away again.

Which means Horace Cooper can’t afford to let him leave the Gate alive.

He can’t afford to let any of us leave after what we’ve seen.

Trinity’s song lilts in my ears, and I cock my head to listen to it. I think back to that moment in the aqueduct, when I pulled the melody into me and did something far beyond what I ever thought I was capable of doing. I had felt incredible, powerful, but not wrong or dangerous. Not teetering on the brink of something explosive. There hadn’t even been a hint of the song sweeping me out of control. It had felt more like a promise.

Horace is right. I think maybe saints are dangerous. Just not in the way he keeps saying.

We’re not dangerous to Trinity. We’re dangerous to him.

I glance over my shoulder at the Herald-angels, trying to memorize their position, to analyze their frames. They’re older versions of the Archangels—do they have the same arm cannons? Will they be able to impede my phasing like the others do? I wish I had a few more moments to think, to plan, but there’s no time.

“Val.” Halle whispers my name so softly I can barely hear it. “What are you going to do?”

The corner of my mouth curls up into a grim smile. “Something big and amazing and stupid.”

Climbing to my feet, I extend a hand and help Halle up as well. “Dusters have a saying,” I say, raising my voice. “If you bargain with a liar, you lose twice.” My fingertips tap lightly at the hilts of my knives. “You’re a liar, Horace Cooper. And I’ve never been very good at bargaining.”

Halle grunts as I shove my shoulder against her chest, sending her stumbling back into the antechamber. Wrath sings as I rip it from its sheath and drive it straight into the middle of the crystalline panel beside the door. Sparks fly, the crystal cracks and shatters, and the doors slam shut, trapping Halle safely on the other side.

And I’m left alone in the vaulted chamber to face the Last Herald.







CHAPTER FORTY-TWO



“THE OTHER FOUNDERS LOST FAITH IN THE END, BUT I DID NOT. THEY TRIED TO MEASURE WHAT WE’D CREATED AGAINST THE ETHICS AND MORALS OF THE COMMON MAN, BUT THAT IS AS USELESS AS THE COMMON MAN MEASURING HIMSELF AGAINST AN INSECT. I SAW THAT SO CLEARLY, AND WHEN THEIR COURAGE FAILED, I DID WHAT NEEDED TO BE DONE AND MADE THEM INTO THE GODS THEY DESERVED TO BE.”

—FROM THE PERSONAL RECORDS OF HORACE J. COOPER




I lunge toward Horace Cooper, but the closest Herald-angel snaps its big hand around my body, stopping me cold. I wrench myself in its grip, scraping my arm against its rough metal edges, tearing rips in my suit, opening up new cuts and lacerations all over my body. But I can’t get it to budge. I can’t—

My eyes catch on the pool of light, glowing and rippling in the center of the floor, calling to me. I let it fill my vision until the song pounds underneath my skin and blue-white light haloes my eyes.

The pressure, the impossible weight of the Herald-angel’s grip falls away. Oxygen floods into my lungs. My breath and blood are alight.

I phase.

I want to launch myself at the Herald-angels and rip them apart, strip their wings, but they’re still so big and so impossible to fight. I only have time to make one smart move.

So I go for Horace Cooper instead.

Snapping back together right in front of him, I crush a fist into his nose, then two to his stomach. He grunts and puts a hand to his face, the other reaching for me, but I phase away, molecules between his fingers, and reappear again behind him. I strike him in the kidneys, slam my foot into the backs of his knees. He’s tougher than I expect—it feels like hitting a wall—but he finally sinks to the floor. Twisting Toothpick free, I dig my fingers into his hair, yanking back to expose his throat and press the viciously sharp blade tip to it.

“Let them all go,” I growl. “Call every single one of your angels home and let Halle and everyone else go right now or you and I get to discover the limits of your immortality.”

“There are no limits to my immortality.” Horace lets out a strange sort of sigh. “And you are too smart to believe that I would truly let any of you go. No petulant threat of yours will alter that, I’m afraid.”

“Are you sure about that?” I press a little harder to show I mean business, and the point digs into his golden skin.

But there’s no blood. Instead, an oily iridescent-blue substance oozes out of the cut.

Naphtha.

I stare down at it, then at Horace’s nose. It ought to have been broken by that initial blow, but it isn’t. There’s just a slight smear of that shimmering oil above his lip. He doesn’t look at all pained or afraid; his expression is almost sympathetic. I think about the hits I landed, how it felt like slamming my knuckles into solid metal, and my stomach drops sickeningly.

“What are you?”

He twists under my hands, and I try to clamp down, keep my grip on him, but he rises anyway. Tall, imposing. There is forgiveness in his eyes, but not in his grip as he wraps crushing fingers around my neck. It’s like when the Archangels grab me, a punishing squeeze to my bones.

“Mortal forms are fragile, fallible. They have a time limit. I am what I needed to become.”

He starts to squeeze, his grip like a vise around my throat, but I phase and come back together behind him again, slashing Toothpick across his shoulders. He barely flinches. I keep moving, angling attacks at his knees, his stomach, his throat, but none of it seems to affect him at all. He grabs me and shoves me backward, off the dais, and then I’m surrounded by Herald-angels, descending on me, burning with righteous light.

I phase and dodge and strike out at them, trying to keep out of their grasp, but my body is injured and wobbly and exhausted. I can’t keep up, I can’t move fast enough, and all I can think about are the gray-eyed, ghostly faces inside those grotesque cages. The humans—no longer alive, not entirely dead—trapped inside that torment for thousands of years. It throws me off, a weird surge of sympathy that softens my attacks.

The Herald-angels drive me back and back, away from Horace Cooper and into the middle of the room, until I’m trapped between them and the pool of light.

One of them brings a sudden, heavy fist crashing onto my back, sending me sprawling onto the floor. Pain sears along my spine and arms. More blows slam down on me, again and again, pounding me into the floor until I can feel darkness gathering at the corners of my brain. I lie face down, the pain in my shoulders throbbing up my neck and into my skull.

I stare at the pool next to me, watching its soft-blue light ebb and flow. The color and rhythm wash over me, relaxing my muscles, slowing my heartbeat, and I let myself drift in it.

voices calling

a song

a story

I float on its current, out of this room, somewhere where there is no space or time. Just a riot of colors and myriad ellipses spinning around one another in constant motion.

old pain

transformation

unmaking

Distantly, I hear Horace shouting something. Telling his angels to grab me, to get me away from the light. He almost sounds panicked. Afraid.

Afraid of what, though? Of me? He’s already broken me.

Valene. Why can’t you fly?

The voice is in the song. The voice is beyond the song. I feel myself reaching for it, my fingertips touching the edge of the pool, and I suddenly know why Horace is afraid. I finally know how to answer the question that voice keeps asking me.

Because I need you to give me wings.

The light flickers in reply. I raise my head so I can see Horace, standing on his precious dais, watching me. I grin at him, blood on my teeth, and raise both my fists to him, middle fingers up.

And then I roll over the edge, into the pool. Horace shouts in alarm, but it’s too late. The light surges to life, blazing bright as a star, enveloping everything.







CHAPTER FORTY-THREE




Trinity sings me its story.

It sings of tens of thousands of years of living and burning and evolving as the heart of our world. It sings of what it was once, thousands of years ago: golden fields and green plants and flowers and water everywhere. It sings of its pain and its loneliness, bittersweet and sharp, as it was stripped and transformed of everything it once was. It sings of the saints it created, again and again, trying to reach out, to connect, to fix what was broken only to have each of us ripped away, dismantled, fed back to it in a horrifying cycle again and again.

My mind falls down, down, into the heart of the world, and Trinity reaches for me, folds around me. It feels like Mama’s arms, when she would hold me at night. It feels like Papa’s voice and his bright, sudden laugh whenever I said something precocious or unexpected. It feels like the warm weight of Halle’s and Kelda’s heads on my shoulders as they fall asleep.

Hundreds of saints live inside Trinity’s song. Those who came before me. Those who are destined to rise after I’m gone. Their voices swell and they are soft and loud and wild and sweet. They sing of their homes and their loves and their dreams and their pains. Every heartache and triumph and moment in between. It all crashes against me in a poignant flood. It spills into every inch of my mind, and I thought it would feel more like dying—giving myself over to Trinity like this. I’d imagined it as crashing, burning, smashing everything that comprised me against a wall of unforgiving fire and metal, but tasting the possibility of it now …

It doesn’t feel like obliteration or destruction or death.

It feels like an unmaking.

Chaos becoming something strong and alive and new.









CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR



“FOR THE STORM IS THE SYMBOL OF THE HERALDS, AND WHEN IT APPEARS, KNOW THAT THEIR POWER IS NIGH AND ONLY THOSE BLESSED WITH HUMILITY AND PROSPERITY WILL BE TOUCHED BY THEM.”

—THE SACRED LAW OF THE HERALDS




Trinity sends me back, the current of its song carrying me up and up, out of its heart, the pieces of my body re-forming around me. I fold into myself bit by bit, slowly coming back to my lungs, my bones, my heart. Everything around me shines brighter and sharper. I flex my muscles, feeling the strength and stretch of them. All the pain and exhaustion in my body is gone, not even a dull ache left behind.

It felt like I was inside its heart for lifetimes, but no time at all has passed. Horace, his face stretched with horror, is still looking at the spot where I’d been lying just before I went into the pool.

I sing to the light, and it comes, filling my chest like a brilliant star. I feel it streaming from my eyes and fingers and the pores of my skin.

And then I phase.

The freedom, the lightness of it—spreading like air. I come back together with my heart hammering in my ears, energy arcing from me in crackling lines.

Every saint was born from a magnastorm.

But I am the magnastorm now.

Someone is yelling and angry. I think it’s the false Herald, but he’s such an afterthought in my mind. Barely registering.

I drop into the space between the Herald-angels, hovering in midair. They surround me, advance on me, and I hold my hands out to welcome them, beckoning them forward. Lightning crawls down my arms, leaping across the empty space and grabbing each one by its chest cavity, trapping them in place.

I inhale, tasting metal and ozone, and close my eyes.

My body doesn’t phase—but my mind does. My awareness shatters into a billion tiny pieces, and I’m suddenly everywhere, seeing and feeling everything that moves and breathes all over the Gate of Heaven.

I am inside Horace Cooper, the Last Herald of Trinity, awash in his surety, his conviction in what he’s doing. Deep passion and ambition, twisted and gone sour. Bitten by greed’s poison teeth.

I am with Halle, feeling her terror and panic trapped inside the antechamber, pounding on the doors and yelling my name. Lost and unsure in the darkness, again.

I am with Dani and Orion, down in the garden below, staring at the stained glass sphere above them and waiting for my return. Hands clasped tight together, hearts beating in rhythm, love and hope and fear knitting them into one.

I am with Kelda, standing between Atlas and Liren on the edge of a town that was once called Opportunity, staring north over the Copper Plains. Quaking inside as she stands on a precipice, waiting to know if she is the only Bruinn left.

I am with the child, Gabriel, asleep but trapped, suspended in never-ending nightmares behind a wall of beautiful glass. Carried away from his family, screaming, in a ceaseless loop.

I am with all the saints who came before me, born to be part of Trinity, stolen by a man terrified of their power and used up until there was nothing left of them but empty shells.

I hear you, I whisper to them. I’m coming.

I open my eyes and slowly breathe out.

And then I clench my hands into fists, and the angels shatter into tiny pieces.

Not just the Herald-angels in this room, but all the Archangels outside it, too. In one blinding flash, I dissolve their automaton cages, and they crumble, reduced to nothing but dark glitter and ash. I feel the wave of relief from each and every one of the saints and Heralds trapped inside as they are released, finally free.

I fling my fingers out wide, like an explosion, and the towering stained glass window behind the gilded desk shatters into fragments. I beckon to the sleeping Gabriel, and his body floats out of the liquid light containing him, coming softly to rest in a clear spot on the floor.

Then I close my eyes and phase.

I bring all of them with me—Halle and Gabriel, Dani and Orion—away from the Gate, carrying them over miles and miles of alloy in an instant, all the way back to Opportunity. I set them down there, on the edge of the abandoned outpost town, just a few feet from Kelda and Atlas and Liren, the light from Trinity framing me in the shape of two enormous, outspread wings. And then I’m gone again, back into the Gate of Heaven.

Safe. They’re all safe.

My awareness shrinks and folds until it fits inside my physical body once more. The angel dust settles, the light blazing inside me dims, and I feel the floor, solid under my feet. My head spins, and I waver a little. I’ve used up quite a bit of what Trinity gave me, but Trinity’s song still beats in my blood, making me feel fast and vicious and strong.

Which is good. Because I have a Herald to deal with.

I spin toward Horace Cooper just as he whips a pulse pistol out from underneath his vest. His face is twisted with rage and frustration. He squeezes the trigger, but I disappear before the shot can hit its mark and reappear behind him, my arm blade drawn, swinging it in an arc toward his head. He spins, blocks my blow, and raises his pistol, pulling the trigger. I’m already gone, though, and the shot hits the wall behind me, bursting into a waterfall of sparks and tiny tongues of flame.

I reappear in a crouch just on Horace’s periphery and sweep his legs out from under him, bringing him to the ground. I go for his pistol, but his hand shoots up, grabbing me by the throat and throwing me off him. I fly halfway across the room, slamming into the wall and landing in a heap.

I rise in the next moment, blood dripping down my forehead, the light from the heart of Trinity still singing inside me. I use it, letting it pour down my limbs, making me lightning-quick as I dance around Horace, leveraging his rage against him. He shoots so fast and wildly with his pulse pistol that it overheats, searing his hand badly enough that he drops it. He swings at me again and again, crashing his knuckles against the walls, the floor, hard enough to leave dents, but I’m always a beat ahead of him.

Until I’m not.

Until that one moment when I’m just a half second too slow, and he gets ahold of me, smashing his fist across my nose, my throat, my sternum. I hear the snap of bone, feel it break as I fall to the ground. There’s a pressure sitting on my chest. I gasp, sucking at the air to try and drag it into my lungs, but they don’t feel big enough to breathe anymore.

“This is not how it ends.” Horace stands over me, a gaping slash in his arm revealing veins of pure naphtha. “You think you are the hero in this story, but you are the enemy. Your actions here put the lives of a hundred million people at risk.” Bending down, he scoops up his pulse pistol and cranks the charge on it to heat it back up.

I look down at my hands, splayed against the alloy floor. My arms are shaking, but I can hear all those hundreds of saints singing for me. Each one unique, but also the same, and Trinity has never sounded as heartbreakingly beautiful as right now.

I sit back on my heels and tip my chin up until I’m staring straight down the barrel of his pistol. I breathe deep—deeper than I ought to be able to—and now there is no pain. My legs feel steady. My head is crystal clear.

He aims at my head and pulls the trigger.

I split myself apart, arcing around the blast from the pistol. I almost become the air, but I remember just enough to pull myself together again in pieces. It’s not quick, it’s not instantaneous, but it’s fast enough. Fast enough for me to drive an elbow down into Horace’s arm, knocking the gun loose from his grip. Fast enough for me to snatch it in midair and kick his feet out from under him.

Fast enough to stand over him and put a hand to his throat.

He goes very still, his unnaturally blue eyes shining with earnestness, his palms turned up like an offering. There is nothing but peace on his face.

“You can’t kill me,” he says softly. “I have guided over Trinity for millennia. I am the only one who knows how to lead it.”

“Maybe that was true once,” I tell him. “But not anymore. I’m going to fix this world, Horace Cooper. Me—and every saint who comes after me. We’re going to dismantle every single thing you’ve created. You turned yourself into a god. Now I’m going to turn you into nothing.”

I pull at those last remnants of Trinity’s song humming inside me, and lightning ripples down my arm and into his body. It wraps around him, thread upon thread upon thread, until I can’t even see him anymore. And then it bursts into an explosion of light, bright as a nova.

When it finally dims, the only thing left of the Last Herald of Trinity is a pile of golden dust on the floor.







CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE



“I HAVE HEARD OF SECTS THAT HAVE FALLEN TO IDOLATRY, PAYING WORSHIP TO THE SAINTS. THAT IS HERESY, AND IT WILL BE CUT OUT BY THE MINISTRY AND CHAPELS LIKE ROT FROM THE BODY. FOR THE SAINTS, WHILE GIFTED, ARE MORTAL FLESH, AND TO WORSHIP THOSE BORN OF MORTAL FLESH IS TO SET OURSELVES BEFORE THE HERALDS.”

—TREATISE NO. 18 BY MOST HOLY PREACHER HAL LOURDE, ORIGINAL CHAPEL FOUNDER




The empty gun drops from my hands, clattering onto the floor, and my legs wobble underneath me. Blood has dried sticky on my face and chest and hands. Tremors rumble through the room, vibrating across my skin. Trinity’s song shifts, growing wild and sharp, calling me back into it. It tugs at every cell in my body, making it hard to hold myself together in solid form.

Wait, I tell it. I’m coming. I just have to say goodbye first.

Closing my eyes, I dissipate, arcing through and out of the Gate, across the miles of garden and metal plains, back to the outskirts of Opportunity. In the space of a moment, I’m whole again, my feet solid on the alloy, and when I open my eyes, they’re all there, together.

Little Gabriel, curled on the ground, his face relaxed in a true sleep.

Atlas and Liren, shock stretching their faces as they help Dani and a heavily limping Orion to their feet.

And my sisters.

Kelda is already in Halle’s arms, laughing, tears pouring down her face as Halle rocks her back and forth, squeezing her so tight while little furry Ember weaves figure eights around their feet.

They’re here. They’re alive and breathing and finally, truly safe. I know this as sure as I know my own heartbeat, as sure as I know their faces.

Kelda spots me first and cries out, and then she and Halle are running, crashing against me, hard enough that all three of us collapse in a heap of arms and legs and hugs and tears. My body flares with pain, but I bite down on it and grip them tighter, my throat aching, tears dripping from my eyes. I take in every bit of them: their warm, solid bodies; the strong, steady heartbeats pounding in their chests; the tears dampening their faces; the scent of their hair and skin that overpowers even the aura of blood and ash that surrounds me.

I want to stay in this moment. Live in this moment.

I pull back a little, looking at them through teardrops that cling to my lashes and break their faces into facets. I keep one hand clutched on Halle’s arm and another on Kelda’s cheek, trying to memorize them exactly as they are now. To burn their images into my chest where they can never be lost or wiped away.

No matter what I become after this.

Orion and Dani make their way toward us, him leaning heavily on her shoulder, her arm tight around his waist for support. There’s pain pinching the corners of his eyes, but as soon as they make it to us, he drops onto the ground beside me and wraps his long arms around my chest, pulling me into him.

“You’re all right.” His voice is only a whisper, and I’m not sure if the words are for me or for himself, but he keeps saying them over and over again. You’re all right you’re all right you’re all right …

Dani stands nearby, her mouth pressed into a flat line. “We should take this reunion on the road. Get as far away from the Gate as possible. There is no way that whatever is up there is going to let us go without a fight after everything we’ve seen.”

“Nothing is left up there to fight.” The words slip from my mouth just as a quick, bright flash cuts across the corner of my eye, there and gone in an instant, but I don’t turn to it. I’m not ready yet. I need just a little more time.

“Good,” Dani says sharply. “Still no reason to stick around. Let’s get back in the carriage.” She reaches a hand toward Kelda, beckoning her over, but Kelda’s got her fingers latched into my shirt, gripping hard. Next to me, Halle clutches my hand so tight that it hurts, and I can tell by the way she’s staring at me that at least part of her knows what’s coming.

She was up there. She saw and heard more than the rest of them.

Orion studies the expression on Halle’s face, the fear and panic and sorrow already written in her eyes, and then he looks over at me.

“V?” His voice is heavy. Like he doesn’t really want to ask.

“You know,” I tell him quietly. “You already know.”

Dani frowns at us, confused. “Know what? What does he know?”

“I’m staying,” I tell her.

Her mouth drops open. “I’m sorry— What?”

I look down at my hands, remembering the voices and the song and all that burning pain. “The Heralds were a lie. They stripped this world for themselves, robbed us of what it was meant to be. The saints were supposed to fix it, but the Heralds stole that, too. Maybe if they hadn’t, things would be different. But they’re all gone. It’s just me left.”

Trinity is singing, and I’d always thought its song had been for the Butcher, a melody of phase-shifts and blood work and death.

But it isn’t. It’s for Valene. It’s always been for Valene.

I take off my weighted gloves one finger at a time, dropping them onto the ground. “I have to stay.”

“No!” Halle shakes her head, strands of dark hair sticking to the tear tracks on her cheeks. “Val, you can’t…”

I put my hands on either side of her face, my voice calm even though my heart is pounding and my chest is so full and tight that I almost can’t get the words out. “Trinity has been calling me my entire life, Halle. I just never understood why. This world needs to heal, and to do that, I need to go back in.”

Halle’s expression is hard as metal under her tears. “It’s not a fair trade.”

“I know. I get it.” I take her hands, squeezing them. “You’ve always wanted to be a part of something bigger, and I never really understood that. Until this moment.”

Halle’s lips tremble, the hard edges of her expression softening. “You couldn’t just become a rogue preacher or something?”

A teary smile blurs my vision, and I pull her to me, hugging her tight. “This is your time, Halle Bruinn,” I say quietly, just for her ears. “You’ve always wanted to create change, so do it. Make this whole universe see how much it needs people like you.”

For a long moment, Halle doesn’t respond. She does nothing but cry, arms tight around my bruised body. When she finally nods, I squeeze her as a thank you, as a goodbye, as a half-assed way of trying to tell her everything that fifteen years of family builds up inside. Then I turn to Kelda, who’s kneeling next to us with her gangly arms wrapped around Ember’s fuzzy red body and sobs hiccuping from her throat.

She drops her forehead onto my chest, her narrow shoulders shaking. “You promised. You promised you weren’t gonna leave me behind.”

“I know, smalls. But I won’t really be gone. Trinity is all around you, which means I am, too, right?” I take her by the arms, straightening her up so I can look her in the eye. “You listen to me, okay? You be good for Halle. Do what she says.” A tear falls, and I wipe it off her cheek. “Be brave, Kel. Be so much braver than me.”

Kelda nods and leans fully into me. Careful not to crush Ember, I hold her as my own body shakes from the sobs that I tamp down, push deep inside. Halle puts her arms around both of us, and the three of us huddle like that for a long while.

And then Trinity calls. Another flare ripples behind me, and Trinity’s song swells, wild and sharp, tugging at me like a lure. I look up through swollen, red-rimmed eyes and take a deep breath. I’m almost out of time.

Orion appears next to me as I stand, stepping from my sisters’ arms, and when I look at him, there are tears slipping down his face. He reaches for me, hesitant, and I instantly move into his embrace, pressing my cheek against his warm chest. I think part of me has wanted to do this—to hug him like I used to, this hard and this close—since I saw him on that prison train, and I’m sorry now that it took me so long to listen to it.

“Thank you,” I murmur into his shirt, into the warmth and smell of him. “For sticking with me.”

His voice rumbles low against my ear. “I was always with you, V.”

I angle my head up so I can see his face. His cheeks and eyelashes are wet, and I brush the backs of my knuckles softly across the tears. He catches my hand gently in his, holding it like it’s something precious, and I let him. I let him treat me as precious.

Leaning up on my tiptoes, I touch my lips softly to his. It’s not much more than a breath of an instant, but I still feel his heartbeat stutter underneath my palm.

Dani stands off to the side, her arms crossed like a wall over her chest, her brows drawn down in vicious slashes. It’s the kind of expression meant to warn people away, but I walk toward her anyway.

“You can be angry with me—” I tell her, stepping up so close that we’re toe to toe, our faces inches apart.

“I am.” Her voice is tight with rage, but her eyes shine with tears, pooling in the corners. “I am furious with you.”

“—just please. Keep them safe. All of them.” I touch a hand to her cheek, running my thumb along the curve of her bottom lip, just like I’d always wanted to but never let myself. “They’re your family now, too.”

Her teeth are clenched hard enough to break bones. “I will never forgive you for this.” Her expression softens and an almost pleading tone enters her voice. “Me and you, ghoulie. We’re survivors.”

“I know.” I lean in and kiss her, too. Light and gentle as a breeze. “But we deserve more than just survival.”

I step back, my eyes finding Atlas and Liren a few steps away, their arms wrapped around each other, their fingers interlaced.

Liren shakes their head, a bittersweet twist to their lips. “You were right, Booker’s friend. You really are trouble.”

A short, soft laugh slips out on my next breath. “I tried to tell you.”

I look at Atlas, who stares back with an expression that’s somewhere between sorrow and resignation. I want to tell him that he was right, that the divinity was inside each of us the whole time, that it was even inside me, which must be some kind of miracle. But I think he already knows that. He nods, once, solemnly, and I nod back.

Then I turn and start to walk back toward the Gate.

My sisters slam into me before I make it two steps, enveloping me in soft arms and hard sobs.

One last hug. One last, precious moment holding one another like we did when the nights were dark and hungry and we were each other’s anchors. I tell them that I love them, and they say it back—they repeat it again and again until I am filled up, brimming with it.

I’m not going to forget them. I’m going to carry them with me into whatever comes next.

I imprint this promise, carving it into my bones before I pull out of their embraces for the last time.

The light calls again, singing, and this time I go to it.




NOW

I float above the Gate, eighteen years old and human, but also ageless and infinite, no fear left in me as I look down into the light, at the unmaking that is waiting for me beyond. I relive every moment, every memory.

The first time I phased. Big Haul’s murder. Gabriel being taken …

They’re solid at first, clear. And then scattering, intermixing, confused puzzle pieces. I am present but also past, touching and experiencing every previous version of myself I’ve ever been.

The one who lost their parents too young.

The one who helped carry their sisters until those sisters could walk on their own.

The one who ran the alleys barefoot like a shadow.

The one who forged themself into a knife to cut away all their soft pieces.

The one who was born with lightning in their chest and dreams of rain.

With my arms out wide, I fall into that pool of liquid light. It sears across my eyes, and it isn’t blue or white, after all, but an incredible riot of hundreds of colors, so many I don’t have names for them all. Trinity’s song rings joyously, clearer than I’ve ever heard it in my life.

I let go of every cell, every atom of my body, drifting in infinite directions, until all that’s left in the end is me, spreading through the air like stardust, reaching downward.

Until I am unmade.

And Trinity is unmade.

And we both become something new.







EPILOGUE



“THEY SAID A DUSTER COULD NEVER BECOME A SAINT. BUT ONE DID. WE ALL SAW THEM. AND IF THAT’S THE CASE, THEN WHAT HAPPENS WHEN THE REST OF US DUSTERS STOP LETTING THEM TELL US WHO WE ARE AND WHAT WE CAN BE?”

—EXCERPT FROM TRACTS FROM A REBEL PREACHER




The Gate of Heaven is falling.

The illusion around it has dropped like a curtain at the end of a show, revealing the impossible garden, the perfect expanse of water, the glittering orb shedding chunks of glass that sparkle in the early-dawn light as they smash against the ground.

Miles away, a little cluster of people stand on the edge of a dusty, abandoned town in the middle of a copper wasteland, watching the Gate go all to pieces in the distance. Orion, leaning against his brother. Atlas, who holds the unconscious body of a saint named Gabriel protectively in his arms. Liren, with their arms threaded through Atlas’s, and Dani next to them, her eyes pinned to her boots like she can’t bring herself to look.

Halle and Kelda stand out in front, slightly apart from the others, their arms wrapped around each other, a curious fuzzy creature with pointed ears sitting at their feet. A breeze whips around them, unnaturally cool and damp, and Kelda puts her hand up to catch it, to let it curl through her open fingers. She doesn’t even really know why she does it. It’s just that every bit of her aches with loss, and she can’t help reaching out. Even if she knows it’s too far now.

High up in the sky, framed by the pink light of dawn, the Gate tips slowly downward—and then all at once it’s plummeting to the ground, like a marble rolling off the edge of a table. A deep boom, like a distant explosion, rumbles the alloy beneath their feet, even though they’re over ten miles away. It’s Liren who first spots the wall of debris and dust barreling toward them, and they curse as they jump forward and grab the Bruinn sisters, pulling them backward. Almost as one, the group turns their backs to the destruction, dropping low to the ground.

The shock wave slams into them seconds later, pinning them to the alloy in a violent tangle of limbs and new cuts and bruises. And when it finally passes and they get to their feet again …

The Gate of Heaven sits in ruins, barely visible from where they stand. Ragged parts of its frame are still intact, jagged shards of colored glass stabbing up into the sky, but mostly there is just rubble and wreckage.

A ball of blue-white light streaks up like a comet from the wreckage of the Gate, out of the heart of Trinity, and Halle’s breath catches in a gasp as she stares into it. It almost looks like there’s a silhouette inside, enormous wings outspread, bright and blazing as a lightning strike. Cutting into the sky with a power so intense she can almost hear it crackling.

She grips Kelda’s shoulders, trying to point out to her what she’s seeing, but the comet is already too high, too far. It cuts a path up into the clouds and light blasts outward from it, spreading to every horizon, dispelling everything in its path.

There’s a moment where it’s clear sky in all directions, rich blue-green and a golden rising sun. And then new clouds spill across the atmosphere, spooling in rippling waves, different from those of a magnastorm. Darker and thicker, with silver-bright lightning dancing between them.

Something taps against the alloy at their feet. A small sound made much louder by the deep silence blanketing the air. Then there’s another and another and another until it becomes a chorus of pattering drops, beading on the ground, dampening their faces, their clothes, their hair.

Kelda holds her hands out in front of her, drops collecting in her open palms. Ember twines around her ankles, ears pinned back, looking disgruntled. “What is this? What’s happening with the sky?”

Halle steps close beside her, something like awe on her face as she looks at the clouds and the bright comet still flying far above, water ribboning down her face. “I think it’s called rain.”
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