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ARTIFACTS

Six days and seven nights

came the wind and flood, the storm flattening the land.

—Epic of Gilgamesh







1—

IT WAS STILL early, but the sun was already a battering ram against the earth. In protest, Ember kept the blinds closed as she measured coffee grounds, moving from shadow to beleaguered shadow. If only these pockets of darkness were a little wider, a little deeper, she would have happily fallen into one and been lost forever. But today would not allow such an easy departure. The light forced its way in, slicing past the shades in hot white ribbons that burned across the kitchen.

She stepped closer to the window and nudged the blind aside, pressing her forehead to the warming glass and contemplating this narrow view of Jerome’s garden, curious to see if she could name just one of his plants—but of course she couldn’t. This wasn’t her domain. The garden had grown riotous and leggy since she’d last looked. And when had that been exactly? A while ago. Months, probably. She remembered sprouts no bigger than a thumbnail, coming up through the freshly turned soil. Now she could barely see the dirt for all the sprawling growth that covered it.

Behind her, the kettle was beginning to hum. Ember hurried to take it off the flame before the whistle could gather itself and call out. She didn’t want to wake Jerome, who was still asleep upstairs, a dream rumbling in the back of his throat, legs tangled in the sheet. They’d had yet another argument the night before and she had neither patience nor desire to repair anything with him just now. Better that she slip out before he came down and they started up all over again. She was beginning to suspect that the fight was unwinnable, no matter how many times they had it. No point hurrying toward a resolution that was always receding. She poured hot water over the grounds and set the kettle back down as gently as she could.

The more pressing concern, in Ember’s mind at least, was that the sovereignty of her summer was this very moment coming to an end. She’d spent the past few months laboring over a half-finished manuscript in her attic study, forehead brushing against the sloping wall as she sat in curled concentration, and that work had kept her balanced. Kept her absorbed. But now a desolate school year, long and full of needs not her own, yawned.

Existential dread brought on by the start of the academic calendar was certainly not new to her (she’d been teaching for long enough to become well acquainted), but at that moment it felt almost unbearable. Without the long days spent working on her manuscript, there would be nowhere left to escape to—on the one side, the politicking of academia, which she had grown to despise, and on the other, Jerome’s constant grievances, which were wearing her down like the polish of fine sandpaper.

Running a hand over the back of her neck as if to sweep away the tension that hovered there, she took her coffee and sat on the sofa opposite the mostly covered window, where the bright, narrow swathe of Jerome’s garden peeked through. She should really meet the day and open the blinds, but she couldn’t bring herself to face the wattage just yet. Instead, she thought of the unfinished manuscript that would soon begin to gather dust, the chafe of her academic mantle that hung by the door, the frenetic shape of the hours that would follow this one, and felt defeated.

What irked her most was the foregone futility of the day. The first Monday of the term was always a throwaway. Classes would be spent reminding students which texts they needed and claiming she would try to remember their names, although she never did. Had no intention to. There would be inane small talk and paperwork and at least one reminder from Ya that the laureate committee was watching. She would endure it all, not gracefully exactly, but with the same measure of detached complacency she brought to the rest of her academic responsibilities. She took her first sip of coffee and immediately burned her tongue. At least the looseness of discomfort was made tangible now, defined by both taste and texture. She probed the roof of her mouth to find the edges of this new affliction.

Ember was not well-liked at the university. By anyone: students or faculty or administrators. And that was fine. It was her own fault; she recognized that. Her interest had never been teaching and she wasn’t able to hide her exasperation with the entire apparatus. For her, academia was only a means to a very particular end. A matter of rallying the power of an institution to her cause. She’d originally intended the job to be a brief interval while she assembled the money and the personnel necessary to pry open a new archaeological site. Because that was where she belonged—mid-excavation, dirt in every crease, bent in the service of discovery. The trouble was, this academic interlude of hers was creeping toward a decade now, threatening to become the entirety of her career. It had been eight years since her last dig. And still, no matter how many proposals she wrote, no matter how many grants she applied for, no matter how much university letterhead she used, the radical new project she had staked the sum of her professional credibility on was somehow no closer to fruition.

This is the year it all comes together, she thought, but it was a half-hearted refrain. She’d been telling herself this story for so long it had begun to seem more like a myth than a real possibility. Perhaps the time had come to face the fact that it would never come together. That all of this had been for nothing.

But no, she couldn’t bring herself to think that way either.

Turning away from the uncertainty of the near future, she thumbed the thick glaze of her coffee cup and wondered instead what this clumsy piece of pottery might look like in a century. In a few millennia. Anything to separate herself from the discomfort of now—a self-soothing exercise almost as old as she was, though lately its efficacy was beginning to deteriorate.

As a child, she had buried treasures in order to dig them up again: precious stones from her mother’s jewelry box, coins from the bowl of change they kept by the front door, spare keys. Each time she did this it was a revelation. She would insert some small piece of her present into the ground and when she returned to it, the object would be waiting for her, exactly where she had left it but irrevocably changed by the process. Crusted with dirt, marked by the evidence of however many days or weeks or sometimes years she had allowed it to remain hidden underground. Even after she washed these treasures and returned them to their rightful places, even when no one else could see the difference, she knew the objects had been profoundly altered. It was proof that history was both a thing to be found and a thing to be made, and the hubris of this realization marked her early. It stayed with her still.

She was startled by a knock at the door. Roused, she put the cup down and listened, thinking she must have misheard. She wasn’t expecting anyone, not at this hour. But she was already halfway out of her seat when the knock came again. She hurried to the foyer, anxious that whoever it was would knock a third time and wake Jerome after all her careful tiptoeing. She undid the bolt with a thud, and the volume made her wince.

“Yes?” she said, speaking quietly but not troubling herself to be polite. A young man she’d never seen before was standing there, shifting from one foot to the other, with ears so big she didn’t even notice his other features. Her eyes dropped to the envelope in his hands. The post never came this early, nor did it require a knock at the door. She caught the unmistakable scent of saltwater and fish guts, then noticed the sheen of his rubber boots and the grime on the laborer’s coveralls he wore. He was from the docks. Understanding stirred, a flutter in the very center of her chest.

“You’re Ember Agni?” the young man asked.

“I am.”

The letter he carried was from Ish. It had to be. The flutter became a pulse, spreading throughout her body. She reached for the envelope and her hand shook. Finally, she thought. It had been so long since he left she’d almost stopped expecting to hear from him.

“Brought this over myself. Fella said it was urgent.” He paused, turning the envelope over in his hands. Not relinquishing it. “Said payment on delivery.”

“How much?” She tried to keep the desperation out of her voice.

He quoted a sum and Ember hurried to riffle through the pockets of the jackets hanging in the foyer. She found the heaviness of Jerome’s wallet and all but emptied it.

The man counted the money, clearly wishing he’d asked for more. “Don’t have change.”

“It’s fine.” Ember reached again for the envelope. “Just—”

Sliding the cash into his pocket, he finally yielded his slight cargo with a shrug. As if what he carried didn’t matter. She was too dazed to be aggrieved by this carelessness. Balancing the letter on her fingertips, she drew a deep, stuttering inhale. Had her gamble on Ish paid off then?

“You brought it over from where did you say?” she asked, knowing full well he hadn’t said. “Which port?” But he was already taking a step back, eager to be done with this errand now that he’d been paid.

“You have a good morning,” he replied, and with that, clomped back down the steep hill toward the docks, his rubber boots squeaking as he went, taking the dead smells of the sea with him. The envelope all but vibrated in her hands. Once he was out of sight, she closed the door as quietly as she could.

In the darkened foyer, Ember contemplated this unassuming bit of paper, momentarily paralyzed by a mixture of dread and excitement stirred together, an overpowering sensation that oozed from the crown of her head, down the length of her body, then hardened, like a soft golden resin becoming solid. Sealed inside this shell of anticipation, she found that she could not bring herself to read it just yet. She wanted the multitude of possibilities to go on existing, and she knew that as soon as she opened it, only one would remain.

She brought the letter back to the sofa and set it down next to her coffee, which had begun to cool by now, a scrim of milk tightening across the surface. The envelope burned bright against the dark stone table. It was still slightly damp from its time at sea, corners worn down by rough hands and salted air. She considered making a little breakfast while she girded herself to read it, then glanced at the clock and realized there was no time for that. The day was racing past her now. She could either hide here at home, denying this momentum, or hurry forward to keep pace.

Upstairs, she heard the thump of Jerome’s feet hitting the floor. The creak of a hinge, the thrum of water running through the pipes. She didn’t want to be here when he came downstairs. One edge of the envelope’s flap was curling up, as if it might open itself were she to leave it unread for much longer. But, she reasoned, it had traveled such a long way to be here: on her table, in her home. Surely it could travel a little farther. She slotted it in among her other papers and left the coffee cup where it was.

[image: ]
On her way to the university, the city was still quiet. She rode her bicycle, leaning into the steepness of the road with more tenacity than usual, pressing the weight of her body down hard on the pedals as she climbed, not bothering to temper the loud gust of her own breath. Letting it be ragged and rough. She poured herself into the physicality of the effort. This last year or two she’d begun to feel these hills in her joints differently and assumed she just needed to push herself harder to reclaim the buoyant elasticity of the first half of her thirties. It had not yet occurred to her that at thirty-eight, her body might prefer another tactic.

By the time she got to campus, students were beginning to stir and the canteen staff was putting a few tables out on the grass. Night custodians were finishing up their rounds. Everyone moved in slow motion—or perhaps it only seemed that way because her heart was still racing. Ember went straight to her office, feeling the over-tight constriction of her satchel’s shoulder strap, banded by sweat where it cut across her chest.

The building wasn’t open yet, and so she used her key, slipping inside with the subtle movements of a thief. The hall was dim and still surprisingly cool despite the gathering heat outside. A familiar smell hit her, that particular combination of cleaning products and slate and chalk dust.

This again.

If she weren’t so intent on the letter, she would have been dismayed by the repetition: yet another first day. Another year to drag herself through. But this time change was near, hovering just beyond her field of vision. She was relieved to make it to her office without having to speak to anyone. The door was still papered with relics of last year—a finals announcement, assignment parameters, a list of office hours, and an assortment of other items her graduate assistant had posted. Cami had gone home for the summer, so here they remained, curled and yellowing after being shut away in the heat since May. As Ember brushed past to turn on the lamp, one of the sheets came unstuck and fluttered out into the hallway, caught in her slight draft. She left it there and kicked the door shut behind her.

Her office was small and windowless, as stifling as a tomb, but she didn’t have to share it anymore and that was an improvement. The other inhabitant (only a year since he’d gone and already she couldn’t recall if his name was Miller or Mills) hadn’t been invited back because there weren’t enough classes to go around for the non-laureates. Since his departure, Ember had been steadily filling his vacated space with deep snowdrifts of looseleaf paper, towers of overdue library books, and no fewer than a dozen dirty mugs, the tea bags as desiccated as mummies. All this clutter was welcome evidence of time passing, of her avid scholarship, and of a noble disinterest in washing dishes. But maybe most importantly, her reclamation of the vacated space was a way to forget that the discipline of archaeology had fallen on hard times.

It wasn’t that the department’s stature had ever been particularly esteemed, but lately, its presence on campus seemed to have more to do with being gradually forgotten than being allowed to remain. Enrollment was down, budgets were anemic. And truth be told, archaeology’s problems traveled far beyond the university. No one was funding new digs anymore, and even established projects were sputtering in the face of withdrawn endowments and unrenewed permits. Academic journals struggled to put out issues, stifled by high printing costs and staff layoffs, scrounging for enough articles to fill their pages and paying subscribers to read them. There was a pervasive sense of cultural apathy regarding the study of the past that was growing stronger by the minute, as if the world had already accrued the maximum knowledge of prior civilizations and required nothing further in order to barrel onward into the future.

But Ember was committed to not thinking about any of this. Especially not now. She sat at her desk, inside the yellow circle cast by the lamp, still holding her bag. She couldn’t seem to set it down, nor could she open it. The blank walls stared at her, vacant pinholes made by previous tenants peering down like dark, shrunken pupils. For all the accumulated clutter of her surfaces, she hadn’t bothered putting anything up on the walls. It hadn’t even occurred to her.

Eventually she undid the buckle of her satchel and carefully extracted the envelope, as if it were in danger of disintegrating. Now that she had it in her hands again, it seemed larger. Thicker. The chaos of possibilities rushed back and forth between the narrow confines of her skull, colliding in time with the beat of her heart, pounding out a rhythm she could both feel and hear. She brandished her letter opener as if it were a scalpel. But before she could apply its blade, a key turned in the lock.

Cami made a small exclamation as she opened the door and saw that Ember was already here. “I’m so sorry, Professor. I should have knocked. I didn’t think you’d be in this early.”

“It’s fine,” Ember said, visibly annoyed by the intrusion. “What do you need?”

“I just came by for the fall course paperwork. I checked on Friday night, but I didn’t see any forms.”

“The…” Ember had no idea what she was talking about.

“Course paperwork? For the fall semester.”

It came to her—the forms Cami had given her during their preterm check-in the previous week. Loath to return to campus a single day sooner than she had to, Ember had suggested they meet in the city and named a café at the edge of the market district nearest her home: a microscopic establishment with nowhere to sit, only a long, thin bar right on the sidewalk where a customer might lean an elbow and sip a drink between errands. Ember had chosen the place with impermanence in mind. She didn’t want to give the suggestion that the two of them would be there long. Propped against this narrow counter, with a steady stream of market-goers filling the street, Cami had passed her a sheaf of forms to sign and Ember, already impatient, promised to leave them on her desk before the weekend, then slotted them into her bag and immediately forgot. Which meant they would be somewhere in the proximity of—

She set the envelope aside and riffled through the already-open cavity of her satchel. “You mean these?”

Cami nodded. Distracted and wanting to be left alone, Ember tried to hand them over. Cami squinted at the top page.

“Those are the forms, but I’m sorry. Could you… sign them?” It clearly pained her to make the request.

“Right. Of course.” Ember took out a pen, then paused over the details. She hadn’t even glanced at them until now and was suddenly struck by the fact that it would have been so much easier to just deal with the forms when Cami had brought them to her. And yet—Ember was somehow forever making everything much harder than it needed to be. “I didn’t realize I was teaching two sections of the introductory seminar. Where’s my advanced section?”

“Not enough new graduates.”

“Not enough—” Ember didn’t bother finishing her sentence, realizing that her outrage was wasted on Cami. “Fine.”

Cami opened her mouth to speak, probably on the cusp of apologizing for yet another thing that wasn’t her fault but remembering just in time how deeply Ember disliked self-effacement.

“And the extra intro seminar?”

Cami gave a helpless shrug and Ember understood that another lecturer had gone the way of her old office-mate. She tapped her pen a few times, weighing how much she disliked first years against the optics of objecting. Given that it was her turn to serve as the faculty Leadership liaison, a rotating post that she was many years overdue to endure, it would be problematic to request diminishing her own responsibilities right out of the gate. Not that Ya, who led the department, would allow it. No, better to acquiesce and play the hand she’d been dealt.

Besides, there was the laureate committee’s vote to think about.

Ember signed. “That’s it?” she asked.

“That’s it.” Cami collected the forms from her and secreted them away in an enormous accordion-shaped briefcase with a practiced flick through her files. Cami was an archive unto herself, always carrying the relevant document. It was magnificent, really, how thoroughly resourced the girl was. In some loose way, Ember was aware of how lucky she was to have a graduate assistant like Cami, but she had learned to maintain a healthy measure of separation in these matters. Graduate assistants came and went—they were not her friends, and they were not quite her colleagues either. More than students, less than employees. Since Ish (perhaps because of Ish), Ember found she knew less and less how to effectively manage these kinds of relationships. How much familiarity was too much? Or too little?

“I’ll get out of your hair.” Cami secured her walking archive with a sturdy brass clasp and slung the bag over her shoulder.

“Actually. Before you go. Is it terrible to ask you for a coffee?” Ember immediately knew that it was, and also saw that Cami was too soft to protest. She looked especially young today, her limp brown hair hanging across her face like a curtain. By the time she tucked it back behind an ear, her features were carefully arranged into an accommodating smile. Ember squinted at her. Surely there was something more beneath all this mild pleasantness, some edge of resentment, a few shards of indignation on the brink of cutting through. But she couldn’t find it.

“Not at all,” Cami said, as agreeable as ever. “It’ll be a long day for you, I get it. Milk, no sugar, right?”

Ember nodded, both impressed and exasperated that Cami had found it worthwhile to retain not only Ember’s fall term paperwork but also her coffee order. Then again, hadn’t Ember also succumbed to inappropriate requests when she was younger? Hadn’t she also been at the mercy of supervisors who held her job prospects in their sun-spotted hands? “I’m not sure I would survive without you,” she said, not meaning it but attempting to convey appreciation.

“I’m certain you would.” Was there the flicker of a tone? Ember wasn’t sure, and by the time she caught it, Cami had already slipped out into the hallway, now bright with overhead lights burning and dense with footsteps, conversations, laughter. The door clicked shut behind her. Across campus, the bell began to chime the hour.

If Ember could get away with cutting that fucking thing down, she would.

Taking out her calendar, she quickly penciled in the schedule she’d just approved for the coming week. Watching the meditative white sprawl of the next few days fill with her own cramped handwriting, she felt immediately overwhelmed. She wasn’t even prepared for her first class yet. She had intended to spend the morning planning the day’s lectures, but already that time had somehow escaped her. And still, she had not managed to open Ish’s letter.

The scarcity of hours caught her by the throat. For a woman so comfortable thinking in epochs, it was the more human units of time that tended to overtake her. She looked again at the unopened envelope as she listened to the last bell echo: that rich brass peal blooming over the entire campus, lamenting the close of one hour and marking the opening of the next, trapping them all under its sonorous reminder that the minutes would keep ticking past at the same rate, no matter how well they were used.

If she was quick about it, there might still be time. She reached for the letter, finding the softened paper with her fingers, and then there was Cami again, returning with a steaming mug.

Cami extended it to her, handle first. “I was wondering…”

“Yes?”

“My dissertation. If you had a moment. I’ve got an idea for the next chapter that I wanted to run past you. I may have mentioned it back in June? And I’ve made some progress over the summer.”

“Oh, I’m not sure that I have time to—”

“It would only take a minute. I could really use an outside perspective. And you have such expertise with the fieldwork aspect. I’m using the Summit dig as a case study, so it’s right up your alley.” Cami selected a few papers from her archive without waiting for an answer and then looked pointedly at the mug in Ember’s hand. “How is it? Not too much milk?”

It occurred to Ember that for a young woman who emanated pure guilelessness, Cami was, in fact, rather cunning. She sipped her coffee, perfectly made, and understood that such a brazen misuse of graduate labor had cost her these last few moments of freedom.

“No, no, it’s perfect,” Ember said with a sigh, dropping the envelope back into her bag. “Go on, then.”

Cami launched into her conundrum while Ember half listened, nodding often to disguise her own distraction. It was fine, she told herself. A few more hours would make no difference to Ish, wherever he was. Soon. She would open it soon.

[image: ]
Standing before her audience of undergraduates in the amphitheater, she could see as many empty chairs as full ones, a vista that sloped up and away from her like a mountainside she had no desire to climb. Ember’s brain split—easily, elegantly—into two halves of cognitive function. She followed her lesson plan while simultaneously unspooling the various pieces of information Ish’s letter might or might not contain and constructing a plan of action to meet each possibility.

He’d found nothing; no, he had been successful; no, he was stranded; no, the letter wasn’t from him at all, but rather—the thread was endless.

This batch of students was quiet, none of them eager to distinguish themselves from the group. They were timid about raising their hands and slow to respond to prompting, which only increased Ember’s frustration. The least they could do was ask an interesting question or two. But no one did.

With ten minutes to spare, Ember passed the class over to Cami to explain how the seminar’s discussion sections would be broken up and then backed away without so much as an excuse. Cami, to her credit, took her place behind the lectern and shot Ember only a momentary look of confusion as she was leaving. Through the narrow window set into the door, she watched Cami carry on with barely a missed beat. The girl would fit right in with the laureates one day—assuming the archaeology department survived that long. Her scholarship was thorough and competent, expanding on old ideas, refraining from offering new ones. She was an institutional academic through and through; everyone would love her.

Other classes along the hallway were still in session, and so Ember slipped through the empty halls easily, unassailed and unnoticed, glancing in at her gesticulating colleagues, some of whom almost looked like they were enjoying themselves. She went down to the canteen, where the smell of fresh bread and caramelized sugar hit her. Had she eaten anything that morning? She couldn’t remember. As she considered the contents of the glass display case, she caught sight of her colleague Saffiya tucked away at the far end of the room, partially occluded by the feathery green fronds of a very large potted fern. Their usual hiding place. Ember chose a pastry and wove between the mostly empty tables.

“Saffi,” Ember hissed, keeping her voice low even though there was no one around to hear them but the canteen’s workers, who were hardly interested in their presence.

Saffiya glanced up and gave her a cockeyed smile. “Fancy meeting you here.” She set a red pen in her teeth in order to use both hands to rearrange her wiry silver hair into a clip that was clearly too small to contain it all. An open notebook and a paper cup of tea sat in front of her. “Sit!” Saffiya said through a mouthful of pen, hands still trying and failing to master her hair. When Ember had first arrived in the faculty lounge, relatively young and idealistic, with excavation dirt under her fingernails and little to no understanding of faculty politics, Saffiya immediately declared herself an ally. Ember hadn’t yet known she’d need one, but of course she did.

They’d been close ever since—despite, or maybe because of, the near thirty-year age difference. Ember had always struggled to get along with her peers. More accurately, had never tried very hard.

“You can’t possibly be grading already.” Ember eyed the red pen still set between Saffiya’s teeth.

Hair successfully pinned, she spat it out and leaned back in her chair. “Not grading, no. Peer review. Something for Floris.”

“Oh?” Ember raised her eyebrows at the idea that one of her colleagues might actually be trying to publish something new. “How is it?”

Saffiya shrugged diplomatically. “It’s too soon to tell.”

The archaeology department was small and growing smaller by the year. It was housed within a larger school that also contained anthropology, history, and museum studies departments—none of which were particularly robust, but all of which were more substantial than archaeology. Saffiya was only one of three laureates in her entire discipline. The other two, Floris and Biterman, had a long history of stymying Ember’s research proposals behind her back and barely acknowledging her to her face.

“Well, I hope it’s terrible.” Ember unsheathed her pastry and laid it on top of its thin paper sleeve. Normally, she would have pressed for more details, eager for any additional reasons to dislike Antoni Floris. But today, she could think only of the letter. She ached to tell Saffiya about it—because who else could she tell? Saffiya was the only one who could even halfway understand how important it was. She’d been there when Ember had finally found a suitable ship heading south that was willing to take on an illegal passenger; she’d offered counsel, shared contacts, even palmed Ember a little money. But all that was before Ember had to bow out of going and Ish got involved. Saffiya had never approved of Ish taking the journey in her stead. Had in fact very stringently disapproved. And now, almost two years later, it was hard to gauge how she would react.

“What is it?” Saffiya asked, squinting at her. “What’s wrong?”

Ember couldn’t manage to say it out loud. It barely seemed real—the fisherman at her door, the envelope she hadn’t even opened yet. “Nothing. First day jitters.”

It would be better to read the letter alone, she decided. As it stood, there was no news to tell. No problems, no victories, no complications. Not even the certainty that Ish had sent it. Just a sealed white square that smelled of the sea and could contain… anything. Good news or bad or none at all. She realized she wasn’t even sure what she wanted it to say. The prospect of getting the very thing she had worked toward for all these years was not without its complications.

Ember tore coils of her bun into small bites and tried not to feel as though she was lying by omission. Grains of sugar fell like stars into her lap.

“You know,” Saffiya said, oblivious to her turmoil, “I overheard Ya talking to the provost about you.”

Ember was grateful for the change of subject. “Did you really?”

“I did. They were whispering in the lounge like schoolgirls and I heard your name, clear as a bell. I’d say you have a strong chance with the laureate committee this year.”

Ember snorted. “Maybe third time’s the charm.” She didn’t point out that Saffiya overhearing her name could be bad just as easily as it could be good. The provost, for all her pretentious affectations, loved to talk shit. And Ya had never cared for Ember; everyone knew that.

“Come on, now, no one gets it on their first try.”

“Didn’t you?”

“That was a hundred years ago.”

“Surely longer?”

“You cheeky bitch, give me some of that.” Saffiya helped herself to Ember’s bun and they watched the students begin to trickle, then to stream, into the canteen. “I rather think I’ve overstayed,” Saffiya said, brushing flakes of pastry from the corners of her mouth. “I’m going to go hide in my office until my afternoon class. Coming?”

Ember shook her head. “I’d like to, but I have a meeting with Ya. About the liaison post. Going over the roster, I think. Room assignments? I don’t really know. I haven’t done it before.”

“Oh, that’s right. A virgin. Look, liaison isn’t that bad. You teach less, and Ya is such a control freak there won’t be much for you to do anyway. But it might be a good opportunity for you to… ingratiate yourself somewhat. She has two votes on the laureate committee, you know. One for Leadership, one for the department.”

“Well, she’s already slipped an extra class onto my schedule, so I’m certainly not teaching less.”

Saffiya’s eyebrows shot up. “She didn’t.”

“It’s true. Another introductory seminar.”

“Better you than me.” Saffiya stood and gathered her things. “Let me know how it goes.”

Ember watched her merge into the crowd, an old woman made older by all this youth, and tried to imagine how things might have gone if she’d had the nerve to share the letter with her. If she’d taken it out right here and they’d read it together. She didn’t have long to picture it. Directly above where she sat, tucked away in its tower, the clock began to chime again, and she realized she was already late.
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Ya’s office was one of the nice ones, with wood paneling cut from some long-dead forest and tall windows that looked out over the rolling common, dotted with students, grass gone crisp in the summer sun. Ember half knocked on the open door, and Ya waved her in.

She was an unusually small woman, although her diminutive height was currently concealed behind the great bulk of her desk and the generous rise of her chair. She had a birdlike quality, perched there in front of the window. Her sharp black eyes darted up from beneath a pair of silver readers, her crisp bob as sleek and unruffled as plumage. She had to be in her fifties at least, but she was remarkably well-preserved. Fitting, given that her research specialty had been artifact restoration before she segued into a Leadership role.

“I thought maybe you’d forgotten,” Ya said, though Ember couldn’t have been more than five minutes late. Maybe ten. Fifteen at the most—it was true she had dawdled somewhat on her way across the common, even knowing she should be hurrying. It occurred to her now that Ya had been watching her plod along from the window. She should probably be embarrassed by this. But she wasn’t.

“Sorry, I was just updating my schedule before I headed over. Another introductory class, I noticed.”

“You don’t mind, do you? There are so few graduates for you to advise this term. It made the most sense.” Ya twirled a pen in her delicate fingers, using it to gesture toward the chair opposite her. “I thought we could just go over a few things, seeing as you haven’t held the liaison position before. Which is… surprising. Given how long you’ve been here.”

Ember took her seat and said nothing, not able to refute this. She had avoided various administrative assignments through a series of excuses, some less truthful than others, and now that her luck and ingenuity had run out, the goal was only to endure her turn at the wheel and try to attract as little attention as possible. Ya watched her, expectant. But Ember had nothing else to add.

“Well.” Ya sighed and removed her glasses, letting them dangle against her chest from a matching silver chain. “I’ve already done the scheduling, obviously, but there are a few room assignments that are pending confirmation. It’s time sensitive, so I’ll ask you to go speak with the facilities overseer in person and make sure it’s sorted.” She pushed a piece of paper across the table and Ember took it. “This is the entire schedule, but I’ve marked the issues. It’s your Wednesday/Friday Methods and Theories class and then two of Biterman’s. Maybe one other. It’s all noted. Nothing that meets this morning luckily, but I will need you to do that as soon as possible.”

“As in—”

“As in before the next period starts.”

Ember thought of the lunch she had not eaten, the letter she had not read, the afternoon lesson plans she had not even begun, and summoned a nod.

“Aside from that, we should plan on a regular meeting. Biweekly, I think, should be fine, unless something pressing arises. In addition to the room assignments, I’m going to ask that you oversee the graduates who have been given teaching sections. I think you’re already advising most of them on their theses, so this shouldn’t be a heavy lift. Just check in with them every week, answer questions, see how their classes are going. Maybe do some classroom visits.”

Ember couldn’t imagine anything she wanted to do less, but she nodded again and made a small sound of assent, hoping the expression on her face wasn’t giving her away.

“I think that’s everything for now. As the term continues, I’m sure we’ll find more for you to do.”

Ember made a crisp fold in the department schedule Ya had given her. “Happy to help,” she said, not happy about any of this. She was preoccupied with the events of the morning and the night before—the weight of her schedule, the unexpected letter, the fight with Jerome—but in a much larger sense, she was struck by a sudden, arresting sensation that she didn’t belong here, in this chair or this job or even this city. How had all of it happened? How was any of it hers?

The most obvious answers did not seem to fit the questions—she had left the Summit dig willingly, applied for a job at the university of her own volition, said yes when marriage was proposed, and so on and so forth. She made these choices freely and with care, but without knowing that all of it would lead her here. She couldn’t tell whether that was naivety or just how life worked. Shouldn’t she know the difference by now?

“Ember,” Ya said, tapping her pen against the thick wood of her desk. Outside, a sheaf of cloud suddenly passed over the sun and the light in the room dimmed. “It goes without saying that the laureate committee is considering your standing again this year. Nothing would please me more than to vote in your favor.” Ya put her readers back on, marking the end of their meeting.

Ember nodded, understanding this comment to mean that she would have to do more if she wanted her laurels this year.
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From there, the undertow of the day caught her by the ankles and dragged her along. Another lecture, a visit to the facilities overseer, a series of ineffectual one-on-ones with the graduates, and finally Ember was free. She walked back to her office with a heaviness in her step, battered by the hours and their waves. She was overheating, but she left her mantle on to hide the sweat stains that had surely soaked through her shirt beneath it. She must have looked limp and sodden to these young people, half-drowned, her black hair coming free from its twist.

Once she had locked herself away in her windowless office, where the measure of time tended toward the depths of millennia, as was her preference, she sat down at her desk to read Ish’s letter. She half expected someone to burst in and interrupt her again, but no one did. Finally, the day released her. The crack of heels against the hallway’s tiles began to die down. The building emptied as quickly as it had filled.

In the gathering peace, Ember took up her letter opener once more. The envelope parted easily against the blade and a single sheet of paper fell out. A smell—brine and rich wet dirt—came with it. The scrawl was slanted, drifting across the page in descending bands of text. At first, she couldn’t decipher the handwriting. But gradually the meaning of the words came together and she read it through once, twice, then a third time.

The information it conveyed settled somewhere in her chest with a hard, blaring tightness. The foggy range of possibility that had been with her all day dissipated, and in its wake, a palpable clarity landed.


I’ve recovered an artifact. It’s as we hoped.


Ish didn’t provide much detail; he knew better than to be explicit in a letter that might go astray. But he said enough to imply that the artifact was along the lines of what they had hoped to find.


Intact. Good condition.

A few thousand years? It’s hard to pinpoint. Two? Three?

There is so much more to find here.


She imagined him bent over the page she now held in her hands, the flame of his red hair flickering, the thick constellation of freckles that spread across his face and down the back of his neck, darkened by several years of too much sun.

The particulars: his ship would arrive by the first Friday in September if the waves allowed it. He’d tried to broker passage on a fishing vessel leaving sooner, but the best they could do for him was take this missive, hurriedly written.

She glanced at her calendar, even though she hardly needed to. He was referring to this Friday. If all went well, the artifact would be in her hands by the weekend. Ember leaned back in her creaking chair and set the letter aside. Ish would already be at sea by now. Already on his way toward her.

A smile flickered across her lips but did not stick. It wasn’t happiness she felt; it was validation. She had been right. About the artifact, about the voyage, even about sending Ish when it became clear she could not go herself. Feeling this confirmation settle, she was briefly satisfied. And then just as quickly, she was hungry for more.
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IT BARELY REGISTERED that Jerome still hadn’t come home when she floated down from her attic study in the earliest hours of Tuesday, thoughts of Ish’s find filling every part of her awareness, and went to bed. She slept fitfully, dreaming in stops and starts. The news of the artifact was buzzing inside of her, relentless, a living thing that would not let her rest without a fight. Like the tick of a golden scarab beetle, knocking its wings against her rib cage. Reminding her that every hour it came closer.

He finally came in with hops on his breath around three or four, trying to be quiet. She let him think he was succeeding. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she suspected he’d already informed her of this outing, but she couldn’t seem to locate the particulars. Didn’t try very hard. There were bigger things afoot than which friends Jerome had spent the night drinking with, and for what occasion. As soon as he slotted himself in beside her, he passed out, arm flung across his face, making sounds halfway between a snore and a sigh. She lay there for another hour or two, comforted by his inert presence, a closeness that demanded nothing of her, and entertained fantasies of how her research was about to be cracked wide open. The half-finished book, the grants, the dig she’d been trying to get approval for—all of it. Stalled for so many years and now speeding toward her.

When it became clear that there was no more sleep to be had that night, she got up and peed and splashed water on her face. As she patted her cheeks dry, she considered her reflection in the bathroom mirror, bringing the sharpness of analysis that she regularly applied to her work but rarely gave to her own image. What she found there surprised her. She was still a couple years away from forty and had only recently made peace with the youthfulness of her appearance. For most of her professional life, it had been inconvenient—people invariably expected a shock of white hair to go with her title and often needed convincing that she knew what she was talking about. And yet here was evidence that the youth she had dared to feel impatient with was already slipping away from her. When had that happened? She didn’t expect to find beauty in her reflection, had never seen anything quite so poetic as that in her features, but she did expect a certain kind of continuity that, this morning, she found lacking. Things had changed since she’d last looked.

Her black hair was the usual unwashed nest of tangles, but the olive tone of her skin looked sallow in this light, devoid of warmth, and there was an ambiguous quality of decline somewhere around her eyes, maybe clinging to her cheeks, which were almost—were they somehow longer, ever so slightly melting down the sides of her face like pats of butter? The word jowls entered her mind and she immediately flung it away.

Absolutely not.

She wondered if Jerome had already seen this subtle deterioration. He was the one who noticed things like this, who paid attention to the gradual shifts that occurred over the course of days and weeks. Whereas she did not.

In some ways, this was the fulcrum of the conflict that lately had seemed to swallow their partnership whole. Not her changing appearance—he wasn’t so shallow as to penalize her for that. No, it was the careful quality of his observation and her utter lack thereof. The way he looked at her and the way she looked past him. The way he lived in time and she outside of it. It was his insatiable desire for moments, for the piece-by-piece construction of their future together. He wanted so much. From her, or with her—she was unsure of the distinction, just knew apparently that there was one. Whereas the only thing she wanted from him was nothing. And somehow this was the biggest problem of all.

She went downstairs and, realizing she was ravenous, made the kind of breakfast that demanded time and attention. There was a bowl of red and yellow cherry tomatoes from Jerome’s garden on the counter. Sausages in brown paper. Eggs. Half a loaf of bread still on the cutting board, open side down. There was the good butter and the good jam that Jerome always bought. A punnet of tiny wild strawberries. Everything she could possibly need was already here, through no effort of her own.

As she cut and toasted and seared and fried and buttered, she wondered why she didn’t make this kind of effort for herself more often. It was always Jerome in the kitchen, insisting she eat more fiber, more protein, offering her steaming wooden spoons from which to taste as she made her way past him—to her study, to the university, to the library, to wherever her work was waiting.

“No notes,” she would say in passing.

She loved to eat his food; it was always delicious. But there was a different kind of pleasure in the act of preparing a meal—she’d almost forgotten what it felt like to feed herself.

Contemplating the doneness of the egg yolks, she took stock of the morning that awaited her. What day was it again? Tuesday. She said the whole stupid sequence under her breath, forcing her mind to connect to the moment she was inhabiting:

“Tuesday the fourth of September.”

This naming of the days had become something of a ritual for her, especially during the school year—a self-conscious reorientation to the minutiae of human time. It was such an arbitrary set of measures, but the social contracts of society had decided it was Tuesday morning, the fourth day of the ninth month, and she must either adhere or cut herself adrift completely. She could already feel the pull of her thoughts, yearning to wander farther afield. And yet there were only a few short days before the artifact arrived. She must stay tethered this week. She must stay vigilant.

It suddenly struck her that she was wasting time here at the stove when she could be preparing. But by then the sausages were browning and the tomatoes were blistering and she could hear her own stomach rumbling. She couldn’t remember what she’d eaten for dinner. Or if she’d forgotten the meal altogether? The day before lacked definition in these basic ways, and that was a slippery slope. She knew this from experience. Here, start here, she told herself. There was a glass of juice; there was a fork and a knife. There was the heavy plate.

Her breakfast tasted how she hoped it would. Rich. Grounding. Like a pleasant anchor forming in her stomach. As she was finishing, Jerome came downstairs, looking as if he had been forcibly scraped from bed, his silvering hair somehow flattened and vertical at the same time. He was so tall his head nearly brushed the archway. Instinctively, he ducked slightly as he came down the last few steps.

“Morning,” he grumbled, surveying the mess she had made.

“You were out late.”

“It’s not like you’ve been home much either.”

“That’s not what I meant.” Already there was a nebulous tension hovering between them, and Ember knew that nothing she said would be correct. She laid her fork down.

Jerome rubbed his face with both hands, as if trying to scrub it clean. “Anyway,” he said. “Dinner tonight? I thought chicken. And we should probably… talk.”

“Sure.” Ember made a move to start cleaning up but Jerome waved her off.

“I’ll just take it all out again.”

It occurred to her suddenly that she should have made enough breakfast for two. That this is what Jerome would have done in her place. Feeling sorry but unsure how to say so without making things worse, she lingered, her empty plate in her hand. “Should I pick anything up?”

“What for?”

“For dinner.”

He shook his head and took her plate, which was not what she had intended, but she let him take it anyway, watching him lay it gently in the sink.
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Regurgitating her first lecture to yet another section of the introductory seminar was so impossibly dull that Ember couldn’t seem to keep track of what she’d said yesterday and what she had just said five minutes ago. It was all a blur of inconsequential detail—dates and rubrics and office hours. The students were so quiet it was as if they weren’t even there.

And yet they were. By the time she got around to introducing some of the actual theories they would be covering, she could sense a few bodies leaning forward. Or maybe she just wanted them to be interested so badly she imagined it. That was all she’d ever hoped for in these classrooms—a few pairs of eyes flicking up from their doodles, even just one mind fastening itself to what she was saying, struck by the gravity of everything this discipline had to offer.

“So that leads us to three categories. Artifacts, structures, formations.” She wrote each one down in tall, spidery letters. “Who knows the difference?”

No one did, of course, or no one was bold enough to guess. That didn’t surprise her; the first years were always like this. So timid they wouldn’t open their mouths for weeks, if ever. She forged ahead anyway, performing for her captivated few (real or imagined), telling them to consider the difference between portable objects and immovable objects, to consider the difference between human-made and human-altered, between a bridge and an earthen moat, between a mummified body and its adornments.

“So, okay, imagine we’re looking at a settlement of some kind. There are the tools scattered around. Some broken pottery. Maybe even textile fragments if we’re lucky. Interesting. These are the artifacts, yes? The details of daily life. We’re learning a lot about these people, but of course there’s more.

“So now we start to look at what they’ve built. Maybe there are remains of homes, or even roads. Possibly there is a well. Maybe a stone wall or a few posts in the ground that were used to pen livestock.” She tapped the slate with her chalk for emphasis. “Structures. Now we’re cooking, now we’re learning about their relationship to space, to building materials, we’re seeing how far apart everything is or how close together, we’re seeing how they organized their community. But that’s not all we want to know, is it?”

She paused in case someone was bold enough to interject. Looked out at the class. A constellation of smooth, blank faces. At least a few of them were looking at her. That was something, wasn’t it?

She forged ahead. “Of course not. We think there’s more to learn. We also want to know why they chose this place. Why they left or died out. And to do that we need to be looking at the… formations.” She underlined the word for good measure.

“In some ways, the most nebulous of the three, but also, in my opinion, the most interesting. How were they interacting with their environment and how was their environment interacting with them? Is there evidence of droughts or floods that might have caused them to migrate or perish? Is there a cave over here that maybe drew them to this place to begin with? Is there a good vantage point to see potential threats, maybe rain down some arrows on intruders? And then also, how did they impact this environment? Is this a plain because they clear-cut the forest? Is this a lake because they dammed the river? Et cetera. All three of these categories are important, all of them for different reasons. Think of them as our lodestars.”

She put down the chalk, brushing the white dust from her hands, and stood back to appraise the slope of her own scrawl across the slate. Cocking her head, she was suddenly struck by how lifeless the words looked up there. Devoid of their proper gravitas. Made to be erased.

And so how then to convey the profundity of what she was talking about? She could resort to volume. Do a little shouting. She could go along the rows and shake each of them by their shoulders. But she knew none of it would achieve anything worthwhile.

Yet again, she felt the futility of her days. Of trying to impart something so precious to students who didn’t care, who would never fully grasp the glorious responsibility of speaking for a society that could no longer speak for itself. The truly mythic challenge of laying bare a hidden history. And although she knew that she would have the entire semester to try and convince them of the vitality of her dying subject, she also knew that most of them would satisfy their social sciences requirement and never seriously consider a world beyond their own again.
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After class, she rode to the docks. It was a long way down, but the route required little to no effort on her part. She coasted the whole way there, feeling the wind tear through her hair, growing saltier the closer she got.

She could see even from afar that it was bustling. Laborers lined the shore, unloading crates of silver fish and pink crab, shouting to one another as they worked. She wondered if her letter bearer was one of them, or if he was back at sea already. She stood up on her pedals to see better as she descended. Traffic on the water was thick—boats coming in, boats heading out, gently gliding past each other, their sails pulled in to make room.

By the time Ember arrived at the boardwalk, the wind had dried her sweat and her eyes were stinging from its onslaught. She paused there, one foot on the ground, the other propped on the pedal of her bicycle, and briefly wondered if she should be here at all. But no, she had to come. There was information still to be gathered. She needed to be proactive. This artifact, whatever it was, whatever condition it was in, would be a turning point for her. And not just for her, but for the field at large. For all the people who cared about such things and perhaps even those who did not see the point. She had to handle the artifact’s arrival right. And herein lay both her hesitation and her determination—what did handling it right even mean? This was the only place she could think to begin.

Scanning the docks from her perch, she eventually picked out a grizzled man with more beard than face who was pacing among the other laborers, carrying a clipboard and barking orders, and understood that this was the person to speak with. She laid her bicycle against a stone wall, then went to interrupt his rounds.

The docks were slick with seaweed and fish guts. She was wearing her good shoes; immediately, she understood the utility of the galoshes on everyone else’s feet. By the time she caught up to the harbormaster, fish entrails had risen as high as her laces, coating the fabric in slime that might never wash off.

“Excuse me,” she called, trying to get the man’s attention before he stomped off toward the next pier and she was forced to wade even deeper into this chaos of shouting dockworkers and pink muck. “Could I speak with you?”

He glanced at her, and his disinterest was immediately palpable. “This isn’t a good time.” To a sailor unloading cargo, he barked, “That’s a thoroughfare—don’t put that there! By the storehouse. Fuck’s sake.”

Ember persisted. “It’ll just take a second. I’m interested in a vessel called the Eunice, arriving by the end of the week. I was hoping you could tell me what day she’s arriving. Or if there’s been any communication? I received a letter from—” She realized she didn’t know the name of the fisherman who’d delivered Ish’s letter, or the boat he worked on. She didn’t even know which port he’d been coming from. “Someone who will be on board.”

“Seems like you just answered your own question. End of the week. Straight from the horse’s mouth.” He turned away from her to shout at a shrimper that was in the process of docking in the wrong bay. “No, no, no! You’re going to—” The hull of the shrimper suddenly cracked against the pier, and Ember stumbled at the impact.

The harbormaster strode forward, gearing up to unleash a torrent of abuse on the shrimper’s captain, and Ember, seeing that she was about to lose his attention, reached out and grabbed his elbow. “I was really hoping you could be more specific. About which day. It’s extremely important.” He glared down at her hand and she quickly withdrew it.

“Oh, it’s important. Well, then.” Wanting her to see how inconvenienced he was by this line of questioning, he took his time flipping through the pages of his roster, one eye still on the shrimper. “Eunice,” he finally said when he’d found the entry. “Friday. But we’ll see. She’s coming a long way. Current’s been rough. Could be the weekend just as easy.”

“Right. Well. Thank you for your time.” She turned to go, feeling ridiculous, galvanized, and lightheaded with anticipation all at once.

“Piece of advice?”

Ember stopped short, surprised by this offer but also detecting the sharpness of his tone. She nodded, too curious to help herself.

“Not good for a vessel like that when strangers are coming round being curious. The less attention the better.”

“You mean…”

“I mean it’d be best if you kept your goddamn mouth shut in the future.”

He turned away from her and was gone for good this time. Ember stumbled back toward her bicycle, dodging dockworkers and fishmongers as she went, the precarity of Ish’s situation hitting her all at once. The risk the Eunice and her crew were taking, simply by sailing this route, and by allowing a stranger on board. Of course she shouldn’t be here, inquiring about it openly. What had she been thinking?

She rode home as she berated herself, ascending the city’s hills now, feeling the violence of effort in her calves as she fought for each rotation of her wheels. The sun beat down on the back of her neck, baking the fish guts into the fabric of her shoes, and by the time she crested the incline that separated the docks from the residential tiers, she was coated in a thin rind of salt, mixed together from two bodies of water—hers, and the sea.
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The house was empty. The kitchen, spotless. All the evidence of her chaotic attempt at feeding herself was gone and in its place, the order that Jerome couldn’t help but establish everywhere he went.

Ember slowly plodded up the narrow stairs to her study, which was the only room in the house that felt like it belonged to her. Her legs burned. At the top of the steps, she remembered to kick off her shoes, still smelling of fish, and swung the ill-fitting door shut on their stench, then collapsed into her desk chair. She’d forgotten to close the skylight’s shade, and now the whole alcove was ablaze with light and heat. She idly wondered whether her research might literally catch fire someday, if the sun was strong enough and the window’s glass was clean enough and the papers were arranged just so. Certainly it was possible.

She leaned back, the chair shrieking in protest but succumbing to the angle. The bright heap of her half-finished manuscript lay before her, a tangle of open reference books nearby, and she found, to her surprise, that she had no desire to work on any of it. Could that be right? The book was meant to be her opus. The encapsulation of all her theories, all her research. This entire summer she’d been consumed by it. But as she glanced at the last few lines she’d written, she found the prose suddenly tedious. In a few days, it would be archaic. At least, that was the plan.

She’d have to start over once the artifact arrived. There was no point in adding to it now. But she picked up her pen anyway, rolling it between her palms, feeling its weight, wondering how the new iteration would begin. The pen had been a present from Jerome. He rarely managed to give her things she liked, but this had been one of the first gifts during their courtship and she’d treasured it ever since. It had its own box, lined with velvet, and it yielded the kind of wet, silky lines that made her clumsy handwriting look almost elegant.

Downstairs, she heard the front door slam and Jerome called out for her. She leaned back even farther, despite her chair’s shrieks, and stayed there, motionless, for a long moment, staring up at the illuminated rectangle of her skylight, still weighing the pen in her open palm. She knew she should go down and join him, but she couldn’t quite connect the thought to her body. He would be unpacking his groceries, setting out his utensils. This was something she used to love watching him do—an exercise in confidence, in knowing exactly what would be needed. A sort of domestic magic trick. And he of course loved the audience. The future will require: a cutting board, two measuring cups, the paring knife. Ember had always marveled at this skill of meeting the needs of a self that would live minutes or possibly hours from now, but to Jerome it wasn’t a skill at all. It was just how he was.

Even in her hot hand, the pen stayed cool. She pitched the chair back to its upright angle, then pawed through the clutter on her desk to find the box it had come in.

There you are, she thought when she found it. She carefully laid the pen back in its coffin and went down to greet him.
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They met during her first year of teaching. At the time, living in the city was an adjustment after her long stint at the Summit excavation, but not a particularly difficult one—after all, the city was designed to make life easier. She had almost forgotten how simple it was to close a door and lock it, to want bread and go buy it. It was good to be reminded of these conveniences. It hadn’t occurred to her to miss them, but she was happy to have them back.

At the beginning of her teaching career, she found a gentleness in academia she wasn’t expecting. Everyone said the first year of teaching would be the hardest, but in fact it lulled her: the rhythm of semesters, the churn of students. She didn’t care whether she was good at it, whether the other faculty accepted her, and with such low stakes it was easy to feel comfortable. Her presence at the university existed outside the timeline of her real life, like a stopover on a much longer, much more interesting journey. She saw it as a well-deserved rest before embarking on another arduous excavation, one even more ambitious than Summit, and one that was hers. A little scrapping among university colleagues hardly fazed her.

She had everything she needed at the time. She wasn’t looking for a partner. There had been someone back at Summit—a woman named Sen—and not enough time had passed for Ember’s body to hunger for new touch. There was a part of her that was still waiting for Sen to follow her to the city, even knowing that she wouldn’t. When the Summit excavation had finally started to wind down, Sen traveled east to join a logging crew and Ember came to the capital. This was known to happen on digs—the work ended and so did whatever closeness was forged in the troughs. But even so, it was hard when it ended. They’d been a part of one another’s lives for almost five years by then, and although they didn’t count their history together in that way, didn’t make the kinds of commitments other people seemed to make, it was still strange being without her.

Newly alone in her wide city bed, Ember missed Sen more than she wanted to. She missed being wrapped in her red-brown arms, coiled with muscle, the sweet smell of the oil she used in her hair. She missed the sex—knowing how close the other tents were, trying so hard to be quiet, yet unable to silence the slickness of their skin connecting and separating, unwilling to stifle their laughter. She missed having someone who always asked her how she felt, who cared for her if she was unwell, who listened to her if she needed to talk something through. But the truth was, it was easier to miss Sen than it was to be with her. At Summit, there had always been an unspoken fear nestled between them: fear that their care for one another was finite, and also that it wasn’t. Fear that their union could not survive beyond the survey lines, and also that it would. The point was, she hadn’t been looking for anyone new when Jerome slipped into her life.

At first, she didn’t even know he was there.

He was part of a crew breaking ground on the new student union building that year, but it took a few months for her to mark his face among the many. When she did, it was because of the way his coworkers deferred to him. He was too quiet to be the foreman, and yet somehow he was in charge in a different way. It stirred her curiosity, but only slightly.

The building site was just a patch of raw earth when she arrived in the fall—a column of dust ascending into the air, as if the land already knew how high it was destined to rise. Ember was comforted by the presence of the laborers on campus: their loud banter, the polite but firm disinterest they showed when professors asked them to please be mindful of their volume. Ember liked that she could hear their tools all the way from her office. She liked that they were always shouting at one another across their echoing job site. It reminded her of the dig she’d just come from. And although their work rose to dizzying heights while hers was more likely to dive straight down into the earth, their nearby efforts kept her close to what she knew.

Jerome finally spoke to her one afternoon that spring. The days were getting longer and the foundation on the new student union had just been set. She was coming across the common with her mind on an article she wanted to write when he tried to wave her down. At first, she kept walking, not realizing he was addressing her, unaware that he’d noted her presence at all—her gait, the dark pile of her hair—and found something enticing about it.

“Me?” she asked, catching on eventually.

“Yes, you,” he said, a little deflated, apparently not used to being ignored by women. His voice was a rumble. So deep it was almost seismic. She heard the tone before she identified the words—like tectonic plates shifting beneath a craggy surface she was actually examining for the first time. “Don’t hesitate to tell me if this is unwelcome, but I’ve noticed you walking past for weeks and I wondered if…” He looked at her to find the answer on her face before he got all the way through his question—only she didn’t feel the need to make it quite that easy. Perhaps this was the thing at the root of his attraction. The challenge of her.

She returned his gaze and let it be indecipherable. He forged ahead. “Well, I wondered if you were hungry. We just poured our last batch of concrete and I need someone to celebrate with.”

“Such a predicament.” She gestured to his coworkers, who were packing up their gear and wiping down their slick, sun-darkened necks. Pretending not to listen. “They don’t like you enough to celebrate with you?” She could hear the other laborers chuckling at this.

Jerome didn’t laugh. He studied her, suspecting that she was teasing him, but too earnest to assume as much. “What I mean is, will you have dinner with me?”

She didn’t quite know what she was saying yes to. How could she have? At first, it was only a way to pass the time.

[image: ]
Ember finally descended from her study under the eaves and Jerome folded her into his operation, giving her tools and tasks and pouring her a drink. They made dinner together as if this was something they did every night. A chicken, pats of butter and garlic cloves tucked up under the skin. Greens cooked down into a bright leafy nest. Bread. Ember hesitated over which knife to use for the garlic, and he handed her one. She couldn’t remember how to set the oven, and he showed her. Even with all this remedial direction, he made her feel as if her contribution was valuable. Why was she surprised? He’d always been good to his team. It was the first thing she ever noticed about him.

She couldn’t tell what had happened to the tension that was so evident that morning. Where it had landed. She knew it was here, somewhere—it couldn’t have disappeared on its own. But she couldn’t seem to locate it. They passed one another ingredients and she inquired about his day. He told her a story about the job site he was working on and a very expensive shipment of newly cut logs that turned out to have a family of treacherous beetles hiding under the sheath of their bark. She made the right sounds, asked the obvious questions.

“The whole load is fucked, and it’s not like we can return it. Or, I mean, maybe we can, but I doubt it. The client nearly had a heart attack when he saw the beetle tracks. And it’s not the foreman’s fault obviously, but the client isn’t liable either and it’ll be pretty hard getting the loggers to take the hit. Even though it’s their product, their responsibility to be checking these things. Marcello says they probably knew and shipped it anyway, which—Can you check on the bird?”

“Bad for business,” Ember supplied. She reached into the oven and prodded the still-roasting chicken with a fork, not quite knowing what she was looking for, then closed the door again.

“Exactly. All to say, I’m glad I’m not in charge.” And this was clearly true. Ember had never understood his preference for a supporting role, but most of the time she found it endearing. It was clear that he was enjoying this retelling—recounting the delivery, the ensuing negotiations. He had taken home the story and somehow left the problem at work.

“And so what will they do with the wood?”

He shrugged. “It’s too valuable not to figure out a way to use it. But I’m not sure. Anyway, what about you? How was school?” He removed the chicken from the oven and she watched him stir together a pan sauce with its drippings. A squeeze of lemon over the greens. Pinches of salt, grinds of pepper. She was so busy enjoying watching him bring the whole meal together that for a moment she forgot to answer.

“Well.” It occurred to her that she should tell him about the letter, the artifact, but she hadn’t planned how to do it. What to include and what to omit. How to phrase it. She filled her mouth with bread so that she had more time to think while she chewed. He set down the last few dishes and joined her at the table, still waiting for the answer. Why did she not want to tell him? She should want to. He looked at her, expectant. Steam rose from the chicken. “I have some news, actually.”

“Oh?” He gave her a crooked smile, and she already knew he was thinking she’d gotten her laurels. All summer he’d been talking about how this would be her year. It was a prospect that excited him more than it did her, and there was a strange friction in that—a sweetness to how proud he was of her, yes, but also a measure of bitterness. He loved her credentials because he had none. And maybe, when it came down to it, she felt the same about the calluses on his hands.

“Do you remember Ish?” Immediately she knew this was the wrong way to begin. The smile playing around the edges of his mouth melted away. Here it was—the tension that had been hiding from them.

“Obviously I do.”

“There was a letter from him. He, ah, found something. Down south, actually. He’s… Well, that’s a long story. But he’s found an artifact. Incredibly rare. Well-preserved. It’s quite a find.”

Jerome’s eyes narrowed to a squint. “I didn’t know you were still in touch.”

“Sort of. He only… Well, of course he would reach out to me about it. Given my, um, expertise. Anyway, he should be here by the end of the week. To show it to me.”

“The end of the week,” Jerome repeated, sensing a betrayal but not yet able to place it.

“Look,” Ember hurried to say, “the news isn’t about Ish. I don’t know why I led with that. It’s the find. He’s incidental. We’ve been through this. Nothing happened, nothing will ever happen. It’s about the artifact, because, Jer, I think it’s going to be important. Really, really important. It’s going to mean eyeballs on the proposal. People with money, with sway, with connections. It could finally get things moving in my direction.”

“Oh, come on, Em, I never thought you fucked him. I just think… it’s messy. He’s messy. He almost tanked your entire career with that… you know. Why would you be in touch with him? And honestly, this whole dig. I don’t understand why you’re still trying to push this. It’s a nonstarter. Why not focus on your laurels? Maybe try to get something more local going?”

Whatever delicacy they had been cultivating cracked in two. They would fight again. And it would be ugly. Ugly as ever. Uglier than usual. “That’s what you want to say? After years of watching me work on this? Focus on my fucking laurels? Something more local? You knew exactly who I was, this whole time. Because I told you, Jerome. I told you the day we met, and I told you every day after. This is it. This is the deal. Stop expecting me to be someone else.”

“Things change.”

“I haven’t.”

He closed his eyes and leaned his head back, as if her voice was hurting him. As if her face was hurting him. “It’s not just you, though, is it? It’s us. This would be months or even years of work overseas, of us being apart. Anything could happen out there. It’s more complicated than you’re making it out to be, Em, and you know that. Ish aside, although… Fuck, I don’t for a single second believe you had nothing to do with him finding this goddamn thing and that is… a different problem. But I’m talking about you and me. Our family. A timeline like this closes that door for good. You realize that, right? And I know you don’t think that’s even a factor, but to me it is. I won’t sit here and pretend to be happy for you if you won’t even acknowledge the ramifications of what you’re trying to do.”

“A little support would be nice, but you know what, I don’t fucking care anymore. I’ve worked so hard for this, you’re not going to make me feel bad about it. It’s literally who I am.”

“And that’s really all you think you are? Work work work. Dig dig dig. It’s obsessive. It’s… it’s…” He struggled to find the word he wanted. “It’s fanatical.”

Ember could feel herself physically shrinking away from him, but Jerome wasn’t finished.

“Isn’t anything else important to you? Or did I really choose someone who is so hungry for success she’ll eat her own young?”

“Oh, that is… that is just…” She suddenly didn’t have the energy to finish her own sentence, too stunned that he would bring up the miscarriage in this moment, in this way. She just stared into her lap, wishing she hadn’t told him about the artifact, but also secretly pleased that this time, he was the one who had said the worst thing. There was a silence as they both listened to that echo. So hungry for success she’ll eat her own young.

He took a deep, carefully measured breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. That was awful. What I meant is—”

“I know exactly what you meant, Jerome.”

Ember pushed her plate away in disgust, no longer interested in this beautiful food they had made together, in the goodwill they had been cultivating all evening. It felt like a trick, this way he had of making her think it was safe to share herself with him and then telling her it was no good as soon as she did. She knew, vaguely, that she wasn’t being fair, but neither was he, and wasn’t that the thing they were actually fighting about? None of this was fair for anyone. None of it was going to get better. Only worse.

“I can’t keep doing this with you,” he said, swiping a piece of bread around and around the rim of his plate and then leaving it, uneaten.

“Then don’t.”
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A different dinner. Their first dinner. Sawdust still in his hair, her bag still full of ungraded exams and textbooks. He took her somewhere she’d never been before, which was hardly a feat, considering that she rarely went out.

The dining room was candlelit and there were little bouquets of wild irises on every table. When the server told them about the specials, Jerome leaned in, asking questions about ingredients and preparation in a self-assured way that, back then, surprised her. The server told them their honey came from a hive just north of the city and he was already familiar with it; apparently the bees there liked alfalfa best.

“I didn’t know I was having dinner with an expert,” she said after the server left them to their choices.

“Nothing like that,” he replied, abashed but maybe a little pleased with himself. “I just like good food.”

And the food was good. She had to give him that. It was so good that she was at a loss for words when the first course arrived. Maybe it was those years in the field, cooking over camp stoves and firepits where everything came out either charred or half cooked or both at once, or the fact that she so often ate plain oatmeal for dinner even now, when she was in the city and could have anything she wanted. Or maybe the food really was transcendent. Ordinarily, Ember ate for fuel. She fed her body so that her body would feed her mind. Anything more was extraneous. A luxury she had no use for. But this. This was pure extravagance. And she liked how it felt to sit across from him, tasting these flavors, hearing him talk about the lives of the alfalfa-loving honeybees and the tenderest cuts of a rabbit and the sun exposure needed for an herb garden to thrive. “I’m sorry. I think I’m nervous,” he said sometime after the first course disappeared and there was only blank tablecloth between them. “I’ve been wanting to say something to you for months and now I’m talking too much.”

“It doesn’t bother me,” she replied, and it truly didn’t. He was the kind of quiet person who thought stringing more than a few sentences together constituted talking too much.

“But I want to know more about you. Archaeology, you said? That sounds like an interesting line of work.”

“It’s interesting to me. To other people, not so much.”

“Try me.”

“It’s a lot of dirt and patience and details. I’m a bit of a… Well, I’m focused, let’s put it that way. I work and that’s all. I’m only here to teach for a few years while I apply for grants, and then I’ll go back into the field as soon as I can pull something together. Hopefully my own project. I think I’m really only happy when I’m digging.”

“That can’t be true,” he said. “Plenty of other ways to be happy.”

She looked at his hands, at the calluses, and liked the shape of them. She liked how they circled the stem of his wineglass, how fingers so thick and rough could also be delicate. “I haven’t found any.”

“Yet,” he said.

She laughed, skeptical but willing to entertain the possibility that there was more. “Okay, sure. Yet.”
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ON THE TEMPORALITY OF THE OBJECT

An artifact of this kind is, fundamentally, an object that has lost all context. In its original state, we may assume it was of use within a larger structure—no doubt functional, embedded within the ancient system of meaning. It became an artifact only when “discovered” and extracted, displaced from its original context and reduced to a fragment. What remains is stripped of the conditions that once defined it. To encounter an artifact, then, is to engage not only with the theories of what it was, but also the reality of what it has become.
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THEY SLEPT STIFF that night, laid down beside one another like Jerome’s beetle-scored boards—rigid and scarred, eaten from the inside out. In the morning, Ember felt him stir beside her but was careful not to open her eyes. She heard him pull on his clothes and brush his teeth and pad downstairs and then the spaciousness of his absence swallowed her up. The next time she was conscious, hours had passed. The house was empty and it was late, much later than she usually slept, but on Wednesdays all her classes were in the afternoon and so she allowed herself to lie in bed a little while longer, listening to the faint pulse of rain washing against the windowpanes.

Downstairs, she found half a pot of lukewarm coffee that he’d left for her. It was generous of him, considering how the night had gone. But this was one of the many differences between them: he saw no reason not to make her morning gentler if he could, regardless of what had been said or how unhappy she was. Whereas she would rather pour good coffee down the drain than do him a kindness—if she was angry enough.

And she was. Angry enough. Every time they had that same argument, or some version of it, the angrier it made her. All along, she had been honest with him about who she was, about what was important to her, and he had claimed that this was part of why he loved her—for her passion, for the bright burn of her mind and all the obsessions that came with it. Lately, though, she wondered if he had only been biding his time, waiting for her to change. Maybe all along he had been hoping that she would grow accustomed to compromise bit by bit until finally, when the moment came for her to put down her fieldwork in service of a child, in service of him, the action would be well-practiced. For all his talk of support and adventure early on, Jerome had become increasingly rigid over the years. Unimaginative. Boring, in fact. By association, she was becoming boring also, as if his desire for the banality of procreation and home improvements and a back garden was leaking into their union, and further, into her.

This, she could not have.

She didn’t believe herself to be faultless. Far from it. She was self-aware enough to know that she had a tendency to be selfish. Some would say vindictive. She knew that she had a temper. Her recall of birthdays and anniversaries and faces and names was abysmal. All these accusations she would happily bear—in fact, she would volunteer them herself. But she was not willing to classify the passion she stoked for her work as a flaw. Denigrating the most special, most alive thing about herself was a step too far. Yet last night Jerome had run right past this line in the sand, and herein lay that morning’s fury: righteous and molten and red.

She drank the lukewarm coffee standing up and took a piece of un-toasted bread with nothing on it between her teeth as she readied herself to leave. There was nowhere in particular that she needed to be, not for a few hours, but the house felt stale and unwelcoming. She wanted to be elsewhere. So she walked her bicycle down the front steps and swung a leg over, immediately relieved to be out in the open where her resentments felt slightly less dense.

The rain had stopped by then, but the road was wet and steaming and the cuffs of her trousers were damp before long. Clouds gripped the western horizon with heavy knuckles. The storm was not done with them. She rode east, toward where the sky was brightest, tones of lilac flickering beneath the gray, not minding the warm puddles that wetted her ankles and not thinking about where she wanted to end up, just eager to be moving in any direction at all.

As she rode, she let last night’s conversation run on a loop in her mind and each time she played it through, she found a new layer of meaning. An even sharper edge to Jerome’s words. Had he actually accused her of causing the miscarriage with her selfishness? It was as if the fact that she didn’t want to try for another child made her a monster in his eyes. As if her resistance to the idea of motherhood was akin to dysfunction. The more ground she covered, the more her self-righteousness thickened.

How dare he?

She thought of her own mother, who had died just last year. It was hard not to think of her when the subject of having children was on the table. Embittered, vain, endlessly critical Ola, who had never hesitated to remind her daughter how costly being a parent was. How thankless. It had always been just the two of them, Ember’s father already gone by the time she could crawl.

“He was the one who wanted children,” Ola used to say. “And now look.”
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The facilities overseer had moved her Methods and Theories seminar to a dreary basement room with a single window that looked out onto the footpath, and so as a procession of shoes passed at eye level, Ember wrote her office hours on the board and then squinted at the expectant faces. She was still damp from her long ride through the city, her clothes turning musty from a mixture of rain and sweat. There were only eight students on the roster, and presumably she had taught at least a few in their prerequisite courses, but she didn’t recognize a single one.

The time passed in the usual way.

Another class after that one. A different room, different faces, but the same drone of her own voice. She couldn’t stop looking at the clock, willing the minutes to pass just a little faster. She was eager to seal herself into her office, to shut the great stone door of her tomb. It would be quiet inside. She could be at peace there. The dust would settle over her—over the books, the desk, the papers, into the crevices of her sofa. Sounds from the outside kingdom would become as smooth and as dull as sea glass.

When she had dismissed her last class of the day, Ember convinced herself to do just a few more tasks in the world of the living before she laid herself to rest. She made her way to the front office that archaeology shared with the history department, where she found her faculty mailbox brimming. She hadn’t checked it since June at least. A pile of stale muffins, picked over, were still set out. An inch of coffee on a cold burner. She contemplated the muffins but wasn’t nearly hungry enough to take one.

As she transferred great fistfuls of her mail from the cubby to the trash, she felt a tap on her shoulder.

“How’s the first week discontent coming?” Saffiya asked.

Ember was relieved to hear her voice. There wasn’t anyone else on this campus she wanted to see right now. “Oh, fine. You know. As annoying as ever.”

“And the meeting with Ya?”

“She as good as told me she wasn’t supporting my laureate bid, saddled me with mentoring the entire graduate class, and then sent me off to do her errands.”

Saffiya chuckled as she extracted her own stack of mail and dropped it into a tote bag. “An errand girl. You’re politicking now, I see.”

“Hardly.”

“Well, for your sake, I hope you’ll start.”

“Maybe next time I can sacrifice a virgin in her name.”

“Oh, stop. Just… I don’t know. Swallow a little pride. It’s not like you’re suffering from a shortage in that department.”

Ember gave her a look of mock outrage, but she wasn’t thinking about Ya or the laureate committee, and she certainly wasn’t interested in examining the kernel of truth Saffiya was handing her. She was debating whether to tell her friend about Ish’s letter. Ember still hadn’t mentioned it to anyone besides Jerome and she felt as if the news might burst out of her if she tried to hold it in much longer.

“Are you busy right now?”

Saffiya raised an eyebrow. “Technically, yes. But I could be convinced not to be.”

“There’s something I want to show you. Not here.”
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Saffiya held Ish’s letter as if the paper were the artifact in question—gently, on the surfaces of her fingertips. She had one of the good offices with a window that opened. It was open now, and a humid breeze came in to ruffle the clutter. Outside, the morning’s storm heads had receded but there was still a thin veil of gray clinging to the sky’s underbelly, cupping the heat and keeping it low to the ground.

Ember leaned back into the nest of pillows on Saffiya’s worn love seat, running her fingers over and over the piping on the pink upholstery while she waited for the verdict, as if this repetition might make Saffiya read a little faster.

Finally, she handed the letter back to Ember. Her eyes were huge and glistening behind the smudged lenses of her glasses. “He’s already on his way, then?”

“I think so,” Ember replied, trying to read her expression but finding it as opaque as the cloud cover outside. “I went to the docks to check. The ship is scheduled for Friday.” She ached for Saffiya to be more animated. After Jerome’s reaction last night, she wanted someone to be excited with. But Saffiya only frowned. This was not unfolding how Ember had hoped it would.

“It’s quite a development,” Saffiya said at last.

“That’s an understatement, don’t you think?”

“Well. This is still all so vague, Ember. It’s too uncertain to… I can’t help but wonder if he even has what he seems to think he has. And if it is something genuine, something… important, no one will ignore that what he’s done to get it is illegal. And I’m not saying I agree with that; you know where I stand when it comes to border restrictions. I’m just saying that will have to be reckoned with if you’re trying to certify this find. Which obviously you have to. I won’t deny that this could very well be monumental. It’s just that I don’t want you getting ahead of yourself. And…” She paused, pursing her lips as she chose her next words carefully. “I’m afraid that Ish would say or do almost anything to please you. Which is going to be a problem. For you both.”

Ember felt as if she’d been slapped. “What are you implying exactly?”

“Calm down, I’m not implying anything about you. We all know Ish is… troubled. To be polite about it. Of course he’d say anything to please you; let’s not act shocked. There are credibility issues with a find like this, even if it is as old as he thinks it is—which, that’s already a leap, okay? Either way… there will be questions. Let’s say the artifact is verified and it all checks out and the piece itself is genuine. Well, then they’re going to be looking into how he found it. Who helped him. And this is why I was against sending him in the first place when you couldn’t… when things didn’t work out for you to go. When it was your risk—that was one thing, but sending someone so volatile, so inexperienced… it creates room for error where there can be none. There is a very vested interest in how we choose to understand the past, Ember. I know that is not lost on you. Upending it will not be gentle. They aren’t just going to throw open the golden doors of funding to you without a little kicking and screaming. And this originating with Ish… it will make it that much easier for them to discard something worthwhile. It will make it that much harder for you to find the right eyes and ears.”

Ember returned the letter to its envelope. “I know that,” she said, and certainly some part of her did, but it landed differently now, hearing Saffiya speak it aloud.

“What I’m saying is, sit tight. Wait until he arrives before you start sharing this. There’s still so much information missing. Have you told Jerome yet?”

“I…” Ember didn’t want to talk about Jerome. She remembered the set of his jaw last night. The unfinished dinner. “Jerome isn’t happy. About any of it. He doesn’t even want the dig to get financed at this point. And he’s especially not happy about Ish being involved.”

“He wants you to stay, is that it?”

“He wants me to be a different person, Saffi.”

“I’m sure it’s not easy bringing all of this up again. For either of you. It was a hard time.”

Ember opened her mouth to respond to this and then closed it, unsure what to say. She didn’t want to ruminate on the pregnancy that kept her from going south and then the miscarriage that followed. But it was impossible to stop her thoughts from drifting in that direction. By the time one future had left her body and another took its place, the ship was gone, with Ish on it instead of her, and her ensuing anemia was so severe it took her months to feel well enough to ride her bicycle again, let alone to undertake a strenuous sea voyage.

What no one else knew—not Saffiya, not Jerome—was that for the past year, Ember had been actively seeking another ship to take her south. The only reason she was still here to receive Ish’s letter was because she hadn’t found one.

Yet.

“That has nothing to do with this.”

Saffiya widened her eyes. “Surely Jerome would disagree. Just because he was okay with you going two years ago doesn’t mean… Sharing a loss like that changes people. Couples. It changes everything.”

“Except he didn’t… it wasn’t like that.”

“What was it like?”

“I just… well, I hadn’t told him yet. I found out I was pregnant and then I didn’t see the point in mentioning it.”

Ember had of course known this omission was questionable at the time, but she didn’t understand the gravity of it until she saw the look on Saffiya’s face.

“So he didn’t know you were planning a solo expedition, sans funding? Sans support team? Until right now? He didn’t know about Ish going instead, or…” She trailed off, shaking her head in disbelief. “Wow.”

Ember searched herself for some kind of moral marker that had been missed in this sequence of events but found none. Only in the mirror of Saffiya’s astonishment did she witness the severity of her mistake.
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At home, Jerome was already making dinner. Ember came in with a heaviness in her step that was audible. It had been a long day, and the idea of arguing with him made her want to collapse where she stood. She took her time in the foyer: removing her mantle, hanging her bag, unlacing her shoes.

“You’re lingering,” Jerome called from the other room. “I’m not going to ambush you if that’s what you’re gearing up for.”

She didn’t bother protesting; he knew her too well.

Coming into the kitchen, she found him perusing the spirits rack he’d built and then filled with good, rare bottles. She’d never cared much about being a connoisseur in the way he did, nor did she mind him murmuring to himself about fermentation practices and whether the “notes of black pepper and forest floor” were coming through. It was all the same to her.

“Hi,” she said.

“Hold that thought.” Apparently dissatisfied with his aboveground selection, he yanked open the trap door to the root cellar and disappeared into its depths. The clink of glass against stone, a murmur of approval as he found what he was looking for. He emerged, grinning. “How about this one? I’ve been saving it.” He held the bottle like an infant, cradling it against his inner forearm, supporting its neck. She didn’t look at the label; she never did. And tonight she was too busy watching the micro expressions that flickered across his face, trying to predict how the rest of the night would go. He seemed happy enough, but she didn’t trust that it would last.

“Sure.”

“I’m just heating up leftovers. Is that okay?”

“More than okay.”

“How was school?”

Ember shrugged, feeling like a bratty child.

“That good, huh?”

“It was fine.”

Jerome went to work opening the bottle. “I thought we could do a reset. Have a nice dinner. Get a little toasted. I’ve had a long day and it seems like you have, too.”

Ember nodded slowly, wary of hidden strings but eager not to discuss the artifact or Ish or the ticktock of her womb and the fact that apparently she was the only one who couldn’t hear it. She was still reeling after her conversation with Saffiya and she wasn’t sure of what she might say if they launched into a continuation of the previous night.

Jerome slid the cork out of the bottle with a hollow pop. “What do you think?”

“A reset sounds good. I can do that,” she said.

He poured a few fingers and pushed the glass toward her. It tasted good, but all of Jerome’s libations tasted good. She examined the glass itself, which she couldn’t remember ever seeing before. It looked expensive. Gold leaf along the rim, little gilded etchings of vines crawling up the sides. She held it up to the light, admiring the artistry. “Are these new?”

She didn’t notice the silence at first. When she looked up, though, she realized that Jerome was staring at her in a performance of disbelief. “We’ve had them forever. Wedding present,” he said once he was sure she’d seen his disapproval. “From my brother.” The edge in his voice was so evident he didn’t need to say anything else for her to understand that she should be ashamed to have forgotten the origin story of these glasses.

Somehow, despite the sharpness of her attention on the objects of the past, the artifacts of her own domestic life often fell outside the margins of careful study. It was all just temporal clutter to her. The refuse of the present. Seen, and then just as quickly forgotten. “Oh, of course,” she said, trying to pass off her lapse as smoothly as he would allow.

So much for the charade of a peaceful dinner. She gave him a sideways look, trying to quantify his indignation as she took another sip, and wondered, not for the first time, how they had stayed together for so long. What was it that had drawn him to her in the first place? She suspected that it was the same thing that was driving them apart: her otherness, her presence on the rim of what was acceptable. The bright, singular burn of her fascination. These parts of her had intrigued him once. Excited him, even. In the beginning, it didn’t matter that he couldn’t understand the substance of what powered her. It was just the flame that he loved.

And lately, it was also the thing he couldn’t stand.

She swirled her glass for good measure, and the little whirlpool that formed was tight and controlled, just as he’d taught her. She glanced over to see if he’d noticed. Did the gesture soften him? Was she forgiven? How had she managed to ruin even this, the brief pause between battles?

He brought the bottle over to the table, where last night’s leftovers somehow looked even more delicious, and sat, his back to Ember, waiting for her to join him.
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Lecture notes

METHODS & THEORIES—1ST WEEK SEMINAR

Begin with archaeology as both reconstruction & projection

Material record ≠ objective truth

Highlight: context collapse is inevitable, but then how do we account for it in our understanding? Discuss.

Rethink the palimpsest example—no one got it last year

If time: revisit artifact/structure/formation trinity, make sure to linger on formation as unfixed, good entry point to next lesson.


	Say substrate, not soil.

	Strata of now? A little obtuse.



(Add something about the extrapolation of absence)
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THE NEXT MORNING, she rode by the harbor on her way to campus. She didn’t go down to the docks or ask any questions; she just perched on the boardwalk, still astride her bicycle, and watched the gentle churn of the inlet’s waters. A warm wind flowed through the craggy channel that led from the sheltered harbor to the open ocean, its gusts heavy with salt and brine and foreignness. She read the name on every boat twice, but the Eunice was not among them.

Ish should be arriving any day now, and she wanted to be here to see the very first glimmer of his vessel against the water. She contemplated abandoning all of her obligations to just sit at the edge of the boardwalk, legs crossed, for as long as it took. All day if she needed to, and all night. It was already Thursday. If the voyage went according to plan, the ship would arrive tomorrow.

But as eager as she was for the artifact to arrive, as certain as she was that it was genuine, she also remembered Saffiya’s doubts and knew it would be more reasonable to temper her expectations. Ish had a way of unleashing chaos into her delicately constructed reality. He’d done it once before; he could just as easily do it again. She didn’t want to confront this fact right now, but wouldn’t she have to eventually? This had always been the danger in sending him.

She corrected herself: One of the dangers.

Suddenly plagued by uncertainty, she turned away from the harbor and began pedaling up the long hill to the university. She was late by the time she made it to the lecture hall and her chest was heaving. There was no time to duck into the bathroom and clean herself up, so she just threw her mantle on over her other clothes and went in, still breathing hard and slick with sweat. Cami was already there, looking momentarily relieved, then progressively more worried when Ember paused to chug the glass of water that had been set out for her.

It was her second time with this class (one of the big introductory lecture groups) but as she looked out at their faces in varying states of attention, she somehow didn’t recognize any of them. Was she even in the right room? If Cami hadn’t been there, nodding at her encouragingly, a little desperately, she might have told them all to take the day off.

Ember’s brain was accustomed to splitting into two halves of cognitive function, reciting the curriculum with one side and pursuing her own independent queries on the other, but today it was a scramble of both. She found herself veering off into tangents about border restrictions and lackluster funding opportunities, only to look up and realize she’d mistaken her private thoughts for things she should speak aloud.

Afterward, Cami came up to her.

“Are you feeling okay, Professor?”

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“It’s just… your lecture was a little different than planned. I thought we were covering survey techniques today. It’s no problem—I only want to make sure I lead the discussion sections tomorrow with the, uh, desired topic. Are there any adjustments you’d like me to make to the syllabus?” There was already a sorry on the tip of her tongue. Ember could see it hanging there and wanted to slap it away.

Sorry for seeing her in such a state of discomposure.

Sorry to notice that, contrary to her claims, she was not at all okay.

“No change,” Ember barked. “Cover the discussions as written.”

Cami nodded, understanding that to pursue the matter any further would be perilous. “No problem. Have a good weekend,” she said, and then departed so quickly Ember almost admired her.

Smart girl.

Alone, she studied the empty amphitheater for a quiet moment. If it weren’t for the overflowing trash can by the door, it would have been as if the class had never happened. But that wasn’t quite true. Underneath one of the chairs, half obscured by shadow, she spied a forlorn backpack. Forest green, folded in on itself. Should she bring it up to lost and found?

No, she decided—the student would probably be back to claim it any minute. She waited to see who it would be. But a minute passed and no one came. So what now? How long might it sit there? The janitor might overlook it. The student who owned it might forget where they’d left it and buy another. The building might fall into disrepair and be abandoned. Or the university might unexpectedly close its doors. Stranger things had happened in this city.

If Ember used her imagination, it wasn’t so hard to find a set of circumstances in which the bag went on resting there, exactly where it lay: aging, disintegrating, eventually decomposing. It might endure for a few centuries. Longer even, if the conditions were right. But no matter how optimal the humidity and temperature of this room, no matter how wide a berth the rats gave it, the bag would one day collapse into dust and be gone. All anyone had to do was nothing.

Time swallowed all things. Even her. Even this. As usual, the thought both comforted and terrified her. She walked out, empty-handed.
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At lunch, she made the mistake of sitting on one of the stone benches that were studded along the path through the common, and that was where Ya ambushed her—tucked beneath a drooping tree somewhere around the second bend, halfway between the student union and the registrar’s building. She was working through a mouthful of lettuce when Ya appeared, the smooth helmet of her dark brown hair catching the ferocious midday light. Ember went rigid, prey in the face of its predator, hoping that if she didn’t move, Ya’s eyes might slide right over the still shape of her and keep on roving for a more enticing meal.

But such a reprieve was not to be.

“I’m glad I ran into you,” Ya said. She wore a voluminous cream-colored ensemble that showed off her delicate ankles and culminated in a thick pair of black, heavily shined shoes. She looked far too stylish for an academic. Ember wondered if she should invest in such an outfit—were those pants, or…?—but Ya always had this effect on her; as soon as she was gone, Ember would immediately forget her aspirations.

She tried not to make eye contact as Ya sat down beside her, but it was too late for avoidance. Ember gave her a begrudging nod.

Ya said, “I assume you’re coming to the faculty party.”

Ember remembered the half-chewed salad still in her mouth and set her jaw back into motion, hurrying it along to clear the way for words. She hadn’t planned to attend, but saying so seemed unwise. Luckily, the question turned out to be rhetorical. Ya continued: “I wanted to ask if you wouldn’t mind introducing one of our visiting scholars around at the party. Mandohlson. He’s joining us for the year and I’d like to make sure he feels properly welcomed. I’m sure your paths have crossed at some point?” Ya looked at her, expectant, and Ember realized she was supposed to answer this one.

“We’ve met.” Ember didn’t have a particularly good history with Benoit Mandohlson. He was a man without much tact, sloppy with his work and happier to ram his way through a conversation than to participate in it. She didn’t want to get into all that, though.

“I figured you had. I think you were both working on the Summit dig around the same time? Just show him around, make sure he’s met everyone in the department, maybe a few of the people from anthropology and history. I’d do it myself, but I’m hosting the goddamn thing and there is always so much to juggle. You know how it is.”

Ember did not know how it was, but nodded. “Sure, I can show him around.” She stared down into the remains of her salad, hoping Ya would leave her be now that she’d delivered this command cloaked as a request, but instead she lingered. Above them, the tree’s leaves rattled as a stale breath of wind passed through. On the common, students were spread out in a lunch hour tableau, clusters of them wherever shade occurred, a few sweating stragglers braving the full sun.

Ya turned to her, suddenly much more serious. “Ember,” she said, and immediately Ember knew that whatever came next was not something she wanted to hear. “I’m just going to come out and say it. I respect you enough to do that much. It would serve you to know that the department will need to make some tough decisions about faculty this winter. You’re not unaware that the budget has been tight.”

“No, I’m… very aware of that.”

“Good, then you’re also aware that your position is somewhat precarious. You still haven’t cleared the laureate hurdle even though we’ve considered your portfolio twice already. Your student evaluations are… lackluster. And while I’m aware that what happened with that boy a few years ago, what was his name? Ishmael something. While I’m aware that wasn’t your fault, it didn’t look great. For you, or for us as a department. None of this is damning on its own, understand, but altogether it starts to make one curious about exploring external candidates.”

Ember felt the meaning of this land with a thud in her lap. She should have expected it. Should have read more into the departmental slights over the years. And yet somehow—she hadn’t. Or maybe she just hadn’t cared enough to notice. “External candidates. Mandohlson, you mean?”

“Yes, Mandohlson.” Ya sighed deeply, as if Ember were a child, too helpless to chastise her properly. “I’m just being direct about where the committee is headed. I do actually want what’s best for you. But more so, I want what’s best for the department. It would be convenient if these were the same things, no? Obviously we’d all love to see the proposal you’ve been sending out for the past eight years amount to something, but at a certain point… Look, you were a rising star when you came here. Originally, your hire checked all the right boxes for us. But you haven’t shown us much since then…” Ya trailed off, and Ember suddenly saw how hopeless the obsession with her singular project must look from the outside. And if she was being honest with herself, it felt nearly as hopeless from within. She should have moved on by now. Drafted a dozen new proposals in the years since she came here. Published twice as many articles on twice as many topics. The half-manuscript in her attic should be complete, it should be bound, it should be on shelves. And she should have worked on any one of the currently active excavations. Right? That’s what a person who cared about their career would have done.

But the artifact! she reminded herself. It was on its way. Hadn’t the persistence paid off? Wouldn’t her single-mindedness be proved right in the end? She just needed to buy Ish the time to get here, to give their plan one last, heaving effort. It would sound desperate to tell Ya on the heels of this news about Mandohlson, but she suddenly didn’t care.

“I hear you,” Ember began. “But there has been some movement with the proposal. A really exciting development. I don’t want to overpromise here, but I’m genuinely confident that within the next few days, I’m going to have something to share. It’s literally on the way.”

Ya perked up. “A grant is coming through? That could change things, Ember. It certainly could.”

“Not a grant per se. Not yet. But an actual artifact. And it will lead to a grant, I’m sure of it.”

Ya crossed her legs, then uncrossed them, as if she couldn’t quite figure out where to organize this information in her body.

Ember was all too aware of how vague this must sound.

“An artifact,” Ya repeated. Was that sarcasm? Pity?

Ember, against her better judgment, rushed to fill the space. “I haven’t had the chance to examine it, which is the only reason I’m not singing it from the rooftops already, but it’s on the way and I have it on very good authority that it’s something we’ve never seen before. Something that could very well change the entire field.”

Ya squinted at her. “It’s really that unique?”

“It is. It really is.”

“And the provenance?”

“I can’t, ah, comment on that at the moment.”

Ya sighed. “All right. Well, no one’s making a decision tomorrow. I just wanted you to have fair warning. As a courtesy. The laureate committee doesn’t start meeting for another few weeks.”

“It will be here by then.”

“For your sake, I hope that it is.” Ya stood up and brushed a few wrinkles out of her fabulous clothes. “And play nice with Mandohlson tomorrow, won’t you? I hate to sow competition but… it’s best to know when you’re on a cliff’s edge. At least this way you can do something about it. Sometimes a little competition brings out everyone’s best. Don’t you think?”

This time, Ember knew the question was not one for her to answer. Watching Ya walk away, Ember’s frantic hope that the artifact was real vibrated deep in her sternum. Whether she wanted the job or not was irrelevant. Ya hadn’t been wrong about the value of competition. Ember would do practically anything to make sure Mandohlson came up short.

[image: ]
During her office hours, Ember received a trickle of flustered students, but their queries flowed over her like a river smoothing over its bed—no, you may not have an extension; yes, there is still time to enroll in Ancient Technologies; at your own peril may you skip the first field session of Methods and Theories.

None of this mattered. None of it moved her. Instead, she both dreamed of her artifact and dreaded the encroachment of Benoit Mandohlson, feeling almost inspired by the emotional disparity that divided these two futures. If Ya had not put it to her so succinctly, it might not have even occurred to her that she could be in danger of losing her job. She had always imagined that it was hers to either keep or give up, the vacillation between the two a private battle—but losing it, to Mandohlson of all people, had a different flavor. Ember was not a woman accustomed to accepting professional losses gently.

When she got home, Jerome was in the shower. She went up to her study and deposited the sediment of her day on the desk—weighted satchel, armful of textbooks for tomorrow’s classes, and a dress she’d dropped off for alterations nearly a month ago, then forgotten to pick up until today.

Jerome’s older brother Dusty was turning forty-five and his husband Charles had organized a surprise party. On any other evening, she would be trying to imagine a way out of going, but as she considered the dress, glowing red and gem-like, she felt almost eager. It would be loud and crowded and debaucherous, and although she wasn’t fond of these types of functions, there was a strange current of energy churning inside of her, a groundswell of anticipation for the artifact’s arrival and for everything that would, or could, come after—mixed with the roiling fear that she was wrong, and her career was about to come crashing down around her. Perhaps one of Dusty and Charles’s parties was exactly the right place for her to be tonight.

In their bedroom, she found Jerome naked and thoughtful, contemplating the open closet, his skin still steaming from the shower. She paused in the doorway, examining his bare ass.

“Well, hello.”

“Which one do you think?” he asked, gesturing at a muted rainbow of shirts. But instead of answering him, she set aside the dress she was still carrying and shoved him gently down onto the bed they shared. “Oh,” he said, surprised and then pleased as she began to remove her clothes, both of them thinking about how long it had been—since they’d had sex, but more significantly since they’d looked at one another with the kind of intentional hunger that was spreading across his face, reflected by her own. This was how it used to be.

Since the miscarriage, the question of procreation had come between them first as an idea but eventually as an almost physical presence, entering their bodies and their bed in such a way that each act of intimacy became a doomed exchange: him asking for the possibility of another child and her refusing to consider it. It was hard to feel good or free, for either of them, when an act that should have been about saying yes had become the road to no.

But in that moment, with the steam from Jerome’s shower still thick on his skin, its hazy curls drifting lazily into the bedroom, Ember set herself down on top of him and neither of them allowed the thought of reproduction to intercede—not because it didn’t matter, not because resolution had been reached, but because she was asking a different question that night. She didn’t say it out loud. Didn’t need to. He heard it all the same: Can we still enjoy one another? It turned out the answer was yes, and yes, and yes.

When he murmured that he was about to come, she hurried to separate from him, suddenly remembering that they weren’t using protection, panicked that he would forget. But the action was poorly executed. Clumsy and abrupt. The yes became a no with a turn that was as sharp as a blade, and whatever pleasure they’d been cultivating was cut in two.

He contemplated the stickiness on his belly.

“It’s just…” She felt like she should try to explain herself, but he stopped her.

“I know.”

Jerome got up to clean himself and called, “Are you getting dressed? We should leave soon.” His voice echoed from the hollowness of the bathroom. He tried to hide it, but she could hear that he was upset. With her? With himself? With the situation? She couldn’t tell. Could never tell.

But the safe bet would always be that the fault was hers.

Ember contemplated the red dress where it lay, gathering wrinkles on the bed. A costume, really. It had never quite fit her. She already knew that the alterations would be inadequate, that the problems lay not in the length of the skirt or the cut of the bodice, but in her own body. She didn’t belong in a dress like this. Or in the kind of life that required it.

She slipped the straps off the hanger and stepped into it anyway.
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Another party. This one was early on in their relationship. Early enough that she was meeting his brother for the first time. Early enough that she had not yet memorized the nuances of Jerome’s face, and every time she saw him was a reminder of her attraction. She had not expected to love him so quickly—or at all. But if he had fallen for her spark, her otherness, then she had fallen for his solidity. For all the ways in which he made her feel like maybe she could belong.

It must have been an art opening—yes, that was it, one of his brother’s shows. She remembered how overfilled the pure white gallery space was, the crowd cleaved down the middle by a row of ceramics perched on pedestals: enormous figures that were something between monsters and angels. She’d never seen objects like that before, made of materials that might have been ancient but were vibrating with a sense of now. The clay was hand-worked, the shapes clumsy and divine at the same time, fingertips forever evident in the fired surfaces. Ember worried for the sculptures—there were too many people in such a small space. It would have been easy for someone to lose their balance, to crash into one of these creatures and send it flying into some other iteration of being. Some other realm. A part of her wanted it to happen, if only to see the pottery shards of a future study in the act of creation.

Jerome’s brother Dusty was circulating, clapping backs and shaking hands and receiving praise with the gracious knowing of a man who has been called a genius before and does not disagree. Ember felt herself get caught in a small eddy of bodies moving past, pressed up against Jerome, who in turn was pressed up against one of the sculptures—the two of them much too close to that brittle godhead. The acoustics of the space were either very bad or very good, depending on the intention. The many voices that surrounded them soared and synthesized into an impenetrable mountain of sound. Jerome shouted something but Ember could only turn up her palms and succumb to the roar of other people. I can’t hear you, she mouthed.

He bent down and put his mouth beside her ear. There was nothing complicated about their desire yet, because no one had asked for more. Whatever they exchanged back then was free.

“Let’s get out of here,” he said again, and this time she did hear him. Tilting his head ever so slightly toward Dusty, he added, “He won’t mind. And there are other things I would rather be doing.”

She nodded, intoxicated by this man who was so at home everywhere he went. If Ember had never belonged anywhere, then Jerome seemed to belong everywhere. Together they slipped into the stream of bodies that funneled them to the door and out into the street, where the still-bright evening was glowing with possibility and the future of their union had not yet been written.
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ESSAY | 2000 WORDS MIN

In this assignment, you will evaluate the role of continuity within archaeological discourse. Drawing from at least two course readings and one artifact case study, choose from one of the following:

Prompt 1—Continuity:

The appearance of historical continuity is often taken as evidence of actual continuity. What forces—material, ideological, institutional, etc.—shape this appearance? How does the survival of certain artifacts over others influence our understanding of “unbroken” civilizational progress?

Prompt 2—Discontinuity:

When there is an absence in the archaeological record, how do our own biases shape the kinds of questions we ask? In what ways do modern frameworks of interpretation influence how such gaps are explained?

Cite relevant studies. Late work will not be accepted.
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SHE OPENED HER eyes to Jerome placing a breakfast tray at the end of the bed, the cup rattling in its saucer as he set it down. She blinked, aching to ignore him, to turn over and go back to sleep, but he stood there expectantly, slightly abashed by his transparent need for her approval but nonetheless determined to receive it. A man waiting to be praised for his thoughtfulness. Through the haze of a quickly sharpening hangover, Ember found that she could not manage to summon the gratitude that, yes, he surely did deserve. All the excesses of last night’s party were dried to a stale crust that tasted of her own unbrushed teeth and too many sickly sweet cocktails. She looked at the clock and was practically enraged to see how early it was. She could have slept for hours. It was Friday; her first class didn’t start until noon.

“Oh.” Her voice came out raw, her throat irritated from their night in a smoke-rich bar. She wasn’t hungry. The day had barely begun and she was annoyed to already feel indebted, saddled with generosity she hadn’t asked for and didn’t want. “Thanks.” She pushed herself into a more upright position, careful not to disturb the tray with her feet. She could see a stack of little hotcakes, their blueberry studs leaking purple ooze onto the plate. “Are you… on your way out?” She tried not to sound hopeful.

“Nope. No job site today. Sitting tight for a permit, so…” He shrugged and sat down beside the tray. “We’re just waiting. The crew got the day off.”

“Mm.” She cocked her head at the tray, speaking directly to the food as a proxy for Jerome. “So you’re at home today?”

“I’m all yours,” he said, plainly thinking of more sex. “If you want me.”

The truth was, Ember didn’t. What she wanted was to go back to sleep and then ride down to the docks to see if Ish’s ship was marking the horizon, in that order.

“That sounds nice,” she said, and tore off the lacy edge of a hotcake. “I do have to teach, though. And there’s the faculty party tonight. So I should really—”

“Of course. I didn’t have any expectations.” A pause as they both let this lie dissipate. “I just thought… you know, it might be good for us. Another time. How are they? Did I do enough blueberries?”

“Really good. You’re not eating?”

“Already did.”

He pushed the tray toward her. Trying not to receive this encouragement as a command, she picked up the knife and fork. “Delicious,” she said, taking another bite. A hot, sour blueberry popped between her teeth. Feeling suddenly queasy, she put down the cutlery. “I thought I might go by the docks on my way to campus. The artifact should be arriving any day. It could be there now even.”

She wasn’t consciously trying to hurt him, but his face fell and she knew that she had. He forced a smile.

“Ah, that’s right. The great discovery draws nigh.”

“Nothing’s for certain yet.”

“And Ish is bringing it, you said?”

“He is.”

The pause opened up between them, deep and dark and appearing so suddenly Ember fell in before she even knew it was there.

“I’m sorry, but,” Jerome began, sounding anything but sorry, “I just don’t like that he’s back in your life all of a sudden.”

She blinked hard. Once. Twice. “It’s hard to keep track of all your objections, is the thing.”

“I think I’m allowed to have more than one. I’m just asking you to spend time with me and you’d rather…” He shook his head, not wanting to say Ish’s name. “This entire thing is so far-fetched. And the fact is, he’s unstable. We all saw how that turned out last time. I don’t see how he’s even involved. How did that happen exactly, Ember? How did some washed up ex-student of yours, who you apparently haven’t been in contact with, end up with the very thing you need to convince people to fund your dig? I’m incredibly curious.”

“I don’t appreciate the fucking accusations. If you want to know something, just ask me.” Ember all but leapt out of bed to face the closet, pawing through her drawers for something to throw on so at the very least she could be wearing a shirt for this conversation.

“I thought I just did.”

She felt her spine go rigid and had a brief glimpse of how far from a moral center she had drifted. He deserved the whole story, from start to finish, that much was clear to her, but she wasn’t sure how to divulge it anymore. She remembered Saffiya’s look of horror when Ember told her that Jerome had never even been aware of the solo expedition south she’d planned. And somehow everything since that omission had been even worse. Where to begin? What to leave out? Saffiya was right. She’d fucked all this up years ago and hadn’t even known it.

“I’ve always understood you would do exactly and only what you want. And that was okay with me. But this thing where you lie about it. Where I’m not even allowed to know how it all stacks up. It’s not okay, Ember. You owe me more than this.”

Behind her, she could hear him heaving a sigh so deep it was almost a moan. The breakfast tray rattled as he stood; then the room was quiet. She found a shirt and slipped it on. When she turned around, Jerome was already gone. For the moment she was relieved, even knowing the reprieve would not last.
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All the trouble with Ish could arguably be traced back to a certain grant application. It was one of many, notable only for the inconvenience of its deadline, which landed during finals week. Ember was overtired and overworked, unable to complete her gradebook and the application at the same time. And there was Ish, always coming in and out of her office, constantly asking her how he could help lighten the load.

She’d never involved a graduate with her proposals before. It was uncomfortable, mixing the vulnerability of her pleas for funding with the authority of her position, but she didn’t see another way to get everything done in time. He was clearly thrilled by the project—she had no sooner finished outlining her predicament than he was volunteering to help. She never even had to ask.

They worked side by side all that night. In the morning, bleary-eyed and sleepless, she submitted both the application and the semester’s grades with just a few hours to spare. Flipping through the proposal before she handed it in, she had to admit that some of the freshest, most compelling sections in the packet were his. It was the turning point: the moment when she invited him to become something more than just her graduate assistant. In the scheme of things, it seemed like a relatively small divergence from their normal work together. Wasn’t each application merely an extension of her work as a professor? Wasn’t tasking him with grant writing a pedagogical strategy? A new skill she was offering him the chance to hone?

It was—and it wasn’t.

Most days, Ember performed her role at the university as if she were drifting through the inconsequential clouds of a dream. But Ish was the kind of student she woke up for. He wasn’t just smart. She had plenty of students who were smart. He was burning with curiosity, and that was the difference. She saw in him the same ache she had felt the first time someone put a piece of the ancient past in her hands and asked her to imagine who might have held it before her. Ember hadn’t recognized this kind of thirst in another person since Sen was a part of her life. Jerome certainly didn’t care, and she didn’t need him to. There were things he was excited about, sure, but there was nothing he would cut himself open for. Nothing he had to know, at all costs. He was undeniably a creature of now. With Jerome, she was tethered to a world she didn’t always understand or like or fit inside, and when she met him, that had seemed like a good thing.

But Ish reminded her of what it felt like to be untethered. Ish, she recognized. So maybe, yes, there was a part of her that was too willing to smudge lines that were better left defined.

The first application they worked on together was unsuccessful, of course (they always were), but despite their failure, or more accurately, because of it, the effort marked a beginning. When the form letter arrived, they commiserated over a pitcher of dark beer. The news stung the way it always did, but she felt a small amount of comfort in sharing the wound with someone else.

The consolatory drinks were his idea. He insisted, taking her to a bar near campus she’d never noticed before, where they sat in a wooden booth farthest from the door. The table was stained with a thousand water rings, and the bench seats were hard, narrow, and sticky in the way that no amount of scrubbing would ever clean. Two old men played a game of checkers under a dim light that illuminated the center of the room but could not hope to reach into its corners. In that rim of shadow, Ember and Ish tended to their disappointment.

“You know,” Ish said, already deep into the second pitcher, “we could just go anyway.”

“What do you mean?” Ember had all but collapsed onto the table by then, her head and shoulders draped in a loose pile on its surface. She tipped her head to one side to look at him, too dejected or maybe just too drunk to raise it up properly.

“I mean make it unofficial. No permit, no funding. Just… go. Alone, no support team. Bring back something that would make them pay attention. Then apply. Proof of concept.”

Intrigued, Ember hauled her chin up onto the shelf of one closed fist. “It’s the getting there that’s hard. Illegal, obviously, but also just, logistically. The border laws…”

Ish nodded, emboldened by her entertaining the idea at all. “Hard, yes, but not impossible. There are other countries that allow it. Other ports. All we’d have to do is find a fishing boat willing to take us part way.”

Ember was quiet, thinking. Nearby, a slight commotion unfolded as one of the old men reached the other side of the board and hissed, “King me, fucker,” baring his toothless gums at his opponent. The bartender stood behind his well-polished countertop, watching them play. There was no music except the click of checkers connecting with the board, creating a strange and dissonant melody, like melting ice.

After a long silence, Ish said, “It’s probably a stupid idea.”

“Not necessarily,” Ember replied. “Just… risky.”

Ish leaned forward, reaching across the table. At first she thought he was searching for her hand and stiffened, but then he snared her empty glass and refilled it. For a moment she lost herself in his freckles, sprinkled along pale forearms rigid with elastic young tendons, disappearing under the cuffs of his rolled shirtsleeves. “A last resort, then,” he said, setting the full glass back down in front of her. She pulled it into the space between her elbows, studying the bubbles as they rose, watching the meager foam dissipate, and realized she’d already had too much to drink.

“I should go,” she said, not moving.

“I can walk you,” he offered, and if she looked back on this moment honestly, if she wiped the lens clean of time and alcohol, she would see that he said it with a measure of longing for her. Even through the fog of drunkenness and disappointment, some part of her must have known all along that she had opened a door she could not close. Ember said no thank you and stumbled home by herself, but the damage was done.

The next morning, she went to campus with a pounding headache and found Ish already in her office, working steadily on the next application. A new sort of dynamic took root between them. The constant progression of semesters and fresh-faced students and grant writing kept galloping past, but alongside it an additional project was unfolding. Their proposals began to amass a clandestine dimension—because now they were simultaneously putting together an expedition that didn’t need to be given to them. Rather, it was one they could take. The separation between student and professor thinned. Before Ember quite knew what was happening, they were a team.

It went on like this. Late nights spent poring over archaic maps. The lively volley of ideas for new research angles between classes. The pros and cons of following the coast by sea versus venturing inland on foot. Ember was loosely aware that she should not be spending so much time with a student, even if he was a graduate, but the work was infinitely more important than the mere optics of impropriety. Still, she began to hedge the truth in ways she wasn’t even conscious of. With Jerome and Saffiya, she either talked around Ish’s constant presence in her days or insinuated that she was working with a small group of students rather than just one. She told herself that it was all perfectly harmless.

For a while, maybe it was.
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After she’d checked the docks for the Eunice, to no avail, Ember gathered her Methods and Theories class around her in a little knot under the stare of a high-noon sun. The university’s field site was brown and barren—thoroughly picked over, but a good-enough entry point for students just learning how to use their tools.

As she rattled through an exhaustive list of safety considerations and pointed out the walkways that cut across open pits, she could almost feel the backs of her hands beginning to darken. She pulled the wide brim of her hat lower. The lines of text on her clipboard wavered slightly in the heat.

If only she’d drunk less or slept more, being upright might not feel quite so excruciating, but she couldn’t change any of that now. She could only curse Jerome for his stupid breakfast-in-bed idea and remind herself that it was Friday and the artifact was nearer now than it had ever been. She just had to get through a few more hours on campus before she could return to the docks.

And then she remembered the faculty party: fuck. She slogged on with her lecture, directing the class’s attention to the various sections of the site, the troughs and trenches, the work of other university students, as well as the feature cuts, dug by more ancient hands. She pointed out the remains of structural foundations, set out in rows, and the vague suggestion of a road in the negative space between them.

A voice interrupted with a question: “But where did they go?”

Ember looked out from beneath the sheath of her forearm, trying to locate who had been bold enough to interrupt. She saw a girl with a perfectly smooth, perfectly round afro. She was small and a little stocky, or maybe it was her oversized shirt intimating volume that wasn’t there.

“We have a few theories for this settlement in particular. War, famine, drought, each with its own compelling argument, and certainly not mutually exclusive. We’re going to cover all of that next week, but the short version is, we don’t really know for sure. That’s why we’re here digging. We want to know more.”

The girl nodded and put her hand down.

“But it’s a very good question,” Ember added. “You’re all welcome to be asking more questions like this. It’s kind of the point.”

The truth was, the site was likely scraped clean of information—otherwise she wouldn’t be setting them loose here—but they didn’t need to know that. Better for them to feel a sense of possibility. So she grouped the students into pairs and offered them their pick of the run-down tools the department had collected over the years, then she sent them out into the maze of the excavation, the bright colors of their clothes shining like jewels against the monochrome earth.

Finding a square of shade under one of the safety cordons, Ember sat with her legs dangling down into the slight coolness of a trench and watched her students labor, knowing she should be out there, too, sharing tips and techniques, pointing out the work of previous excavators. Next week, she promised herself. Next week she would make up for her many lapses. Leaning her head back against the signpost, she allowed her eyes to close.

When she opened them, the student with the question was coming toward her, accompanied by her dig partner, a spectacularly tall girl with a sunburn already warming across the bridge of her nose. They were excited.

“Professor,” the girl with the afro called, “we found something.”

Ember roused herself and went with them, stepping down heavily into the trench where they had been working. The other students began to drift over, eager to see what the commotion was. Ember bent to examine the object. It was a glass bead—small and pale blue. Looking up from the earth like an eye.

“A very good find,” Ember said, even though at least a dozen identical specimens had already been recovered from the site. The girls beamed with pleasure. Ember called over the stragglers until the whole class was standing along the edge of the trench, looking down on the three of them, creating a merciful ring of shade with their bodies. “So this is the fun part,” Ember continued, and began to explain the protocol for processing an artifact.

After they had documented its surroundings, but before they packed it away for transport back to the lab, Ember handed the tall girl who claimed she’d seen it first a pair of gloves and stepped back. The class watched as the girl knelt to untuck the glass bead from its long sleep inside the earth.

But Ember’s eyes weren’t on the artifact. And they weren’t on the tall student who held up the treasure for everyone to see before placing it in the specimen box they had prepared for it. They were on the girl beside her. On a face where the hot spark of understanding was shining through, illuminated by the collision of past, present, and future, coming together in a single moment. A temporal wilderness.

Ember felt a wave of nostalgia hit her, and it took a second to identify the source—she was seven or eight, standing in the abandoned lot by her house, shielding her eyes against a sturdy wind that was blowing dirt into her face. It was a place she used to go with a few neighborhood kids, their names long erased from her memory. And it was there, among the weeds and windswept trash, that she first envisioned a kind of emancipation from her own life. From her mother’s demands, from the constriction of their small household, but also from the container of the city itself. From the shape of expectations she was too young to articulate but sensed all the same. In that place, Ember could be uncivilized. She could be unruly and overgrown, spilling out over the edges of her circumstances.

It always felt like something extraordinary might happen to her in the abandoned lot. And one day, something did. Only it didn’t happen to her—it happened to the boy next to her. They were digging in the dirt with sticks, in the way that children do, with no particular goal aside from making the very best hole that they could. She was happy with this task. Her hole was the deepest and the widest and she was proud of that.

But then there was a shriek of excitement and the boy beside her had something in his fist. A treasure; a relic. He let her and the other boy look at the thing cupped in his palm but wouldn’t allow them to touch it. She could barely remember what it was—an arrowhead? A coin? All she could remember was the longing that surged through her, a longing that, come to think of it, had never ebbed despite the intervening years. Had only sharpened.
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By the time the bartender put a drink in her hand at the faculty party, she was ready to leave. There were too many perfumes, too many bodies, too many shrill voices crammed into a room that wasn’t big enough to hold it all. She’d already had a long day on campus. If it weren’t for Jerome sulking around the house and Ya’s warning still ringing in her ears, she wouldn’t have come at all. But as soon as she’d gotten home, it became clear that she would have to answer to Jerome’s questions if she stayed, and she couldn’t bear to do that. Not yet. Maybe not ever. So here she was, looking worse for wear, sipping a glass of cold clear liquor and hoping it would dissolve the headache that had been clinging to her ever since she woke up.

The party was raucous by faculty standards. One of the archaeology laureates gave her a nudge with his elbow as she hovered near the bar.

“Going straight for the hard stuff, I see,” Antoni Floris said. He was so old he’d shrunk at least a few inches since Ember had arrived at the university.

“That’s right.”

“Plenty of beasties about tonight, best to keep your wits about you.” He jabbed his bony elbow into her ribs again, then held up his hands in mock surrender when she didn’t laugh. “Don’t blame the messenger. Here comes one of them now.”

Floris collected his glass of red and moved on, crimson dribbles already finding their way onto the collar of his shirt, and Ember saw Benoit Mandohlson weaving toward her. It was inevitable that she would have to speak with him, but even so, she cursed under her breath. So the entire department knew that her neck was on the chopping block, then. It shouldn’t have come as a surprise, but it made her want to smash her glass down on the floor and run out into the night.

“Ember. It’s been a minute.” Mandohlson had a handful of years on her but on him it looked like decades. He couldn’t have been more than forty-five. He was still wearing his graying beard long, tied in a preposterous little… what would one even call it? A pigtail? A ponytail? He pressed his glasses against the bridge of his nose and ordered wine. “I figured I’d see you here.”

“Yeah, I heard you were joining us. How are you getting on? First week going well?” Ember drained her glass and motioned to the bartender for another. It had been years since she’d last seen Mandohlson—not since they’d all packed up the Summit dig, which he’d been an assistant director of. As far as she knew, he’d been processing their finds and writing a long-awaited book on the topic ever since.

“It’s been fine. I haven’t taught in a while. Been working on the tome, you know?” Of course Mandohlson would refer to his manuscript as a tome. Ember couldn’t think of anything more egregious. “But it’s coming out this spring finally, and I figured it would be a good time to get back into academia. They’ve got me doing mostly graduate seminars, so I can’t complain. Don’t have to bother with all that early stuff.”

Ember wanted to scream. No wonder she was stuck with two sections of intro—they’d offered all the good courses to her replacement. “That’s great. Let me know if you need anything while you’re here. I’m supposed to introduce you around but I’m sure you’d rather…” She trailed off, hoping he would release her from this task and let her slip away.

Instead, he leaned toward her. “Tell me, what have you been keeping busy with? It’s been an age since that splashy slab paper. What are you working on now?”

She couldn’t stop herself from audibly sighing. “Teaching. I’ve been very busy teaching.” There was no fucking chance she was mentioning her own stalled manuscript to him.

“Never got that project you were so excited about off the ground, did you? That’s a shame. Not a shocker, that one was always going to be a stretch, but honestly, no honestly—a real shame. They’ve got to loosen up about expeditions like that. Teaching, though. That’s cool, too. I mean, that’s the place to be when you’re winding down on fieldwork. I’m in the same boat exactly.” He made a little show of noticing her ring finger as she collected her fresh drink, but she’d seen him clock it minutes ago. “And you’re married! I’m a little… surprised if I’m being honest. Such a lone wolf type. Is it Sen? Did you two go the distance?”

“No, his name is Jerome. He couldn’t make it tonight.”

Mandohlson widened his eyes. “Very interesting, wow.”

“Benoit, do you want me to make the rounds with you or not? I’d actually really like to get home but I promised Ya I’d babysit you like the child you are.”

Mandohlson leered, delighted he’d gotten a rise out of her with so little effort. “There she is,” he said, pleased with himself for drawing her out. “Feral as always. Lead the way. I’d absolutely love to meet everyone.”

An hour later she managed to extricate herself and slip away, seething from Mandohlson’s constant goading and a little tipsy. Looking back at the party from the street, she saw Ya, wearing a perfectly tailored black jacket and speaking sternly to one of the servers through the kitchen window.

“Nightmare,” Ember muttered to no one. Glad to be on this side of the glass, she turned and moved off down the street. Even at this hour, the sunbaked cobblestones warmed the thin soles of her shoes. Gnats buzzed around her in a cloud. A shard of moon hung low, older than everything.

Everyone said the summer heat was supposed to break soon, but tonight it seemed like it might go on forever. She walked slowly because she wasn’t ready to go home. And then suddenly she remembered that it was Friday. The artifact—how could she have forgotten, even for a few short hours? She quickened her pace and corrected her course: moving toward the docks now, for the second time today. Her dress shoes began to chafe at the heel halfway there. She paused to take them off and walked the rest of the way barefoot, feeling childlike: her shoes hanging from the hooks of her fingertips, the sleeping city unfolding before her like a secret.

When she got to the boardwalk, it was hard to make out the names painted on the sides of the ships that bobbed, so she trotted down the dirt path and entered the maze of docks instead, where the hollow echoes of her footsteps bounced against the wet wood and the lapping water just beneath. She had never seen the place so deserted. The cool slime of the wood on her bare feet felt good after the hot cobblestones. She made a point not to think about the residue of fish guts that was probably still ground deep into the grain. Up and down, up and down the wharfs she went. She looked at every ship, examined every moor.

The Eunice wasn’t there. But shouldn’t Ish have arrived by now? She tried to remember the exact wording of the letter, trying not to let the lurking undertow of anxiety well up and submerge the mechanics of her analytical reasoning. The ocean currents were changeable. Shipping schedules were flexible. It was okay. The Eunice would arrive in her own time.

While Ember was stewing on this, a night dockhand unfolded herself from where she’d been dozing, blending into the shadows, and approached.

“Hey,” the dockhand called out.

As Ember turned, she stumbled over her own feet. She caught herself but was reminded that she was drunk, drunker than she’d thought, and that she shouldn’t be here. Hadn’t the harbormaster’s warning been clear as day? She was only drawing unwanted attention to the Eunice by coming. She’d managed to convince herself that her intrusion didn’t count at this hour—but now she recognized her error.

The dockhand came toward her. Up close, she was older than Ember would have guessed. Her hair was a dull gray, tucked into the neck of her shirt, and her hands were ridged and whorled, the skin cracking like baked earth.

“Lady,” she said. “You can’t just be wandering around here. It’s a liability.”

“I’m just looking for—”

“The Eunice,” the dockhand finished for her. “We know. She’s not here yet.”

Ember tried to think of what to say next, how she could explain herself, but her thoughts felt suddenly very sluggish. The dockhand gave her a look of pity, and Ember realized she must look crazed to this woman.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, and turned back toward the steep path up to the boardwalk, feeling the dockhand’s eyes on her back as she went, willing herself not to stumble again.

The road home was so quiet she felt as if she was encountering something sacred. Her feet were filthy and beginning to ache. She no longer had the earth-toughened soles of a free-range child, but she walked on as if she did. As if she was eight years old again, confident she knew where to dig and what she would find.
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It took Ember longer than it should have to see that Ish was unwell. She didn’t have an excuse for that. Or at least, not one that was sufficient. She’d been too immersed in the excitement of planning their unsanctioned expedition to notice, having gradually lost hope in finding any kind of official way forward. To her, his agitation looked like enthusiasm. His delirium looked like imagination. And she certainly didn’t mind that he seemed to have a bottomless well of energy for whatever work she put in front of him. They were spending all their spare time looking at old maps and shipping schedules, hunting down information and supplies and equipment and contacts, putting the pieces of an intricate, illicit puzzle together on the backs of napkins and ungraded midterm papers. Their passion did not look so different. It was chaotic and irresponsible and self-aggrandizing. At first, she just thought they were alike.

It was halfway into the spring semester when things began to take a sharper turn. Graduation was approaching. The weather became thunderously hot, as it always did. Ish stopped sleeping and started showing up to her office looking gaunt and crazed, talking about Leadership’s plan to keep them from their righteous research. His rants were unusual in their tone—a little hyperbolic, but not wrong. She didn’t mind entertaining them. When a few of her undergraduates reported erratic behavior in their discussion sessions, she didn’t mind that either. His dissertation was almost due; who wouldn’t be stressed? A little snappish? She protected him, without even bothering to sit in and see for herself what his classes had devolved into.

The entire student body was a frenetic mass that time of year, vibrating with the inevitability of finals. As far as Ember was concerned, Ish was just one among many. It wasn’t until he left a nine-page letter in her faculty mailbox that she realized this was not run-of-the-mill graduation fever. His train of thought was hard to follow, but as she stood in the faculty lounge, leafing through it, she understood enough. By page three, it clicked that he wasn’t okay. By page five, she realized he hadn’t been okay for a while. And on page eight, when he started describing what he’d like to do to her, which sexual positions he wanted her in, what he wished she’d do to him in return, she crammed the sheaf back into its envelope and felt afraid. The precarity of her situation was suddenly evident.

At that point, she did try to help him, if only to help herself. She called counseling services on his behalf, but he didn’t go to the appointment. She urged him to apply for an extra semester so he could recover and come back to finish his degree in the fall, but he didn’t fill out the forms. By then, Ish was whirling on his own axis. What else could she do? He wrote her more letters—some were pure smut, others professed love, but most were an incomprehensible smorgasbord. There were more student complaints, so she took on some of his sections herself and assigned the others to a different graduate. There were only days left in the term by then. She just needed to keep it all together for a little longer.

She worried for him, of course. But more so, she worried for herself. All her ignored misgivings about how much time they’d spent together came rushing back. Their closeness wasn’t hidden; it was out there for the entire department, the entire campus, to see. She suddenly understood that it didn’t quite matter if his delusions about the nature of their relationship were true. They seemed plausible. And that would be more than enough to ruin her.

The night before it all came to a head, she was in her office later than she wanted to be, determined to finish grading before the weekend. If such a thing were even possible. She was hopelessly behind. The help she had come to rely on had suddenly vanished, and not only that, the records she’d trusted Ish to maintain throughout the semester were either missing or nonexistent. And so that night she was braced against her desk, as if trying to physically force her way through the mountain of work that lay before her.

Ish used his key. As soon as she heard the lock slide open, she knew who it was and froze. She didn’t want to be frightened of him, but how could she not be? He had stopped showing up to their appointed meetings, to his classes and her classes both—and yet his letters were constant. Each one more shocking than the last. He came into the room, shut the door behind him with a click, and stood there, his eyes burning. Ember was reminded of his height, his breadth. She didn’t move.

“Ember,” he said.

“Professor Agni,” she corrected.

She’d only wanted to remind him of the line between them, to assert herself in some small way, but she immediately saw that her correction was a spear to his chest. He crumpled against the far wall, on the verge of tears. She softened. Got to her feet.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “I’ve been worried about you.” And, torn between her desire to help him and her desire to rid herself of the scandal he was sure to bring down upon her head—still trying to convince herself that one did not negate the other—she added, “Let’s take a walk.”

“You think there’s something wrong with me, don’t you?”

“I don’t think that,” she said. “I just think we should… go somewhere else. I think you could use a little help. Would that be okay? If we just… took a walk?”

Ish straightened, rising to his full, terrible height. “Maybe,” he whispered. He reached for her, maybe wanting a hug, maybe grasping for something more, maybe even he didn’t know which. She stopped where she was.

Ember said, a little harsher than she meant to, “You cannot touch me. Do you understand? I don’t want to be frightened of you, Ish.”

He said he understood. He said he didn’t want that either. And then he wept as he followed her to the infirmary, where she told the on-duty nurse that he needed to speak to a mental health professional. She left him there—in good hands, she hoped—her heart pounding.

The next day, a Saturday, the infirmary released him and he went back to her office sometime around midday. He tied a noose. Climbed on top of her desk. Fastened the rope to an overhead light fixture. And then stepped off into space.

The rope held, but the plaster didn’t. The janitor heard him hit the floor. The crash as chunks of ceiling came down with him, the chime of shattering light bulbs. Ember wasn’t notified until Monday, and by then Ish’s mother had come to collect him. The university was eager to put it behind them. The department even more so. Eyebrows were raised, whispers were exchanged, questions were asked, but that was mostly the end of it. For her, anyway.

Once she knew that Ish was physically all right and the shock had dissipated and the maintenance crew plastered over her ceiling, making it smoother than ever, all Ember could think was: Thank god he didn’t leave a fucking note.







 


FROM THE PAPERS OF PROF. EMBER AGNI

Letter from an unknown writer

TO PROF. AGNI

Do you think I haven’t noticed do you think I don’t already know what it would feel like to put my hands on you to press against you to take you apart piece by piece? I know most of you but I must know more now that we have come to this point in our time together I want to know what comprises every inch of you as in what you are made of externally but also what is at the center as in the core and also every other part I believe you’ve felt this also? Please don’t try to diminish if you and I are to continue I need to be certain you’ve made me into pure need I just want confirmation if we are to go south it is imperative that you show me that you understand all of this and if you don’t understand then I don’t know what we are trying to do here
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ON SATURDAY MORNING, Ember woke early and dressed quietly. She intended on going back to the docks first thing and staying there all day if she had to. Surely the Eunice would arrive today. And she wanted to be there when it did.

Jerome found her in the kitchen, packing a lunch. She had hoped to slip out before he came downstairs, but she should have known she couldn’t avoid him forever. He stood, watching her in silence for a few beats, not needing to ask where she was going.

“Today’s the day, I guess,” he said after a while.

“Should have been yesterday, but yes. Hopefully today.” She proceeded to arrange slices of tomato on a piece of buttered bread. A few thick rounds of new cheese over that. Basil leaves she had managed to identify by smell and harvest from the herb garden. A sprinkle of salt. This was a sandwich he had introduced her to. The tomatoes were from his vines. The basil grown from his dirt.

“You’re planning on being there all day, then.”

“If I have to.”

Jerome nodded. She didn’t have to look at his face to know that he was unhappy with her. “Tell me the truth. Did you send that boy down there?”

“He’s not a boy. He’s… I don’t know, at least twenty-five.” She wasn’t really sure how old he was. Old enough, was the point.

“Ember. Stop. You owe me a real answer.”

She tore a piece of brown paper in half and began to wrap the sandwich. There was no way out of these questions, she realized. And he was right. She did owe it to him.

“It was supposed to be me going. And I would have told you, obviously, if that had been the case, but then we found out. About the… you know.”

She didn’t want to say it. Stealing a glance at him, she saw the understanding land; his face collapsed inward, like a sinkhole opening up in earth that had seemed solid just a second ago. A change so quick and catastrophic she looked down at her feet to make sure she still had ground to stand on. She kept her eyes there, not wanting to see the destruction as it spread from his face to the rest of his body.

“You’ve been lying to me for years. Is what I think you’re telling me.”

She hated the quiver in his voice. Hated him for his vulnerability in that moment.

“Not lying. Just not… being completely open. I didn’t want to tell you about the expedition unless I was sure it was happening. And then it wasn’t. It very much wasn’t. So I offered it to Ish instead. Offered it, Jerome. I didn’t send him anywhere. It was a gift. And there was no need for you to be involved. It has nothing to do with you.”

“Those are a lot of assumptions for you to be making about what I do and do not need to know, Ember. Were you just going to leave me a note if you’d gone yourself? ‘Off I go, see you later, love Ember’?”

She still couldn’t look at him. “Of course not. Don’t be so dramatic.”

“See, I think I’m being pretty reasonable. And this thing where you fuck up and then you make me into… I don’t know. Some little boy hanging on your sleeve, holding you back from greatness. It’s not right, Ember. It’s not okay. We’re supposed to be partners. But you seem to think everyone in your life is a fucking tool. And either they work or they don’t. Either they do what you want them to, or they’re useless.”

Ember felt physically ill, sensing some truth in this. But there was no other way she knew how to be. She gripped the edge of the counter so hard there would be grooves on her palms. “And you’re the latter. Is that right?”

Jerome just walked away and left her there, hanging on to the countertop like it was the only thing keeping her from falling into the abyss.
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The ship had arrived in the night. By the time Ember got to the docks, it was already moored and the morning was dipped in a pale steam that was steadily burning away, layer by diaphanous layer. Seeing the Eunice there, the name painted across the hull in letters that were unmissable, even from afar, Ember could almost force herself to forget the look on Jerome’s face when he realized how little she’d confided in him over the last few years.

She laid her bicycle down on its side at the top of the bluff and walked down. Now that what she’d been waiting for was finally here, she moved more slowly than she had all week, ever since she’d held Ish’s letter in her hand and felt the throb of its potential forking through her veins like lightning.

The harbormaster saw her coming and met her at the edge of the docks. This time he did not brush her away.

“Your ship’s come in all right,” he said. “Cargo’s being unloaded now.”

“And the passengers? Where are they?”

He cocked his head, confused. “Passengers?”

She floated past him, registering only that he didn’t have the information she needed. She’d already seen a mariner stacking crates on the dock and she moved toward him, a lump of a man wearing his pants hiked up so high she couldn’t quite make sense of where his legs ended and his torso began.

“The Eunice is yours?” she called as soon as she was close enough to get his attention.

He looked her up and down, confused. “Pardon?”

“I’m looking for someone who sailed with you. Ish. Ishmael Bedou. Young, red hair. Freckles. He was on board. He said he would be on board.”

“Ah.” The man sighed, his face inscrutable. “The kid.”

Ember felt a rush of blood surging to her ears, pounding against her eardrums like waves wanting to come in. “You know him.”

“I do. I did.” The man gave his stubble a vigorous up and down with both hands and Ember could hear the rasp it made. He looked away from her, down into the water. “Don’t know how to say it, really. He didn’t, ah, make it. We did what we could. But there weren’t much that could’ve… in the end, kid didn’t make it.”

Ember told herself this could not possibly mean what it sounded like.

“He didn’t make it? You mean you left without him.”

The man shook his head. Understanding was already creeping over her, but the mariner did her the courtesy of saying it plainly. “What I mean is, he didn’t survive the voyage. Buried him at sea. Have to, in those circumstances. Heat and pests and… well, you know. He was sickly from the start, I suspect. Miracle no one else caught it.”

Ember would have fallen to her knees if her body hadn’t suddenly frozen in place. She felt a great surge of movement and at the same time, an impossible stillness. Her mind skittered and it held. Her lungs went on contracting and her breath vanished. A multitude of possibility filled her—that this man was wrong, that Ish was alive, that he’d never left, that she’d never asked him to, that the past few years had not yet happened and the two of them were back in her office, student and teacher, discussing his dissertation, Ember always pushing for a narrower scope, Ish always fighting for the vastness of his ideas. But the specificity of now pulled her back—she was standing here, searching this unfamiliar face while the water lapped against the underside of the wharf. Standing here and receiving the news that a life she was in many ways responsible for had ended—far away, alone, and in service of a great but terrible ambition. Hers, or his, or theirs, it didn’t much matter anymore.

From a great distance, although he was still standing in front of her, she heard the mariner say, “I’m sorry for your loss.” Clearly uncomfortable delivering this news and having nothing more to add, the man turned away from her and resumed his work stacking crates.

Was this all? Surely there was some process to undertake, even just some paperwork to fill out. But then she remembered the delicate nature of traveling beyond sanctioned waters and realized that this was all these mariners would ever disclose about the matter. Even to say this much was likely a great risk to their enterprise. It would have been safer for him to pretend he had no idea who she was talking about.

Ember knew that in this moment a better person would not ask her next question, but she was who she was.

“Did he have something with him? His belongings. Please tell me you kept them.”

The mariner gave her a long, searching look. “You family? I think I have an address for him, was going to send a courier…”

Bile rose in her throat as she steeled herself to speak an unforgivable lie. And although Ember knew she would think back on this moment later with pulsing shame, a tall and sturdy eagerness bloomed alongside her grief.

“Yes. I’m the only family he has.”
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She cycled home with Ish’s burden pressing between her shoulder blades. His rucksack was heavy enough to slow her down. Heavy enough to give her hope. She didn’t dare open it at the docks. She wanted to consider its contents alone, without curious eyes on her. She wanted to take her time.

As she rode, she tried not to think about the heavy husk of his body sliding into the waves, tipped off the edge of the ship as if it were nothing worth keeping. An empty seed pod. The rind of a fruit, already eaten. Did the mariners gather? Did they speak words? They wouldn’t have known him well. What could they have offered out there in the middle of the ocean that meant anything? She tried not to think about whatever sickness had killed him. Where he had caught it. And she most strenuously tried not to think about his mother, who she had met only once. His father, who she couldn’t even put a face to.

He’d been gone nearly two years by now—just a few months shy—and there was so much Ember didn’t know. Not just about the way it ended, but the great yawning middle of it. The beginning, at least, she had been there for.
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A cool, wet morning, the year after Ish had withdrawn from the university. She went out to the address the bursar had on file and was surprised by how near it was. Outside the city, only a few hours’ ride. He’d been so close all this time.

A middle-aged woman answered the door. She had the same red hair, the same swooping freckles. Ember realized then that she knew nothing of his family. Had never even asked.

“I’m looking for Ish,” Ember said. “Is he here?”

The woman looked her up and down, confused. “And you are?”

“You can tell him it’s Professor Agni.”

Ember saw a flicker of recognition pass over her face. “You’re the one. From the university. I remember. You were his advisor.” She spit this last word out as if it were poison.

“I was.”

The woman was silent for a moment. “It was your office he did it in.”

“It was.” Ember waited to see whether she would be blamed for this. She thought of the drifts of pale plaster crumbs on the floor, like sand.

Ish’s mother chewed her bottom lip, wanting to speak but perhaps not knowing what to say. And then he appeared in the doorway and gently laid both hands on his mother’s shoulders, assuring her of his body heat, of his strength, of his earthly presence. He looked a decade older since the last time she’d seen him, but he seemed healthy. Well-fed, well-rested. Ember tried not to stare.

“It’s okay, Mom,” Ish said. “Really.”

“I don’t like this,” she murmured.

“It’s okay,” Ish said again. Reluctantly, she moved back into the house and left the two of them alone. Ish took down his coat from a hook. “Let’s walk.”

The gravel path made a sharp, raw sound beneath their shoes as they ambled up the lane Ember had rode in on. “What are you doing now?” she asked. “How are you? Or… how is… your health?”

Ish laughed. “You were never any good at small talk. I work with my dad. He’s always wanted that anyway. It’s better for me. Being outside, using my hands.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Ember didn’t want to cop to the fact that she had no idea what the family business was. Farming? Animals? Machinery?

An inconsistent wind whistled through the gap-toothed stone wall that separated one family’s land from the other. “I’m surprised you came,” he said after a while. “Why are you here? After so long.”

“I didn’t think my coming would have been good for you, before.”

“Yet here you are now.”

“Yes. Well. Something has come up.” There was no point pretending she had come all the way out here for any other reason.

Ish studied the horizon with a singular focus, betraying nothing, but she felt his body tense as viscerally as if it were her own. “Oh?”

“I found a ship to bring me south. It’s taken me all this time to find someone willing to take a passenger.” Ember dug her hands deep into her pockets, suddenly afraid to say what she’d come to say. She hadn’t told anyone yet. Not even Jerome. “There won’t be another opportunity for who knows how long.”

“And?”

“I can’t go.”

He stopped walking. She stopped walking. They stood and looked at one another. “Why not?” he asked.

“Because I’m pregnant.”

Ish kicked at the gravel like a little boy, and for a moment, remembering the letters he’d written to her, remembering how bad everything had gotten toward the end, she was scared of what he might do. “So you have changed, then,” he said after a while. His disappointment in her was palpable. “The Ember I knew would never have let anything get in her way. Sorry. The professor I knew.”

Ember let him have it. “We’ve all changed, I think. It’s not a bad thing.”

He turned, squinting back toward his house. “So you’re here to see if I’m up for it. Is that right?”

She nodded.

And even though she already knew he would go, knew before she had even ridden out here, before she had even asked, she still felt a knot in her throat as she readied herself for his answer.
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Jerome was waiting for her when she got home from the docks. Or maybe he just happened to be sitting at the table like that, staring into space, his hands empty, because he didn’t know what else he should be doing. She carefully swung Ish’s rucksack down from her shoulder, and although she desperately wanted to escape this room, to go to her study in the attic and slowly unpack Ish’s things under the skylight, to absorb the information that he was gone in peace, she forced herself to sit down across from Jerome, Ish’s pack in her lap.

“Go on.” Whatever he needed to say to her, she deserved it.

“This isn’t working,” Jerome said. “It hasn’t worked for a long time. And I can’t see a way forward anymore. I’m tired of being the only one trying. Help me do this, Ember. Help me see a way forward.”

They sat, staring down into the wood grain of the table, as if a map were hidden in its whorls. Ember knew that her presence here was required, but her mind could not seem to find anywhere to land.

“I don’t know what you want me to say.”

Jerome drew a breath that was so long and deep it was as if he had been underwater and was only now clawing his way back up to the surface. “Then I think we should separate.”

“If that’s what you want.”

He suddenly slammed his hands onto the table and she jumped, startled. “What do you want, though, Ember? Do you even have an opinion? Have you just been waiting for me to be the one to say it so you can keep your hands clean? Because I have to tell you, your hands are not fucking clean in this.”

She took one of the rough, salt-soaked straps of Ish’s rucksack between her fingers and started passing her thumb across the surface. Back and forth, back and forth, like all of this was a stain she could rub away if she just labored long enough.

“I don’t know what I want,” she finally said. And this was, in some ways, true and in some ways not. She wanted to be cared for and to care for no one. She wanted to have everything she needed and not be responsible for reciprocating any of it.

Jerome let his head fall forward into the cupped hands that were already poised to catch it. She watched the fight leak out of him and finally understood that in not making a choice, she had made one.

“I can’t do this anymore.”

Ember nodded. He’d said this to her before, but the finality of it settled differently now. “Keep the house,” she said. “It was always more your thing than mine.” This inclination to yield her share of their home was born of guilt, not logic, but just saying it made her feel instantly lighter. “Keep it all.” Lighter still.

“Fine.”

She wanted to leave, was suddenly desperate to be elsewhere now that the end was becoming real, but she hesitated, loosely aware that she owed this man something more, something she could not give him. She opened her mouth, not altogether sure what was going to come out—but Jerome held up a hand to stop her before she could stumble on.

“Don’t,” he said. “Whatever it is, don’t.”

Grateful for the reprieve, Ember got to her feet and slung Ish’s rucksack over her shoulder. And then, without any more words, she turned and went back out into the unbreakable heat.
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She rode to the university because she didn’t have anywhere else to go. It was Saturday and the campus was hushed. Ghostly, even. The long evening light covered the rooftops in gold. Inside her building, the hallways greeted her with their usual smell. She made herself a cup of tea in the lounge and then carried the over-full mug down the hall to her office, where she cleared a space to set it down among its brethren. She didn’t even want to drink it. It was just something familiar to do, a comforting shape to hold.

She cleared her desk of its considerable debris and set the rucksack down. Then she sat, contemplating the bag. Really she should bring it to the lab and process it there, but whatever energy had propelled her home from the docks, through that excruciating conversation with Jerome, and finally here, was spent. She both desperately wanted to open it and couldn’t bear to. Now that she was alone, safely ensconced in this shabby mausoleum, an old fan battering away in the corner, blades clicking, she couldn’t stomach the act of reveal.

She’d been here just a few days ago with the unread letter. In this gap between one outcome and another. Preserving possibility at all costs. The wasteland of indecision opened up in the very pit of her. All that potential, withered before it could bloom. A place that was dark and echoing and devoid of both time and hope. So deep she could climb inside. So wide she could live there. Maybe she already did; maybe she always had.

The physicality of the rucksack was the only thing that kept her tethered to the moment. This rucksack that had once been hers. She’d carried it on her first dig, and every dig after. But it had sat, gathering dust, as her years at the university accumulated (years during which she carried the kind of bag she figured a professor ought to have) and then she gifted the old workhorse to Ish when she sent him south. There was so much that he wanted from her that she couldn’t give; the old pack seemed the least she could offer as he embarked upon the route they had imagined together, leaping off the edge of the known world in order to search for one that had been forgotten.

Her fingers traced the familiar buckles. The rusted snaps.

“He wanted to go,” she said to no one, trying to reassure herself but succeeding only in giving a voice to her guilt. It was true, he had wanted to go. Did that make it better?
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After she’d visited him at his family home, a hurried week followed before the ship’s scheduled departure. Each day, Ember would meet him in the same bar where they used to commiserate over declined grant proposals and together they would pore over her—their—meticulous plans. He was familiar with the general shape of it, but since he had last worked on it with her, she had made great strides into the minutiae. She’d already gathered everything a traveler to that part of the world might need, had compiled every map, every text, every necessary tool.

Her pregnancy was not mentioned again, but it was there, between them, as they bent their heads over maps and drinks, juice for her, beer for him, discussing the stopover in Pool, then the second leg to Novapool; the best sites for Ish to examine; the land route he would use to make his way south to whatever ancient ruins might remain. It physically pained her, giving all this meticulous prep to someone else, but she had made a decision by not making one—and now it was too late. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to end the pregnancy, nor could she bring herself to fully choose it. It wasn’t up to her anymore. Her body was already expanding to accommodate a quiet new life, its unnamed presence flooding her bloodstream with new appetites and a wilderness of emotions. She told herself that soon enough Ish would be gone and that the yearning she felt to be the one leaving would fade, replaced with something else. It was hard to think of herself as a mother, but Jerome, who was elated, assured her that was normal. He told her that no matter how scary it was now, when the baby came, she would love it unconditionally. He would have told her anything. Contrary to everything her own mother had imparted to her about the conditionality of a mother’s love, she tried, valiantly, to believe him.

The day of the ship’s departure arrived quickly. That morning, Ember walked down to the harbor and stood, overlooking the bay, bristling with masts. She tried to take heart in the sturdy look of the ship as they finished loading it. Ish wasn’t expecting her to be there. They had already said their goodbyes the night prior, but then she’d woken before dawn knowing that she needed to come. So she dressed in the dark and came to see the last flash of Ish’s red hair as he boarded the ship, as this journey she’d imbued so much of herself with began without her.

The boardwalk was being assailed by salt and wind, but that felt right. Ish’s voyage was to be a reach beyond the constraints of a civilization bound and gagged by fear of its own past—anything less than elemental violence in that moment was too gentle. Something moved inside of her, something ferocious. Maybe what she felt was a stirring toward discovery—or maybe it was the sharp kick of the child she would not carry to term. She hadn’t yet learned how to tell the difference. She never would.

She held her hard, widening belly as she saw the bright fire of Ish arrive, the rucksack she’d given him notched between his shoulder blades. He boarded the ship without a single backward glance and went straight to the bow, where he looked only forward as the ship pulled anchor and the sails uncurled and the crew scurried to ready their vessel for the long journey ahead.







 


FROM THE PAPERS OF PROF. EMBER AGNI

Excerpt from an unpublished manuscript

ON CONQUEST AND INHERITANCE

The study of fallen civilizations is, in practice, the study of what still stands. Fragments of empire—structural, linguistic, ideological—persist not because they are impervious to time, but because emerging powers found use for them. It is tempting to present collapse as an endpoint, a clean break between before and after, but imperial systems do not vanish; they adapt. Their remains are absorbed into successor cultures, misattributed, mythologized, or normalized. Conquest becomes inheritance. The calendar resets, but the container continues, whether its heirs remember their lineage or not.
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THE QUIETEST HOURS of Sunday. Was it three peals, or only two? Ember had fallen asleep on the couch in her office with the fan still clicking and awoken to the soft chiming of the bell. She cursed Jerome—the student union was his building, after all, his hands that had set that clock inside the tower and begun its ceaseless count.

The room was airless and her back was sticky with sweat. She kept her eyes closed, feeling the nearness of something she didn’t want to remember. When she finally opened them, the first thing she saw was the rucksack slumped on her desk, illuminated in the dim pool of lamplight. And with that image, the rest of the week came rushing back to her. The letter. The coiled spring of days passing one at a time as she waited. And Ish, still dead. Her marriage, still over. The laureate committee, Mandohlson, Ya’s warning, all of it. Everything that had been ruined when she fell asleep was still ruined, only now the broken shards had lost their momentum. Instead of skittering across the hollow space of her mind, they’d landed somewhere definitive and the wreckage had become unexpectedly dignified as she slept. Perhaps it was the strange magic of the hour, or the sealed vault of her office that gave all this brokenness such composure. The remains of her life were, in that moment at least, at peace. And there was an unexpected grace in that.

It was time to see whether all of this had been worth it. She found a pair of gloves in her desk drawer and pulled them on, then set the rucksack down on a wide sheet of clean white paper. She undid the top flap’s buckle. Loosened the drawstring. Widened the mouth. And began to unpack its contents. Slowly, deliberately.

One item at a time.

There were clothes—reeking of body odor, crusted with mud.

A toothbrush, rattling around in a tin pencil case.

Matches, wrapped in oilcloth.

Tools for digging, tools for dusting, tools for measuring.

A stack of notebooks.

Artifacts of Ish, all of which were devastating and precious in their own way, but not what she was looking for. She couldn’t help but notice the wear on these belongings. His last years on this earth had been hard. She hoped he did not regret them.

Eventually, she found it. Toward the bottom, bundled in many, many layers of foreign textiles. She would pore over these fabrics later, but for now, she set them aside as she removed them. One covering at a time, unwrapping her prize.

With each discarded layer it became smaller. So much smaller than she’d imagined! Lighter, too. And then—ah. Here.

The last piece of fabric fell away and revealed a dark, eroded rectangle the size of her palm, and although it appeared to be a simple enough object at first glance, the intricacy of its engineering soon became evident to her in the rarity of the metals, the slender design, the tiny interactive features that appeared on its thinnest edges, lined with the sediment of millennia. On one side, a sheet of glass was threaded with starbursts of hairline fractures, under which a delicate scrim of lichen had managed to find purchase. On the other, a different sort of material, matte, with a pair of raised circles, almost like eyes, in one corner.

And in the center: the shape of a half-eaten fruit, wrought in corroded silver.

She turned the object over and over in her gloved hands, ever so gently examining each pit, each crack, barely breathing lest it fall apart under the weight of her gaze.

Ember tilted the artifact to catch the light and saw her own dark reflection in the glass, staring back at her, as it had surely reflected the faces of its long-ago keepers. When she had taken in every detail, she laid the artifact down in the cradle of fabrics, as gently as if it were a newborn, as gingerly as if it was about to blow her life apart.

In fact, it already had.
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Leadership’s Humanities Endowment Application

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE

The dominant theory insists that the Pre-Crisis population of the South was largely preliterate, incapable of complex governance or technological advancement and that the decline of their considerable numbers was chiefly due to an underdeveloped capacity for observation, foresight, and adaptation. Thus, the near erasure of the Southern Tribes in the face of the Thermal Epoch.

However, if we are to question this portrayal of our ancestors as a primitive race—as I believe we must—then further and farther study is necessary. It is likely that the bulk of our nation was rendered uninhabitable by glaciers in the Pre-Crisis age, and we must therefore recognize the incongruity of attempting to study a people who largely resided elsewhere by confining our inquiry to these borders alone.

(Status: REJECTED)








STRUCTURES

For a whole month the wind blew steadily from the South,

and there was no other wind, but only South and East.

—The Odyssey
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WALKING INTO THE museum’s Pre-Crisis wing three weeks later, Ember could feel history’s void as clearly as she could see its presence: on pedestals, in glass caskets, behind velvet-roped stanchions. Her gaze flickered across the exhibits.

There were the cabinets full of colorful fragments—all specimens of a strange compressed resin, lightweight and surprisingly durable, cast in such a bewildering variety of shapes that scholars still debated whether the material had been mined or made.

There was the tableau of coins, rubbed smooth by time, laid out in a glittering row.

The rare porcine skeleton, a creature long extinct but cultivated for its meat, thought to mark the dawn of agricultural society.

The full set of human teeth, fortified with precious metals.

These finds were each significant in their own way, but altogether, it was a collection that—in Ember’s opinion—obscured more than it revealed. Moving among the exhibits, she thought about how much was still missing. Lurking somewhere unseen, in that wide gulf between what was known and what was lost, the remains of a vast, forgotten empire lingered. Waiting to be uncovered. She was certain of it. In her eyes, the new artifact was only the first piece of a long-lost body of knowledge, and as its donor, she was perfectly poised to go forth and uncover the rest.

Unless, of course, her colleagues were right and there was no abandoned empire to find, just more evidence of a relatively primitive race that was good at very little beyond procreation. A people who were instantly everywhere and then just as quickly nowhere—as simple-minded as ants, swarming the globe. The generally accepted theory was that when the Crisis occurred—fatal heat, rising seas, poisonous dirt and air and water—the majority died out and the minority trickled north, where here, in the cradle of the world’s northernmost Circle, the Recorded Age stirred and humankind slowly began to evolve toward the heights they occupied today.

It was possible, certainly, that this consensus was correct. As a scholar, she had to concede that much. The few surviving tools of the Southern Tribes were crudely crafted and impermanent, the examples of writing few and far between. Given that no evidence of complexity remained in Commonwealth, it was reasonable to assume that the Pre-Crisis cultures were simple. The minutiae that filled the museum’s gallery—the coins, the shards of resin—spoke only of the objects that passed from hand to hand. On their own they were hardly reflective of advanced society. If Pre-Crisis civilization was as sophisticated as Ember believed, then how did they fail to prepare for the slow advent of the Thermal Epoch? Why did they succumb so completely to their environments and then collapse into chaos after their migration north?

These were important questions, but they weren’t the only ones worth asking. If only Leadership would let a team leave Commonwealth and go south to see what there was to find on the Continent—Ember was certain, now more than ever, that what they returned with would be nothing short of revelatory.

There were the ancient myths about pocket machinery and information highways to account for. There was the logistical magnitude of how a single species managed to spread so far. And now there was the artifact.

The tablet? The device? She hadn’t decided yet what they should call it on the placard.

Suddenly a group of shrill schoolchildren entered the gallery, disturbing her quiet rumination, and she couldn’t help but glower at their overwhelmed young teacher, who was struggling to contain their exuberance.

Ember moved to the back of the gallery in protest, away from the field trip’s chaos. She still had fifteen minutes to burn. The Pre-Crisis curator, a man named Julian Peoples, had asked her to come, but she was early and didn’t want to seem too eager. She was expecting to discuss the details of the new exhibit: timing, or perhaps placement among the rest of the Pre-Crisis wing’s treasures. Surely he would want to put the artifact somewhere prominent. Or possibly he would offer her the chance to study it further before display? The reason behind the invitation didn’t matter to her so much as the invitation itself. It was hard-won, but finally, it was won—inclusion. A place in the conversation. Of course her presence was required! The find was hers. The specialty, hers. Pre-Crisis technologies and the collapse of the twenty-first century. The Southern Tribes. The Continent. She knew these subjects better than anyone. Most of her colleagues focused on the dawn of the Recorded Age, when Commonwealth was still called Green Land and the rare firsthand accounts of the tail end of the Crisis began to appear. If there was grant money to be had, that was where it inevitably went. But she hoped—no, believed—that was about to change.

It would have been more unusual if Julian hadn’t invited her to consult, and so she didn’t question his invitation. She simply came, overcooked with anticipation and keen to ask why it was taking so long for the artifact to be announced. It had been weeks since the museum took possession. Weeks of trying to be patient while the mechanisms of Leadership’s bureaucracy whirred somewhere unseen.

Lingering at the edges of the gallery, she let a few more minutes pass—reading captions she knew by heart, examining items she could have sketched with her eyes closed, trying to remain cool and unbothered despite the screaming children that surrounded her. She’d crossed paths with Julian several times over the years, but the curator was chronically incapable of remembering her name. By now, she was accustomed to introducing herself again and again with a smile, as if the mistake was hers for not being memorable enough to warrant a place in his mental catalog. Every time she encountered him, she came away feeling as full of apologies as Cami. If he weren’t such a powerful figure—manning the crossroads for what would be shown and what would not—she would have set aside decorum long ago. And yet, as furious as he made her, she wanted what he could give more than she wanted anything: a place here, in this very hall. A placard with her name on it.

And now she had it.

Well, not quite yet—but it was imminent. A foregone conclusion. The artifact would rest here, in a place of honor. Leadership would grant her an exemption for further exploration beneath the rim of the known world. Funding would flow freely. And her name would not be so easy to forget once it was written inside the museum.

She watched the schoolchildren congregate around the most renowned piece in the gallery: an eroded metal husk, the size of two healthy oxen standing side by side. Its function was an enduring mystery. A storage container, a small dwelling, a piece of art—no one who studied it could seem to agree. It was easily the largest exhibit in the room and lauded for its evidence of early metalworking. The schoolchildren circled it, bleating with excitement. They leaned over the stanchions, aching to touch the metal with their sticky hands. Nearby, a severe looking docent shook her head and they restrained themselves.

The Pre-Crisis wing was smaller than the more recent collections because of the funding discrepancy, yes, but also because there wasn’t nearly as much to show. A long period of historical darkness had unspooled after the glaciers melted and the ancients migrated north, from which no record survived—only the collective memory of violence and hunger and the warnings each generation passed down to the next: the South is deadly. Expansion is perilous. Mind your borders.

Some scholars said the Crisis lasted five hundred years. Others said a thousand. All anyone knew for sure was that by the time evidence of literacy appeared, and art and tools and systems of governance or worship or temporal measurement, the Pre-Crisis Era existed only as myth, its oral histories so far removed from firsthand experience that it was impossible to tell fact from fiction.

Suddenly one of the stanchions surrounding the central exhibit came crashing to the floor. Ember swallowed a yelp of dismay as she watched it topple, narrowly missing the metal husk it guarded. The docent charged, then led the offending child out of the gallery by the wrist in search of his teacher. The remaining students trickled out to witness their classmate’s punishment.

Relieved to be alone, Ember continued her slow circuit of the gallery and finally came to the object she had pried from the earth with her own hands, back at Summit—how many years ago had it been now? Eleven, twelve? It might not have been as big as the metal cocoon, but, in Ember’s opinion at least, it was so much more important.

The object was a hard, thin slab of some rare greenish material Commonwealth’s archaeologists still couldn’t identify. Embedded in its surface, a network of fine metallic filaments fanned outward in branching paths—too precise to be hand-drawn, too delicate to serve any clear structural purpose. Raised nodes and tiny ridges punctuated the pattern at intervals, aligning and diverging with uncanny regularity. A frayed metal braid rose from one edge like a question mark.

The design was as intricate as the twists of glacial channels across their island—somehow organic and mechanical at the same time. The slab felt, to Ember, like something that was once intelligent. Frozen mid-thought. She glanced at the placard, which declared it a piece of art, but Ember knew that was wrong. Had known it the instant she brushed that final layer of dirt away.

She and Sen had been the ones to uncover it. The find wasn’t on record as either of theirs—lowly excavators never got any of the credit—but she felt a sense of ownership anyway. They had found its resting place, gently extracted it from the earth, studied it, dreamed about it, written about it. Spending that kind of time with an object, lavishing that kind of attention upon it, surely meant more than what the placard said. She knew this green slab better than she knew the twists and turns of her own body—it was what had convinced her that the Pre-Crisis tribes were an advanced civilization, capable of technologies Commonwealth couldn’t even understand yet, and not just the primitives her colleagues made them out to be. It was, in many ways, the seed of her career.

The Summit dig had been open for over a decade by the time they found it. It was the only Pre-Crisis site on the entire island that was pure—buried by a landslide when the glaciers melted and the tundra softened, turning the hillside to mud. Ember had already been there for a year; Sen for two. They were used to long days of labor with nothing to show for it, and they had no reason to suspect that day would be any different. Ember was just happy to be outdoors, happy to be digging, happy to work alongside this woman whose tent she’d begun to share most nights. They were young and everything felt simple.

The sun laid its brutal gaze on the backs of their necks as they leaned into their tools, shifting fresh, cool dirt into a wheelbarrow, taking turns to roll it up and out of the trench. It was Sen’s trowel that first tapped against something hard, and then Ember’s brush that feathered away the loose dirt. Their sweat wetted the earth in a slow, steady patter, thick as rain, while they worked to uncover the slab.

When the first corner of it was visible, they sat back on their heels, just looking. Speechless. Sen reached for Ember’s hand and held it for a few seconds, applied pressure, then let it drop again. This moment, right before they called out to the rest of the team, was so brief and yet in Ember’s memory it languished. A sliver of time inside which the discovery lay between them and only them. For that moment, it was theirs. And now, in some intangible way, it still was.

It looked smaller under glass than she remembered, but the deep green of the slab was richer here, and the sparkle of the copper was brighter. Ember reached out to touch the case, as if to greet an old friend, then recalled where she was and put her hand back in her pocket before the docent returned to chastise her, too.

She checked her watch; it was finally time for her appointment. She walked down the corridor, toward the administrative offices, and on her way she passed a few galleries filled with Recorded Age treasures—remnants from all the various shapes rulership had taken since the Crisis, when humanity had supposedly raised itself up from the muck of its heat-struck predecessors and begun to innovate. She left the exhibits behind reluctantly. It felt good to be in the company of the past. In this warren of history, rough edges worn smooth by time, she did not have to reckon with the shape of her own present, which was still so very freshly broken.

It had only been three weeks since she left the home she and Jerome shared. Three weeks since she unpacked Ish’s rucksack. Not nearly long enough to come to terms with either loss.

But here, passing through these galleries, she could sink into the questions of a different time and in those depths she experienced the pleasant, weighty shroud of many years. It felt good. Soft and safe; quiet and settled. The questions of the past would wait for her. Whereas the question of her own future never seemed to.

When she arrived at the hallway that would lead her back toward the curator’s domain, another docent held up his hand to stop her.

“Not for public viewing,” he said.

“I’m here to see the curator. Julian Peoples. We have an appointment.”

He checked her identification card against his list and grunted approval. “You’re an archaeologist, then?” he asked, squinting at her. She understood his gaze to suggest that she did not look like one.

“Should I be dirtier? Should I have worn my tool belt?”

“Calm down. Honestly.” He handed back her card. “Go on, then.”

As she moved away from the exhibits and farther down the hall, the bright whiteness of the galleries gave way to a dim open-plan office defined by clutter. Wooden crates were stacked against the wall. Cubicles overflowed with paperwork and half-dead houseplants and piles of old museum catalogs. She had been back here once before, not at anyone’s invitation, but under cover of a museum gala being held in the main gallery. She’d slipped away from the chaos of the cocktail hour before dinner was served to flip through old exhibit specs while Jerome grazed the hors d’oeuvres and made contented small talk with her colleagues—each of them suiting themselves. They had gone home happy that night, hadn’t they? It was hard to remember. She pulled her thoughts away. Don’t think of him.

The office looked the same as it had then, but now that it was populated and her presence had actually been requested and approved, she felt strangely incongruous, as if she could only belong in a place that was empty. Or one to which she had not been invited.

“You’re Ember Agni,” said a voice. Ember looked around, trying to locate its source among the mostly indifferent scribes. A young woman rose from her desk and Ember couldn’t help but note the striking curve of her aquiline nose and an unsettling pair of green eyes, boring into her. Features that might have overwhelmed a plainer or more delicate face, but that made this one magnetic.

“You’re the one who found the device, aren’t you? The new artifact.” She said this quietly, casting a backward eye at her colleagues, who weren’t listening anyway.

“That’s me,” Ember replied, pleased to be recognized for her work, but also uncomfortable, wishing she felt more sure of herself, worried that the curator would smell the residue of unease on her and make a meal of it. “I have a meeting,” Ember added, suddenly concerned that this woman should know she was meant to be here.

“Yes, with Julian. Of course. You know, I think it’s ridiculous what they’re doing.”

“What they’re…”

“Oh, sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have said. Not everyone knows; I only saw the Leadership memo on his desk this morning… It’s just infuriating. I’m sure it will get figured out, though. I pored over your paper on the Summit Slab, by the way. Such a stunning find. It’s my favorite exhibit. And your theory that it could be mechanical. So compelling.”

Ember ached to feel this compliment land but found that she could not. A Leadership memo? The praise barely registered. She had been afraid of some sort of dissension around the artifact’s authenticity, but all the verification tests that she knew of had already been passed.

“I should really…”

“Oh, of course. I won’t keep you. Julian is all the way in the back.”

Ember wound her way through the stacks and eventually found a row of offices against the far wall. She could hear Julian before she could see him.

“I said I wanted it finished by yesterday afternoon.” His voice sounded so brittle, so aged, it was as if the vocal cords might snap at any moment were they not coursing with such venom. “Did I not? I did. And what day is it now? Why, it is today, isn’t it.”

A petite man scurried out just as Ember approached, chastened and red-faced. Ember waited a beat, then gave a half-hearted knock and went in.

Julian sat, holding court. He was so pale he was almost translucent, the blue of his veins peeking through his skin like underground rivers, his hair the yellowing white of aging paper. He didn’t get up.

“Ah,” he said. “You. Yes, the rogue archaeologist. Thank you for coming on such short notice. Good to meet you.”

“We’ve met,” she said, not bothering to sound apologetic this time; in fact, trying hard not to. She was tense. Waiting for the bad news to land now that she knew it was near.

“Ah,” he said again, squinting at her. She endured his rheumy gaze as it roved across her body. Not lecherous, just searching. For what, though? What was it he thought he could find written on her physical form that he did not already know? That he could not ascertain by asking? “Have a seat,” he said, gesturing.

“Thank you, no. Maybe you should start by telling me what this meeting is about.” By now she had begun putting together a hypothesis based on the interaction she’d just had. She was furious with herself for not seeing this coming, for walking into the museum thinking she had already won.

He sighed—a resigned gust of sour wind that she felt brush her face. “The mice have been tittering, I see. All right, look. We’re still very excited about the artifact. Very, very intrigued, shall we say. It’s quite the specimen. But certain concerns have arisen from Leadership officials, and we have all agreed that it would be best if everyone’s views could be discussed. We’re committed to hearing you out, obviously, and speaking to other experts as well. As a pillar of the Commonwealth community, the museum is eager to find the right forum for such a conversation. A way to address all sides. Look at the facts, the implications, et cetera. In order to come to a consensus on display and publicity and restoration efforts, that kind of thing. And I’m sure you want that, too. For all due process to be, ah, honored. For the greater good to be carefully considered. We all want what’s best, I think. And the artifact is a… a… a delicate matter in Leadership’s eyes. So we have agreed that caution regarding next steps would only be appropriate, therefore we find it reasonable to really consider, to really think through—”

Ember realized that if she didn’t cut him off, he might never get to the point. “You said the right forum for discussion. What does that mean?”

Julian squinted at her, displeased with the interruption. “I was getting to that. There will be hearings. Strictly closed door, to protect the process, you know, until certain decisions can be made. On how or whether or when to introduce the artifact to the general public. In how we’re… referring to it. On whether this is really the right road for Commonwealth as a nation to be traversing. Given the delicacy, we’ll be asking for your discretion in the interim. Absolute discretion, you understand? For the time being.”

Ember became aware that her hands were shaking and so she clasped them together to hold herself steady. “On whether this is a road we should be… So you’re saying there is a question about whether to display the piece at all.”

“That’s… basically correct. There are lots of questions circulating, which I’m sure you can appreciate. With regard to where the artifact was found and how it was transported and by whom, whether any untoward acts were committed. Provenance, you know, is so important, in an academic sense but also… shall we say, from a bureaucratic point of view. And we are a Leadership-funded entity. There is a government wallet we answer to first and foremost if we intend to keep the lights on. I’m sure you can appreciate our predicament.”

Ember did not care even the smallest bit about the museum’s difficult position, or more specifically, Julian’s. However, she was not surprised to hear that questions about the artifact’s provenance were arising. Ish’s notebooks had turned out to be so unhinged, so incriminating, that she hadn’t turned them over along with the device. Had, in fact, strenuously denied their existence. She knew that the artifact on its own, without a shred of textual support about its excavation, would be difficult to explain. But not as difficult as some of the things he’d written. In the end, she’d decided that a silent archaeologist was better than one who had lost his mind.

“And so the hearing is—”

“The hearings.” He hung on to the s like a snake, flicking his dry old tongue at her.

“Hearings. They’ve already been scheduled?”

“Oh yes, they’ll begin tomorrow.”

She gripped the back of the chair and wished she’d taken him up on the invitation to sit, but it seemed too late now.

It had been weeks of nothing and now this. Hearings. Unfolding so quickly her head ached trying to accommodate what she’d just been told. There was a very real possibility that everything she had done—everything Ish had done—to get the artifact would be for nothing. She dug her nails into the chair’s upholstery, feeling that if she didn’t find purchase, she might fall.

“Tomorrow,” she said, closing her eyes.

“Tomorrow, that’s right. Not to worry, we don’t require your attendance until the second week. The first week will be on the shorter side, as tomorrow is already Tuesday of course. We’ll just be setting an agenda and discussing the various, er, interests, before we invite testimony and we do hope, or, maybe expect is more accurate, that you will make yourself available at the appointed time, which I have recorded here.”

He passed her a card, but she barely looked at it. “We aim to have a decision by the end of October. That’s almost four weeks of discussion total, one, two, three, four, an entire month’s worth of consideration, which I think you’ll agree is an ample amount of time to hear all sides of this important matter…”

She let his bureaucratic nonsense wash over her without interjecting further, but she wasn’t listening. She’d heard all she needed to.
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Outside the museum, a torrential rain had begun. Coatless, umbrella-less, Ember brushed the accumulating pool off the seat of her bicycle and swung a leg over. As she rode, the rain soaked into every part of her—thundering down onto the backs of her exposed hands, hanging thickly on her eyelashes. By the time she got to Saffiya’s house, she was heavy with water and a wretched sense of futility.

The house was small and unassuming, and Ember liked the way it all but disappeared behind the overgrown front garden. Saffiya had filled the entire place with books and artworks in such quantities that it felt even smaller inside than it looked from without, like a well-lined nest. Ember leaned her bicycle against the porch and practically had to drag herself up the steps. It was all she could do to lift her legs now that she was home.

Well, not quite home. But when Saffiya had discovered that Ember was sleeping in her office, she insisted that Ember come stay until she gathered enough momentum to look for another place. She’d been sleeping in Saffiya’s spare room ever since. She loosely intended to look for something more permanent soon, but with every half-hearted glance at the housing bulletin boards on campus, she realized anew that she didn’t quite know where she belonged. She couldn’t very well share a home with grad students. Nor could she imagine furnishing an entire house. A studio would be fine, she supposed, but should she look on the lower academic’s steppe or would she soon be among the laureates? She didn’t know the answer to any of the most pressing questions, and so she stayed where she was at Saffiya’s, feeling—in her personal life, at least—ashamed and paralyzed and in pieces.

Her relationship with Jerome had collapsed so abruptly that in its wake there was only the shape of its absence. Saffiya kept telling her to take however long she needed, and Ember was grateful for her friend’s generosity, but she worried that no amount of time would be enough. What if this emptiness had been the very problem living at the center of her marriage all along? Since the separation, the only thing that had felt solid enough to bear her weight was work. But without the promise and possibility of the artifact, Ember could feel the terrain she had been counting on splitting apart where she stood.

She went inside, dripping. “Saffi?” she called.

“In here!”

Ember found her friend in the kitchen, rummaging through the cupboards on her tiptoes. The cascade of Saffiya’s hair was on display, voluminous and thick and glittering gray, fading to white in places.

“Hi,” Ember said, vaguely conscious of the puddle she was making.

Saffiya didn’t seem to notice. “How did it go?” She held a jar of dried kidney beans, suspended as she waited for the answer.

“It… went.” Ember didn’t particularly want to rehash the whole thing, but also knew Saffiya wouldn’t let her get away on the technicality of not wanting to talk about it. She forged ahead, as succinctly as she could. “They’re not sure about exhibiting it at all. Leadership is sticking their nose in things, which, I should have fucking known. There will be hearings to decide one way or another. Testimonies. Experts.”

“What?” Saffiya’s mouth was a perfectly puckered O, skimmed with edges of a mostly worn-off lip stain. Ember was grateful for this sputtering display of shock. She was too emotionally exhausted to continue her own outrage. “Hearings for what purpose exactly?”

“For, I don’t know, Leadership’s concerns. To decide how to proceed. Scholars will weigh in, he said, experts, witnesses, whatever they’re calling us. I’m not really sure. I’m supposed to testify at the start of the second week. Like I’m on fucking trial. I had no idea. I thought I was going in to fine-tune the copy for a placard or something. I should have fucking known, Saffi. I should have known. But wait, the best part is, it’s ‘closed door.’” She threw up a pair of disdainful air quotes. “I shouldn’t even be telling you.”

Saffiya examined the jar of beans in her hand, as if considering whether to throw it to the floor; then she carefully set it down. “That’s truly outrageous. Goddamn them.” She finally noticed Ember’s sodden clothes and tossed her an old dishcloth. “Dry off, love, you’re leaking. Surely they can’t keep it a secret forever. They have to know that. People will talk. They always do.”

Ember shrugged. Did what she could with the towel. “He said the hearings will last a month. Starting tomorrow. Did I already tell you that part? Tomorrow! And he tells me like it’s a gift he’s giving me a heads-up at all. Gave me a fucking summons.” She brandished the thick card stock Julian had handed her before she left, damp and wrinkled from where it had been marinating in her pocket.


You have been summoned to testify before a Leadership Committee on:

Monday the Tenth of October at

Ten o’clock in the Morning

In the Leadership Rotunda’s Northern Hall.

Your absolute discretion is appreciated.


Saffiya examined the card and handed it back, shaking her head. “That’s how they like to do things, I suppose. Have conversations in the dark, announce decisions in the day. Cowards. You’re all right, though? I mean, no, you’re upset obviously. But you’re… I don’t know what I’m saying. I had hoped for something a little more celebratory. After. You know.” Saffiya gesticulated broadly, as if to encompass all that had gone wrong in Ember’s life in such a short period of time. The separation. Ish. You know.

Ember looked away, not wanting to engage with any of that just now. “I’m fine,” she said, aware she did not sound it. She tried again. “I’m completely fine. It’s ridiculous. But if this is the way things need to get done, then let’s get them done. Right?” She looked to Saffiya, longing for reassurance.

“That’s it, that’s the right attitude. Onward. If there are hearings, it means there isn’t consensus and maybe that’s a good thing. I’d be more worried if they were all on the same page. They’ll come around. You have reason on your side.” Saffiya gave her arm a squeeze.

For the first time, Ember took stock of the state of the kitchen and realized Saffiya was emptying out every single cupboard. The countertops were filled with dry goods of all sorts. Dishes, glassware. Sticky bottles of oil and sauce. A metal contraption that was designed either for torture or making noodles.

“What’s all this, anyway?” she asked, relieved that the answer, whatever it was, did not involve her, that this was not her house and therefore not her problem. She would help if asked, of course, but could just as easily not.

“Oh, this.” Saffiya looked around her as if surprised to see the chaos she had created. “Right, well, I decided I wanted to refinish the cupboards. No, wait. It started with the pantry moths. And you know, if they’re in the flour, they’re probably everywhere else. So then I thought, why not make it a two-hander? While I’m at it. It’s never sat right with me that someone painted all this beautiful wood. And the color is so… insipid.”

“It looks like a big job,” Ember offered, contemplating the pale yellow cupboards.

“Yes, it’s gotten away from me somewhat. It’s a lot of food for one person, isn’t it? Too much.” Saffiya picked up a bag of oats and set it back down. “I guess this is what happens when you live in the same place for forty years. You start to acquire.”

Ember nodded, thinking about the fullness of the house she’d shared with Jerome. The overflowing junk drawers, their bursting closet that could swallow a garment whole, never to be seen again. Ember had done her fair share of accumulation, she couldn’t blame it all on him, but somehow none of it seemed like it belonged to her. It was the detritus of a life she didn’t recognize. She saw only artifacts that were too new and ordinary and abundant to be interesting. Not trash, just—nothing of value.

She’d been back once since she left, when she was sure he would be at work, and had gathered only what she could carry. Clothes, papers, a few books. Abandoning so much felt clean at the time. As if she was being magnanimous by leaving their shared possessions untouched.

But now, looking at Saffiya’s kitchen, she understood that it wasn’t clean at all. Whatever she hadn’t taken was still there, clogging the arteries of Jerome’s attempt at a new life by reminding him of the old one. She knew she should go back, should clear away her half of the debris—in more ways than one. But the idea of seeing him again made her stomach clench.

If it were easy, she would have already done it.
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In the morning, the kitchen was still in shambles. Even more so than the night before, if that were possible. Ember let her eyes drift across the expanse but kept it moving. This was not her mess and she had to get all the way up to the Rotunda by nine if she had any chance of slipping in to see the opening session of the hearings.

The Leadership Rotunda, where the hearings were being held, was not a single building but a cluster of them, with spires even taller and sharper than the mountain ranges that surrounded them, so high you could see their shapes cutting across the sky from almost anywhere in the city. The Rotunda sat at the very top of everything, on a plateau where it was both the symbolic and literal seat of Leadership’s power over the whole of Commonwealth.

It had been almost three centuries since Leadership emerged from the fractured territories of Green Land to unify the warring clans into one nation. Before the formation of Commonwealth, the island and its resources had been divided among at least half a dozen factions, each shaped by its own distinct lineage of survival during the Crisis and a long history of grievances in the millennia that followed. It was said that Leadership began as a provisional coalition among traders, intended simply to maintain a healthy barter network that could operate independently of skirmishes between clans.

But as Leadership’s trade routes brought increasing stability to the region, the common people’s faith in their erratic rulers began to be transposed onto the shepherds of this new order. Leadership’s influence expanded quickly, eventually hardening into a central governing authority. By the time they brought the clans together under one name—Commonwealth—their reign was already underway. At least this was the version of the story that endured. To Ember, it had the unmistakable whiff of propaganda, but Leadership was as controlling of their history as it was their borders.

Ember made the mistake of glancing at her reflection in the mirror by the door before she went out, but there was nothing to be done about her disheveled hair or wrinkled mantle or the deep crevices left by her pillow, so she didn’t bother trying. She collected her bicycle from where she’d left it, in a heap beside Saffiya’s shrubs, and wheeled it out onto the street. Far below, the fjord glittered, bristling with ship masts, its water a cerulean blue that was somehow even richer than the sky hanging above it. Despite her rush, she paused to watch a fishing boat that was coming in through the channel, made tiny by the towering cliffs that lined the channel and sheltered the city from the open ocean. These days, she couldn’t seem to look at the harbor without thinking of Ish. But there was no time for brooding, not today. She swung her leg over and began to pedal.

The city was made of many tiers, cut into the open cup of the mountain range. From the lofty peaks of the Rotunda, to the university, to the markets, and all the way down to the fjord that lay at the foot of the mountains, a sense of vertical hierarchy was instilled in the city’s inhabitants. A staircase to power. It was a mark of Leadership’s authority that in order to ascend to their level, one had to work for it. Saffiya lived on the laureate steppe, which was toward the top of the residential tiers, but even so, by the time Ember arrived at the Rotunda, she was shaking from the frantic effort to get there on time.

Catching her breath, she contemplated the icy white of Leadership’s spires from up close. They were built to echo the once-snow-covered peaks of the mountaintops, which were now brown and bare—a clever nod to the more pious of the ancient clans, who had prayed to their gods for the cold season to return. Stamping out the disparate religions of the clans had been slow, methodical work, but seen as necessary to keep peace. These days, religion was considered archaic. To unite beneath the watchful eyes of too many gods, the Commonwealthers worshipped none. And yet here the spires remained, an antiquated prayer to long-forgotten deities.

Ember made her way through the main plaza and toward the Northern Hall, as directed by her summons, keeping her head down among the Leadership Fellows lest anyone question her presence here. She felt almost dizzy knowing that the fate of her artifact, and by extension her research, and by further extension her entire career, was about to be determined. But even that wasn’t the true size of it. It was quite a bit bigger. The hearings were about much more than just herself—they were about the human record. Errors made here would be neither dusty nor dead. They would be passed down, again and again. Fallacies were already in the act of being compounded. Solidified. Baked into the foundation of everything Commonwealthers believed to be true.

Ember stepped inside the echoing stone foyer of the Northern Hall. She glanced up at the grand swooping arches of the ceiling, momentarily overwhelmed by the scale of this emptiness, then registered the two guards stationed in front of a broad door at the opposite end of the room: a woman in her fifties with iron-gray hair clipped short around her ears and a giant of a man, young enough to be her son, both of them dressed in the cool gray mantles of enforcement.

“This is a private space, Peer,” said the woman.

They already looked at her with suspicion, as if she were going to try to get the better of them. And she was, of course; that’s exactly what she was hoping to do.

“I was invited,” Ember said, trying to sound blasé. Invited sounded better than summoned. She flashed the card Julian had given her and hoped they wouldn’t look too closely at the date. But of course the woman took the card in hand and studied it carefully before returning it.

“I’m sorry, but this is for next week.”

Ember immediately understood the futility in continuing to argue, but even so, she could not bring herself to give up so easily. “Ah. It’s just that, I saw Julian Peoples yesterday and he told me to come today. You know Julian, I assume? He’s on the Committee, and so if I could just slip in to have a word with him, I think he’d appreciate that. I’m a professor at the university.” Ember had worn her green academic’s mantle for precisely this reason. “As you can see. But I can show you my credentials if that’s really necessary.”

The guards exchanged a weary look and again, the woman spoke for them both. “There’s no need for that. I’m sure your testimony will be appreciated on the date provided, but until then, I’m afraid no one is allowed to enter who isn’t on today’s list.”

Ember knew she was straining the limits of credibility by continuing to push, but she couldn’t help herself. “Couldn’t you just check with Julian? I’m sure if he knows I’m here… I’m the archaeologist, I found the object. It’s my—”

“Peer Agni.” The giant held up his hand, as if this sensitive information was paining him. “Please.”

Behind her, the approach of hurried footsteps. “Ember?”

It was Ya. Her dark hair was scraped back into an insubstantial little spurt and she wasn’t wearing her mantle. She rarely did. Her clothes were too sophisticated for the dull green of academia. Today her trousers were the same vivid blue as the fjord, the hems so long they touched the stone floor, gathering in silky pools at her feet. She surveyed Ember with placid disapproval, understanding everything.

For Ember, understanding took a little longer. What was she doing here?

And then it hit her. Oh.

“You’re on the Committee…” Ember said slowly, Ya’s presence clicking into place.

“I am. As the department’s Leadership liaison, it only makes sense. Surely you’re not surprised.” Ya glanced at the summons card Ember was still clutching. “Ah, so you’ve spoken with Julian. Good. He wanted to deliver that personally. He was excited to meet you, actually.”

“We’ve met for fuck’s sake,” Ember snapped. “I want to see the opening session. Surely I’ve earned the right to just sit in the room and listen. It’s my find.”

Ya gave her a pitying smile and shook her head. She flashed her credentials to the woman with iron-gray hair, who cleared the way for her. With the two guards between them, Ya said, “I’m sorry, no. If it’s any consolation, the first week will be quite dull, anyway. Just agendas and review for the non-experts.”

“That doesn’t sound dull to me.”

“Well. I believe you should be on campus right now, if I’m not mistaken.”

Ember watched as the giant opened the door for Ya and she sailed into the room. She caught the briefest glimpse of a seating gallery filled with long, cushioned benches, the sound of a pair of low voices greeting Ya, and then the door closed behind her and all Ember was left with were the guards.

“We will see you next week. At the appointed time,” the woman said.

“At the appointed time,” the giant repeated.

Ember admitted defeat and left. The plaza was bustling with Fellows in black by then, and a few civilians, too—just enough that the color of her mantle wasn’t terribly out of place. She stood, feeling the currents of Leadership business flowing past her on either side, and then she checked her watch and realized that Ya was correct. Her first class had started fifteen minutes ago.
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She kept herself busy that week. For once, it was a relief to be overworked. The semester was in full swing by then, and it was mercifully easy to fill her waking hours. The nights were harder. Nights were when the ghosts came out. Jerome, Ish. And the expedition journals that she hadn’t dared to show anyone, lest they realize what she herself now knew: that she never should have sent someone so delicate on such a brutal quest.

All the mistakes she’d made thus far, all her fears for what would or would not come next rose to meet her as soon as she turned the lights out. Those were the hours that stretched into dark rivers and swallowed her whole. To escape them, she started rising sometime before dawn and going downstairs to work on Saffiya’s kitchen.

On Wednesday, the two of them took the yellow cupboard doors off their hinges, then laid them out in a row on the floor like tombstones.

On Thursday, they began to scrape and sand. Almost immediately, the house was covered in a thin film of paint particles and sawdust and so were they—it settled in their hair, in the folds of their clothes, into the creases of their skin. Ember could feel a constant phlegmy thickness take hold in the back of her throat and knew she should be covering her face while she worked, but there was something about this sensation that she liked. It was a reminder of her body, of its ability to labor, that she could keep with her throughout the day.

“Who made these cabinets, anyway?” Ember asked while they stripped the wood of its yellow paint and found the rare, shimmering grain beneath. “You almost never see this variety anymore. Not in new builds, anyway.”

“The laureate steppe is one of the oldest in the city, didn’t you know? This house—it must be about as old as Commonwealth. Older, maybe. The cabinets were all here when I was assigned the place. It’s all original.”

Ember contemplated the long-dead forest that these sawdust particles had once been part of. She could imagine how Jerome might have undertaken a project like this—meticulously covering everything with tarps, planning each step and executing it completely before moving on to the next, wearing face coverings and eye protection and gloves—but she was relieved to do it Saffiya’s way instead. Haphazardly. With little to no foresight and maximum mess. If the only way she could find some taste of wilderness was through the chaos of home improvement, then so be it.

Hadn’t there been enough of civilized constraints? She had tried her best—had married a man and made a home and gone to work and contributed to the dream of Commonwealth in the only way she knew how. But none of it had ever felt like her. It still didn’t.

And yet despite her discomfort, all week long she tried to know her place and to occupy it. She taught and she lesson-planned and she kept her grade book up-to-date. After lectures, she lingered instead of being the first one to leave, waiting for the shyest of her students to approach. During office hours, she left her door open instead of keeping it shut. In short, she did not shirk her duties in the usual ways. She made her own coffee, did her own paperwork, and was on time for almost everything.

Cami hovered around her office just in case, confused to see Ember embracing her role instead of avoiding it. Suspicious even—but also relieved. When Ember asked her to cover her first lecture on Monday without telling her why, Cami agreed in a hurry, as if comforted to finally have a little bit of the old dysfunction back.

On Friday morning, Ember drifted into the faculty lounge, already exhausted. Her first class would start in a few minutes, but she wanted something to sip on. Maybe a muffin, if they were on offer. She was worn out from sanding all morning, and even though she had changed her clothes, sawdust still fell from her hair when she raked a hand through it.

A few history professors were tucked away in the back corner of the lounge, arguing about the sexual predilections of a notoriously bloodthirsty Aeskar Clan king who had been dead for at least seven hundred years, but otherwise the room was quiet. Ember kept her ear cocked toward their heated discussion—apparently there was strong evidence to suggest that the king was submissive—and was just selecting a tea bag when Mandohlson suddenly bore down on her from out of nowhere. He was a bullish man, always seeming to hinge forward slightly, as if mid-charge. She looked up, momentarily startled, and then just annoyed.

“Ah. Mandohlson.” She let out an audible sigh and committed to peppermint. “Could you…?” She gestured for him to move aside.

“I’m glad I caught you. I’ve been wanting to ask. If you’ve been summoned anywhere lately. Anywhere unusual.” He grinned at her.

“Subtle.”

“So you have, then. I knew it. So clandestine! I figure there’s a new site, probably out west, maybe even something underwater, along the sunken coast, something controversial or why would they bother with hearings over it? I know Blackwell has been poking around in that area, but I imagined he would have said something to me if it was his team. Have you heard anything? Do you know which period they’re looking at? Is it one of the clans, or…”

Ember took her time filling the mug with hot water, Mandohlson still hovering there, closer than she wanted him. Inwardly, she scoffed at the idea of Blackwell turning up anything worthwhile, but she kept that to herself. She wasn’t sure how much or how little to say, which impulses were good strategy and which were just ego, but as she contemplated her next move, she allowed herself to briefly revel in the fact that she knew more than Mandohlson did.

“I’m really not sure we should be talking about it,” she said eventually, stirring a teaspoon of honey into her tea. “Julian was very specific about that.” This was intentional, of course, this crumb. She wanted to see who’d given him his summons.

“Julian, Julian… Julian Peoples? The museum curator? Julian Peoples spoke to you about this?”

“I shouldn’t have said. I just assumed you’d heard from him also.”

Mandohlson removed his summons card from somewhere inside the folds of his mantle and flapped it at her. “I just found this in my mailbox. No explanation, no context, just—”

Ember all but snatched it out of his hands and looked at the date. It was for the following Thursday. The same week as her, but a few days later. Was that a good slot or a bad one? Did the order they were testifying in mean anything?

The address was the same. The card stock was the same. Everything else was the same, except the date. She wasn’t sure what she had expected. Ya had probably dropped it in his mailbox rather than giving it to him in person. This galvanized her slightly. She handed the card back to him.

“Well?” he insisted, overly loud. One of the history professors glanced over at them. “When is yours?”

“Monday.” She watched as he tried to do a similar calculus—was her testimony more important or less than his? Rather than wait to see where he landed, she laid her teaspoon to rest in the sink and took her tea to go. “I have a seminar,” she said, and left him there, still fumbling for a sense of his own importance.
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After her last class that day, she wandered the halls like a poltergeist, aiming for nonchalance but in reality looking very deliberately for Ya. She hadn’t seen her since Tuesday morning at the Rotunda, and now that the first week of the hearings was winding down, she wanted to ask how they’d gone, what the agenda was, who else was on the Committee, and so on. She imagined that even if Ya would not answer any of these questions—which, surely she would not—there would still be some scraps of information etched into her face that Ember might glean and pore over during the weekend before her hearing.

Ya’s office was dark and locked when she passed, but Ember went to the department desk to ask after her whereabouts anyway. The long-suffering administrative assistant was packing up for the day, and Ember could see the man’s face fall when she poked her head in. She decided not to take it personally—although perhaps she should have.

“Have you seen Ya around?”

“She’s away,” the assistant said icily.

Ember knew there was no point pressing. He wouldn’t know anything useful; he never did. There was nothing to do now but wait for her turn to speak before the Committee.

Preparing to endure the yawning weekend, with only Saffiya’s cabinets to fill the abyss, she stopped at her office to pick up a stack of ungraded assignments. She was just closing the door, about to depart for a home that was not hers, not really, when a hand came down on her shoulder.

Almost immediately, she knew who it was.

The weight, the shape, the inexplicable quality of touch.

It shouldn’t have surprised her, but somehow it did. Ember had already dared to imagine her arrival. If Pre-Crisis archaeologists were being convened…

She had not spoken this aloud, had not even wanted to examine her own logic head-on for fear of disappointment. But as soon as she felt that hand on her shoulder, she felt a rush of relief.

Sen.

Ember turned and there she was, her face as serene as the surface of the fjord on a still day, just the slightest ripple of a smile. She was older, rougher, with a few lines around her mouth and on her forehead that hadn’t been there before, but otherwise she was the same. As if she had just stepped out of Ember’s memories and into this drab hallway with one swift motion, a little worn but wholly herself. Her skin was the same deep, rosy brown, as if she had swallowed the sun and now its warmth shone out from her pores, and her eyes had the same bottomless glimmer, pupils and irises blending to one shining orb. Her smile deepened and so did the lines around her mouth.

“Ember, hi.”

They embraced. The smell of her hair was the same as it had always been. Almond oil, grass, soil, and something more ephemeral—the particular quality of an individual’s must that has no description beyond the name of the person who creates it.

“What are you doing here?” Ember asked into the crease of Sen’s neck, not ready to separate. Already knowing the answer.

“The hearings,” she replied.

Ember finally let her go. “How did you get here so fast?”

“I was already here. Just for a few weeks, for work.” Sen squinted at her, seeing something in Ember’s face that only Sen would be able to see. “You know what this whole thing is about, don’t you?”

Ember smiled, proud that she had something to share, and pleased that Sen could still read her so easily after all this time. She was reminded of the way they always seemed to know what the other was thinking. “I do.”

“You found something?”

A vision of Ish darted through her head, quick and bright, but for now, it was surprisingly easy to push the thought of him away. There was plenty of time to explain the nuances of all that later. “I did. You won’t believe this.”

Sen smiled at her, and it was as if the years that had separated them vanished. “You know I will, though.”
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Ember and Sen sat hunched over plates of charred meat and young root vegetables that they were too excited to eat, in the very back of a restaurant where the downy white feathers of a freshly plucked chicken moved lightly across the floor. They leaned toward one another, trying to bridge the gap the table had forced between them. With elbows propped and heads dipped, they were as close as they could be without touching.

“Tell me everything,” Sen said.

And so Ember did. The artifact! Its shape, size, color, condition. She listed the many theories she had about its uses. It was a book; no, a voice box; no, an oracle. No, it was a conduit for knowledge, incomparable to anything they’d seen before.

Sen wanted to know about the artifact’s provenance, and so she told her what little she could. She had to be careful here. Sharing the details from Ish’s notebooks was as good as admitting she had them. It would be better—for Sen, for the hearings—if Ember didn’t confuse her with information even the Committee didn’t have.

But who was Ish, Sen wanted to know, how did he know about the route she and Ember had imagined ten years ago? Where was he now?

“It’s a long story,” Ember hedged.

“I don’t have anywhere to be.”

So she told Sen the rest of it. The hard parts—or, some of the hard parts. She told her about the pregnancy that kept her from going herself, the miscarriage, and the ensuing anemia that made her feel like she’d not only lost her expedition and her child, but also the command of her own body. She talked about her decision to send Ish in her place. But she couldn’t bring herself to describe Ish’s breakdown, the letters, the attempt on his own life. The many, many reasons she should not have asked him to go. The very strong argument that his death was her fault. And of course she cleanly excised the journals she’d taken from his rucksack and hidden in order to safekeep his memory. His scholarship. Or, more likely, her own credibility. All of this she left out, as smoothly as if it didn’t exist.

Instead, she spun a different kind of story around these missing pieces. In this one, Ish was healthy and clear-eyed from the day she met him straight through until the day she watched him embark. He was young and strong. He was a full-grown man aching for adventure and she—selfless, generous, fulfiller of dreams—had given him exactly that. He died doing what he loved. It was almost true, wasn’t it? Ember wept openly as she talked about her fallen protégé, unsure if the tears were for Ish or for herself.

And then, not quite intending to, she found herself describing the thick, trunk-like tension that had grown up in the center of her marriage in the wake of all this—branching, budding, then leafing out into a canopy of reasons she and Jerome could no longer stay together. It was more than she’d intended to share, but somehow she had to. The story of the artifact touched everything else, whether she wanted it to or not. From that singular nexus flowed all the threads of Ember’s life.

When she was finished with her long story, Ember heaved a deep, shaking sigh and Sen did not rush to fill the silence. The front door to the restaurant opened and closed, its bell jangling, but neither of them looked up. A draft darted in and swirled the chicken feathers on the floor, raising them up and then letting them fall back down like something so rare Ember had only seen it once: snow. Sen cracked her knuckles. An old habit. Her thinking habit. Ember used to hate that sound, but for once she warmed to it. Strange, the things a person grows to miss.

“That’s really hard,” Sen said. “But he was grown, no one forced him. And look what he found! It’s extraordinary. Not everyone in this field can make such a claim. You should be proud of him. It was for something he believed in. Maybe there’s some comfort in that.”

In Sen’s assurance, Ember heard her own lies of omission. “Maybe.”

“How did his family respond?”

The truth was, Ember did not know because she hadn’t told them in person. She’d sent them a letter with news of his death and kept everything else—all the scribbles, the personal effects, the keepsakes from a strange land—for herself. The rucksack was literally hers, after all, and the tools. Consumed by the bittersweet loss of handing the artifact over to the museum, she’d felt an ownership over what remained. “As you’d expect,” she lied.

Sen nodded. “Of course. Nothing makes it… better.”

“No,” Ember agreed.

“I’m sorry for all of this struggle you’ve been through, Em. Really. It’s been hard, I can see that.”

Ember felt the word for her experience land in the center of her chest with a firm thud—struggle. There was a gristled power to it. And a lovely simplicity. It was helpful to have a few straightforward syllables for all that had happened. A word that was small enough to carry and also expansive enough to contain so many losses. It gave the past few years a sound.

She felt as if she’d been talking for hours. Maybe she had. She didn’t know what time it was. Outside, the dim blue of twilight was edging toward black. The constant brightness of northern summer that made the days seem like they went on forever had ebbed weeks ago, but no matter what season it was, Ember’s circadian rhythm could never quite settle. Even her body rejected the idea of keeping time.

She noticed that the proprietor and her limp, half-plucked chicken were gone from behind the counter, but the downy evidence of her labor remained, still dreamily skimming the floor at the slightest shift in the air.

“But you. What about you?” Ember asked.

Sen took a small sip of her water, as if embarrassed to answer. “Honestly, I’ve been well. I had a hard year or two after you and I ended things, but I’ve been good lately.”

Ember was confused by the way her stomach clenched as she witnessed the easy contentment that unfolded across Sen’s face. She wanted her to be well. Didn’t she? Ember waited for Sen to go on, but she was slow to elaborate. Ember urged her forward, “There has to be more. I want to know, really.”

“I worked at a tree farm for a long time, logging. Traveled a bit. You know, the smaller settlements in the north are really interesting. I would have never expected them to be so different. Half Leadership’s Commonwealth, but half the old clans, all mixed together. Like no one is really sure what’s what anymore.”

“What does that mean, half the old clans?”

“Oh, just like… well, worship for instance. You know, Leadership’s whole thing is in order to worship all the gods we worship none of them. In order to honor all the clans equally, we emulate none. That old chestnut. But up north they’ve kept hold of their superstitions and religious trinkets, the iconography. Even the local Leadership Fellows have. It’s nothing like the bureaucracy down here; it’s very relaxed. It suits me. Eventually I ended up settling in Nutah and I started teaching at the university there last fall, if you can believe it.”

Ember blinked, surprised that Sen had also found her way to academia, but let her continue uninterrupted.

“It’s a small campus compared to yours. Less oversight from the capital. We’re trying to establish a partnership with the Common Museum, something like what they do with your department. So that’s why I’m here. Or partly why. I also have a few loose ends to wrap up with my dad’s Leadership pension. You’d think it would be sorted by now—he died how many years ago? But every time I think I’ve filled out the right form, there ends up being another one no one fucking told me about. It’s not like I even want his money.”

Ember nodded, remembering when Sen’s father had died toward the end of their relationship. Possibly a stroke? She couldn’t recall the details. He and Sen weren’t on good terms, and mourning a man she despised had never been straightforward.

Sen’s father had served as a Leadership Fellow for the Urban Planning sector and her mother had passed when she was just a teenager, leaving her alone with a man who worshipped order above all else. He started trying to convince Sen to join Leadership’s ranks when she was still a child, though never succeeded in swaying her. She let him know, in no uncertain terms, what she thought of his loyalty to a government that prioritized its own greatness over the well-being of its people—but her disapproval only fueled his. By the time he died, they were barely speaking.

“Just take the money,” Ember said, knowing none of this was simple. “Think of it as a grant.”

Sen looked past Ember’s shoulder, seeing nothing. “I guess paperwork was his idea of an afterlife. Anyway.” She shook her head, as if to physically dispel her father’s legacy. “Let’s change the subject.”

“Okay, then who are you talking to at the museum?”

“The museum? Oh, I’m here to see… what’s his name, some curator…”

“Julian Peoples?”

“Right, Julian. We’re trying to set up some field programs for the Nutah campus. Maybe a work exchange.”

“I didn’t know you were interested in teaching.” Ember remembered how hard it had been when their paths diverged after Summit, how savagely Sen had criticized her for applying to the university. What might it have been like if Sen had come with her to the city, settling into the structures of bureaucracy as a team? Or in the other direction, what if Ember had given up the job and followed Sen to the tree farm?

She was disarmed by how clearly she could see these twin roads they hadn’t chosen. For a moment, they seemed more real than the years she had actually lived. The relationship she had actually said yes to.

“I know, I know. I didn’t expect to go into teaching either, but I like it. I’m too tired to be chasing digs all the time. Too fucking stubborn to be labor for hire. I miss the freedom of going job to job sometimes, but I like the idea of building something. It’s a good place. You should visit.”

“Someday, maybe.” Ember’s hands circled her sweating glass of water and then released it. Both palms came up wet and cold. “Has there been…” She stopped, sheepish about spelling it out. But Sen already knew what she was asking.

“Someone? A partner?”

Ember felt heated just hearing it said aloud. She nodded.

Sen examined her, bemused. “You want me to say no.”

That is indeed what Ember wanted. She wanted Sen to say that she had waited out the decade, through Ember’s long and at times happy marriage, through the many leagues of their separation, through the improbability of their paths ever crossing again. But that was not true and she knew it. They had never been so impractical about each other, she could not ask for such leaps now.

“Of course there have been a few. No one right now. Don’t tell me you’ve held a torch all this time.” She was teasing, but it was gentle. A tone only Sen would strike just right.

“I may have,” Ember admitted. “Just a small one.”

“Could have fooled me. I waited for you, you know. I should have known you weren’t coming back, but I waited anyway. At Summit.”

Ember detected an edge of bitterness in Sen’s voice that hadn’t been there just a moment ago and felt suddenly defensive. “I made a commitment to the university. I did invite you to come.”

“You made a commitment to me, too, Em. We had plans. And no, you didn’t ask me to come. You just left.”

Had she? Ember wasn’t sure what Sen was referring to, but then the server appeared and left them their bill. The vision of a crossroads they’d once stood at vanished. It didn’t matter how clearly she could see the alternatives; the choices had already been made.

“Anyway, it was a long time ago.” Sen took the check, raising a hand before Ember could protest. “In celebration of your find. Whatever happens with the hearings, however much time it takes for the tide to shift in your favor, it is enormous, Ember. It’s only natural that they would fight you. Some things take longer than they should. One day, though, you’ll be remembered for being right, and so will your student.”

Ember wasn’t sure she believed this.

Outside the restaurant, Ember wanted Sen to ask to see her again. She cautioned herself against hoping for too much. Sen had not come all this way for her; she was here in service of a new life, a new job, that had nothing to do with Ember.

“If it weren’t for the hearings, for the summons, I mean… would you have even told me you were here?” Ember kept her eyes down while she waited for the answer, afraid of what it might be.

“Honestly? I’m not sure. I hadn’t decided.”

“Ah.”

“It’s been a long time, Ember. We didn’t leave things… tidy. But it’s good to see you. I think I can meet you after your testimony on Monday. If you want me to.”

“I do,” Ember hurried to say. “Want you to.”

“I’ll try, then.”

Ember watched her go, feeling the pressure of things still left unsaid building, but Sen was already rounding the corner by then and the moment, their moment, had passed. She hoped they would have another.
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THE MORNING OF her testimony, Ember stood in front of a long mirror that hung in Saffiya’s spare room and despaired. She hadn’t cared how shabby her clothes were until now—hems hanging ragged, buttons missing, old stains ground so deep into the fabric it didn’t matter how hard she scrubbed. It was unlike her to consider the neatness of her own appearance carefully, or at all, but today was different. She was meant to represent the best of her field and speak on behalf of the most progressive, most ideologically challenging discovery in at least two centuries—yet she could not seem to find an outfit that conveyed competence, let alone expertise. She briefly thought of Ya, always pristine, and gave up. She decided she’d have to wear her mantle to cover the many inadequacies of her wardrobe.

She had spent the whole weekend preparing her testimony. She wrote down all the questions she imagined the Committee might ask her and then planned no fewer than three answers for each one, honing her thoughts into sharp, aerodynamic darts that she rehearsed again and again until she felt certain she could hit her mark at will. And when the words began to blur and her hand cramped around the pen, she went downstairs and helped Saffiya with the cabinets, sanding with such vigor that the air filled with sawdust and she could see nothing at all through the pollution.

She was as ready as she could be—if only she had the right shirt.

Saffiya poked her head in. “Breakfast before you head out?” she asked.

Ember laid an exploratory hand across her stomach and felt it roil. “I don’t think I can eat anything.”

“Just something small. It might settle your nerves. Toast.”

“All right, toast,” Ember agreed, turning this way and then that, squinting her way to seeing something presentable in the outfit she had chosen. Perhaps if she held her hands like so, the oil stain on her mantle would not be visible.

Saffiya lingered in the doorway. “That’s what you’re wearing?”

“I don’t have anything else.”

“Here, give me a minute.” Saffiya disappeared and Ember could hear her rummaging through her own closet. When she returned, she extended a crisp white tunic, still on the hanger. “Try this,” she said.

Ember took it, relieved—it was perfect. Before she could say thank you, Saffiya had slipped away, back downstairs to the kitchen, where chaos reigned among the counters and cupboards, but some semblance of a breakfast was being made amid the wreckage. Ember put the tunic on and admired it. Admired herself in it. Inhaling the smell of browning bread, marveling at the drape of Saffiya’s perfectly elegant garment across her shoulders, Ember decided that yes, she was hungry, and yes, she was ready.
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This time, the Rotunda’s guards let her through without a word and in she went. The room on the other side of the plain stone antechamber was more opulent than Ember had expected it to be, but she didn’t let the suppleness of the carpet fibers or the extinct wood varieties they’d used for simple gallery benches—she had Jerome to thank for her knowledge of expensive lumbers—muddy her focus. Ember was unmoved by luxury. She had grown up in relative poverty, in a run-down neighborhood at the edge of the city where the homes were all made of crumbling mycelium brick and running water was still a new extravagance. Their little house was so close to the recently built hydro-plant that the enormous rush of the water gates opening and closing was the clanging, dissonant music of her youth. This childhood, rather than conditioning her to be stunned by displays of wealth, did the opposite. To her, it read as weakness, not strength.

An aide met her at the door, finger laid against his lips, and escorted her to a seat in the gallery, facing the dais, where the day’s first session was already underway. A small table was set with a jug of water and a glass, and here the first speaker sat.

A Committee of five loomed above the gallery in a slightly curved row, looking down on the room like birds lined up on a tree branch. Ember recognized the first four—Ya, of course, and Julian Peoples, from the museum, and two Leadership Fellows she had a little experience with.

One of the Fellows was called Bronson, a man with whom Ember had tangled at an urban planning meeting three years ago when Leadership proposed demolishing one of the university’s older buildings to make way for a shortcut up to the Rotunda. But she had known his name for even longer—his signature was on most of the funding rejection letters she had accrued over the years. She already knew for certain he would not vote in her favor. Wings of rosacea spread outward from the bridge of his nose, and his eyes, gray and watery, narrowed as he watched Ember find her seat.

The other Leadership man was named Kai, with a bald head that was as smooth and brown as the shining woodgrain of their dais, framed by a trim silver beard. He had a particularly animated way of listening—nodding and making small gestures with his hands as the witness made their way through a long-winded answer. Ember knew him from the podiums he occasionally spoke at when the need arose for the bodiless mass of Leadership to have a face. Leadership was careful to disperse this kind of responsibility to several Fellows, never elevating one above the other, but even so, his visibility made him powerful. She had no idea which way he would lean.

Ember’s eye slid across the two Fellows to the fifth and final member of the Committee—a woman she’d never seen before. Ember stared at her, trying to gauge her position in the city, but there were no clues to guide this assessment. She wore no mantle and no jewelry, only a simple black top with a high neck. At first glance, her features were plain. The longer Ember searched for something to distinguish her, the more curious she became. This woman had none of the cramped nearsightedness of the academics, none of the power-saturated pomp of the Fellows. She was of indeterminate middle age, with a deep widow’s peak and long, upswept hair the color of wet sand. She turned her head and Ember saw the sharpness of her profile, her nose knifing down the center of her face to such a fine point it looked sharp enough to wound. She didn’t belong here, and yet she seemed perfectly at ease.

Altogether, the Committee had a set-in feeling, as if they had been sitting in these exact chairs for decades, asking their questions and receiving their answers. Julian Peoples nodded to Ember as she settled into her seat and Ember nodded back—stiffly, a little suspicious, but aware that she needed his goodwill. Ya barely glanced at her. Not a good sign. Bronson would be against her no matter what she said but the other two… she couldn’t be sure. Time would tell.

The witness droned on, his voice a raspy monotone that Ember could only pluck the occasional phrases from—fictional technologies… righteous borders… tradition… sanctity… duty to the Commonwealth. She hated him already.

At the edge of the dais, a clerk took notes. Ember was alone in the narrow benches of the gallery while the aide hovered somewhere behind her. She squinted hard at the back of the witness’s head and realized with a jolt that his voice was familiar. When he turned to receive one of Ya’s questions, it finally hit her.

The speaker was her very first boss, Higg Jinto, sounding as if he’d swallowed several wheelbarrows full of gravel in the years since she last saw him. He’d been the lead archaeologist on the dig she worked on while still at university—before Summit, before Sen. They really had invited everyone who’d ever worked with her, then. As far as she knew, Higg hadn’t published a paper in two decades or more. She could see no other rationalization for needing his testimony other than his long-ago supervision of her.

His voice suddenly rose a few decibels as he wound down his answer and she could hear him clearly for the first time since she came in. “In conclusion, a primitive age to its core,” he all but shouted. “A fledgling civilization like all the rest.” Ya fired off a final question about the use of tools in the Pre-Crisis era and he dissolved into a fit of coughing, barely managing to spit out an answer.

Fellow Kai thanked him for his time and he rose to leave. Spotting Ember in the gallery on his slow shuffle out, Higg paused, looking a little too long and a little too hard in her direction, frowning. It was hard to say if he recognized her. Ember raised a hand to him, not quite knowing what else to do, but he did not return the gesture. The aide had to gently nudge him back into motion. He went—leaning into his cane, showing his age with every step—and Ember felt almost sorry for him. His legacy would be stasis, if it was anything.

And behaving like a belligerent old asshole, apparently.

As soon as the door clapped shut behind him, her name was called, and feeling a sickening barb of excitement, she went forward to take her seat. The aide whisked away Jinto’s water glass, his sweaty palm print still evident on the side, and replaced it with a new one. Ember filled it herself. Took a sip. From this angle, the Committee members seemed to tower above her, surveying her with hawkish interest. They ruffled their papers and the sound was like menacing wings beating the air. She realized, a little belatedly, that she was now their prey.


CONFIDENTIAL HEARINGS ON UNNAMED ARTIFACT OF UNVERIFIED PROVENANCE BROUGHT TO COMMONWEALTH ATTENTION BY ILLEGAL BORDER IMPORT.

Leadership Committee on Archaeological Findings Week Two of Four: Expert Testimonies

The Committee met at 10:12 a.m. in the Northern Hall of the Leadership Rotunda, with Fellow Kai [Chairman] presiding.

Present: Leadership Fellows John Kai and Gunnar Bronson; Leadership Liaison to the University Willa Ya; Esteemed Civilian Members Julian Peoples and Hyra Kahn; Professor Ember Agni [Witness].

FELLOW KAI. Calling to order the second morning session of the first day of Witness Testimony, of the second overall week of the October Hearings on Unnamed Artifact of Southern Origin. We are receiving testimony from Professor Ember Agni. Thank you for joining us, Professor Agni.

FELLOW BRONSON. Yes, thank you for joining us at the scheduled date and time.

EMBER AGNI. Thank you for having me. I’m happy to have the opportunity to answer your questions. I hope to convey the extraordinary impact of this Artifact on our growing understanding of Pre-Crisis civilization, in order to encourage the necessary scholarship to flourish in the future, unimpeded by border politics. As the Donor of this Artifact, I believe it is my—

FELLOW BRONSON. I’m going to interrupt you. We aren’t encouraging prepared statements in this instance, as we have a lot of ground to cover. We would appreciate your focus and brevity as we begin. Please answer the Committee’s questions as asked.

JULIAN PEOPLES. Yes, don’t trouble yourself with embellishment, Professor, or with an introductory statement.

EMBER AGNI. My apologies, I didn’t realize.

FELLOW KAI. Professor Agni, if you would begin by please describing the Artifact.

EMBER AGNI. Yes. The Artifact is a highly engineered Device which I believe might have been used for purposes as diverse as communication, play, navigation, and learning. In ancient Pre-Crisis mythologies, we see repeated references to themes of interconnection, which can reasonably lead us to—

FELLOW BRONSON. I’m going to interrupt you again. Please focus your answer on what is known, not speculated. Fact, not myth. Again, describe the object’s physical specifications.

EMBER AGNI. Of course, I was getting to that. It’s a very interesting specimen. We haven’t seen anything quite like it. The Artifact is roughly the size of a human hand. It is primarily made of metal, glass, crystals, and mineral composites that we haven’t yet been able to classify. Though we do see some similarities with the Green Slab Artifact of Summit Provenance and both would support my theory that there was some level of technological ability Pre-Crisis. In this case, the Artifact is smooth in texture and, with some variation, a dark gray color. A more comprehensive assessment of the interior is still in progress as I understand it—or it was before I last had the pleasure of speaking with the museum’s preservation team—but even at first glance there is a stunning level of advanced engineering on display. Intricacies we have frankly never seen, with materials we aren’t necessarily familiar with. It will clearly require further study to fully understand and appreciate the methods and means by which it was created, as well as the purpose for which it was intended.

FELLOW BRONSON. If you are finished with your description—

EMBER AGNI. No, Fellow, not quite. As I was saying, the physical specifications also include a glyph imprinted in the center of the casing, which appears to be a fruit, perhaps symbolizing nourishment, or to depict the trading of goods, although we’ve also seen this appear as a reference to knowledge in ancient mythology and it should be said, before I am interrupted again, that myths are not, contrary to the Fellow’s earlier statement, in direct opposition to fact. These stories are enormously helpful in granting scholars windows into bygone ways of life and cannot wholly be discounted. Further physical specifications would include a series of small round holes that were drilled on the Device’s shortest edge and there is a larger cavity, on the same edge, thin and rectangular in shape. I would speculate one or both of these were used as some kind of energy port to power the device. As for the durability of the object, it is obviously quite fragile, but was likely able to endure the elements due to the—

FELLOW BRONSON. Energy port, you must be joking. You’re suggesting that they had hydropower three thousand years ago?

EMBER AGNI. Some kind of power, yes, I believe so. I think it’s possible they had some alternate means of—

FELLOW BRONSON. Be serious.

FELLOW KAI. Thank you, I believe that is sufficient detail on the Artifact’s specifications for now. Please describe the Artifact’s chain of custody. And provenance.

EMBER AGNI. Yes. Well. I won’t deny that there are problems with both. The Artifact, we believe, is Pre-Crisis, which would make it approximately two to three thousand years old. I want it to be clear that neither this estimate nor its geographical origin is in dispute. My belief is that—

FELLOW BRONSON. Facts, Professor.

EMBER AGNI. The Artifact came into my possession through the considerable field efforts of one of my former students, Ishmael Bedou, a talented young archaeologist in his own right. He found it on the Continent, south of Novapool, Pool’s satellite settlement. Unfortunately, the Artifact’s provenance is incomplete, as it is regrettably divorced from stratified context. However, I believe future exploration could be revelatory in this regard. When I received the Artifact, I brought it directly to the attention of my university and then together we contacted the museum, where I believe it has been ever since. This is the chain of custody as it stands.

JULIAN PEOPLES. Please elaborate on these efforts of your former student. Where did he find it and how did he get there? I understand that he is no longer with us, so we rely entirely upon you to enlighten us.

EMBER AGNI. As I have said, he found it on the Continent. He arrived there by traveling south via Pool, where, if I may remind the Committee, sea travel southward is perfectly legal. From Pool, his plan was to disembark at Novapool, and then proceed south on his own, I believe on foot. Beyond that, I’m unaware of—

FELLOW BRONSON. But you are aware that travel to Pool is not “perfectly legal” for unpermitted Commonwealth citizens. Your comments on Pool’s travel policies are incidental, and not well-received by this Committee.

EMBER AGNI. My apologies, I only meant to speak to the mechanics of his journey.

JULIAN PEOPLES. The absence of a defined origin site renders the Artifact’s significance indeterminate, would you not agree? Without stratification or environmental context, we are left with little more than anomaly. Compelling, but ungrounded. What do you say to that?

EMBER AGNI. I understand the concerns and share them; however, I think the correct course of action is to investigate further. Send a team to define a site and excavate it properly. Let the anomaly lead us to the context, rather than discounting the anomaly completely. Sometimes discoveries must happen in reverse order in order to happen at all.

WILLA YA. To return to the chain of custody issues—where is Ishmael Bedou now?

[long pause]

FELLOW KAI. Please answer, it’s for the record, Professor Agni.

EMBER AGNI. He did not survive the journey back to Commonwealth. They… He was… They buried him at sea.

FELLOW BRONSON. How very gruesome. So you are saying that the object entered institutional custody through unofficial channels, with no formal documentation verifying its possession prior to your own hands. And that its sole excavator is deceased with no written record detailing where or how the find was made. Is that correct?

EMBER AGNI. [indistinguishable]

FELLOW BRONSON. Come again?

EMBER AGNI. That is correct.

FELLOW BRONSON. And is it not the policy of the Commonwealth Institute of Antiquities that all artifacts under consideration for study or display must be accompanied by a verifiable transfer history, ensuring adherence to ethical research standards and national law?

EMBER AGNI. I am not a law expert, Fellow. I would not know the exact wording.

FELLOW BRONSON. Allow me to enlighten you. Given the lack of documentation, the Artifact cannot be authenticated within the recognized standards of Commonwealth scholarship.

FELLOW KAI. Thank you for the lesson, Fellow. I think we’re all familiar with the broad strokes. If we could move on. Professor, did you intend to take this Southern journey alongside Peer Bedou?

EMBER AGNI. I don’t see how that’s relevant.

FELLOW KAI. Please answer, Professor Agni.

EMBER AGNI. I was intending to take the journey alone. I organized it, with prior assistance from Peer Bedou. But at the last minute, due to personal… I was unable to go. I conceived of the journey understanding the consequences. But I did not wish to involve anyone else. Originally.

WILLA YA. So then paint us a picture of how you went from not wanting to involve anyone else to sending a boy, a recent student with severe mental health struggles, in your stead? Is that correct? Severe mental health struggles that included mania, psychosis, and a suicide attempt.

EMBER AGNI. With all due respect, I asked a grown man who was no longer enrolled at the university if he wanted the opportunity, and he said yes. Ishmael Bedou took on these risks knowingly, and he found irrefutable evidence of a level of ancient technological advancement that was previously thought to be mere myth. Unfortunately, he isn’t here to speak for himself, and I will never stop grieving that absence and my part in it. But in his stead, I must say that I know his scientific methods to be unimpeachable and—

FELLOW BRONSON. And yet he apparently did not take a single note!

EMBER AGNI. —and I could not imagine anyone braver, more talented in the field of archaeology, or better suited to the task of locating and excavating a find of this magnitude. These laws prohibiting travel to the South are frankly archaic, and I believe Ish has posthumously proven that, as was his intention. Yes, there are provenance issues, but further exploration—

FELLOW BRONSON. You overstep, Professor.

JULIAN PEOPLES. She is entitled to her opinions, Fellow.

WILLA YA. And after his departure? What was his state then?

EMBER AGNI. He was… I’m sorry, but the question is not one I can reasonably answer. I’m not sure what I can offer—

WILLA YA. It’s interesting to me also that he apparently did not return with any written records. For such a devoted scholar, I would expect to see a few volumes of documentation at least.

EMBER AGNI. I’m not sure what you’re suggesting.

WILLA YA. I’m suggesting that you have not turned over those materials.

EMBER AGNI. The accusation is offensive. I would never—

FELLOW KAI. I don’t think this line of questioning is particularly useful. The death of the, uh, party in question, is regrettable but not what we are here to discuss.

FELLOW BRONSON. To the contrary, Chairman, I think it’s entirely relevant. As I understand it, Peer Bedou was felled by an unknown disease on the journey home. But apparently you feel we should open up our borders for further research. Please explain how you would justify such a hazard, Professor.

EMBER AGNI. The Continent’s climate may not be hospitable, but Ishmael’s work shows it is not the wasteland it once was. Unfortunately, as has been pointed out, we do not have a written record from him to tell us the exact details of the living conditions. However, we have the existence of Novapool, a thriving settlement on what was once considered uninhabitable land. If the nation of Pool is willing to—

FELLOW BRONSON. I’m not talking about Pool’s idiotic expansion into the Dead Lands. I’m talking about foreign disease making its way onto our soil. Do you really discount such a profound threat to our nation?

EMBER AGNI. I most certainly do not discount those risks. However, none of the other mariners on his ship took ill. There were no other deaths. It was not a spreading disease. Illness is a well-known risk of long sea voyages. And exploration in unfamiliar lands. And daily life. All of which Ishmael Bedou understood.

FELLOW BRONSON. Your sarcasm is not appreciated here.

EMBER AGNI. It isn’t sarcasm, Fellow. Apologies if my tone was misinterpreted.

FELLOW BRONSON. Your tone is—

FELLOW KAI. I don’t think we’re getting anywhere with that, Fellow. Let’s please get back to the bigger picture. My understanding is that the Pre-Crisis ages were illiterate. Would you comment on this, please, Professor?

EMBER AGNI. Gladly. There is currently a lack of textual sources attributed to the Pre-Crisis ancients, this is true. But this does not equate an illiterate society. We have not adequately been able to search beyond our own island, which as you know was largely covered by an ice sheet no more than three thousand years ago, suggesting that the interior was not widely settled before then, and of course we have not been able to search farther afield. Not to mention the changes to our coastline given glacier melt. It is not surprising that we would struggle to find written matter from this age. All this said, the hypothesis I am putting forth actually supports the difficulty we have had in finding Textual Artifacts. I propose that they were using other ways to communicate, to write, et cetera, and that this Device is part of that method. It might very well be a container for exactly the kind of information we are speaking about. Again, further exploration could answer many of these questions. If I could direct you to the myth I mentioned earlier—

FELLOW BRONSON. Dear god, not the myths again. Chairman, could we please—

HYRA KAHN. Excuse me. Forgive my quietude until now, but I have been eager to simply listen to the Professor’s comments rather than constantly interrupt her. However, I also have several questions. If I may. First, you keep mentioning further exploration, Professor. If we are to entertain that, what would you propose as next steps? And second, what would you have us do with the Artifact, flawed as its provenance and chain of custody may be?

EMBER AGNI. I appreciate the questions… Fellow…

HYRA KAHN. Forgive our rudeness, we have not offered introductions. I’m not a Fellow. My name is Hyra Kahn.

EMBER AGNI. Peer Kahn, pleased to meet you. To answer your second question first, I think that we must display the Artifact prominently and continue our study of its information reservoirs, to the extent that we can. We must share our discovery with the people of Commonwealth rather than hiding it away while we discuss its relevance behind closed doors, as we are doing now. With all due respect to the Committee, this Artifact belongs to the citizens that comprise Commonwealth’s greatness, not to its Leadership. Frankly I find the secrecy here disturbing. The Artifact should be—

FELLOW BRONSON. Must we really entertain this tirade?

HYRA KAHN. Fellow Bronson, I believe you have taken up quite a lot of the Committee’s time with the Professor. I would like to hear her answers to my own question if you don’t mind.

FELLOW KAI. Let her finish, Gunnar, honestly.

EMBER AGNI. Thank you, Peer Kahn and Fellow Kai. To address your other question, I would like to advocate for a relaxation of the travel ban for scholarly pursuits. New expeditions must be given the support to visit the Continent—monetary, logistical, legal. Archaeology is not simply an examination of static objects, as surely the Committee already knows. It is an exploration of the processes by which these objects endure. Of civilizations but also the conditions that shaped them. There is so much to be learned from the device we are discussing, of course, but we would be learning ten times as much from the site at which it was found. Expanding our understanding of past civilizations is an imperative that is in service of our future—not an empty exercise. More data is needed. Leadership should be at the forefront of encouraging that process, not creating more barriers.

JULIAN PEOPLES. Quite the prescription.

EMBER AGNI. I believe it’s entirely reasonable.

HYRA KAHN. And what would it all cost?

EMBER AGNI. Cost?

HYRA KAHN. These new expeditions of yours. Something tells me you’ve thought this through in quite a lot of detail.

EMBER AGNI. I have. The cost is entirely dependent upon the scope. A small party could achieve a great deal, just look at what Ish—Peer Bedou—was able to accomplish. It’s the legality that inhibits us most. Not all support need be monetary. If the borders were simply relaxed, allowing scholars free travel to Pool or even directly to Novapool—

JULIAN PEOPLES. Perhaps this is becoming more of an ideological issue now?

FELLOW BRONSON. It’s a cultural safety issue is what it is.

FELLOW KAI. Please. We are here to discuss the Artifact, its veracity, any potential impact on the Commonwealth, and to chart a path forward. I believe all of this falls quite squarely within our parameters.

HYRA KAHN. Hear, hear, Fellow Chairman. As I recall from our process discussions last week, the focus of these Hearings should be to consider the breadth of opinions from our chosen speakers. Surely the Committee can manage to keep an open mind as we hear from experts in the field, as our task dictates?

FELLOW BRONSON. There is a difference between keeping an open mind and being taken in by bedtime stories, Peer Kahn.

WILLA YA. I believe we have been thorough in our inquiry, Chairman. May I point out that our next Witness has arrived?

FELLOW KAI. I see that, thank you. We’ll move on then. Unless there are any burning questions from my colleagues? No? Professor Agni, you are dismissed with our thanks for your time and expertise. Please be reminded that you are not to discuss anything that was said here today outside of this room.

EMBER AGNI. Thank you for your consideration.

FELLOW KAI. Session Two of Day One of Week Two is adjourned. Session Three to begin imminently.

AIDE. Peer Bedou. Please come forward. We’re ready for you.

[12:48 p.m., session concluded.]

[12:49 p.m., the Committee received a new Witness, contained in separate transcript.]

[Additional written material submitted by Professor Agni for the record to follow:]


Ember stood up from the table, caught between the deluge of Committee’s questions and the presence of Ish’s mother, who waited in the gallery, staring at her with icy recognition. The force of the woman’s blame hit her squarely in the chest, a physical blow. Ember rocked back on her heels, willing herself to stay upright.

Just two weeks ago, she had barely scraped together the courage to write the letter informing her of Ish’s death, not possessing nearly enough bravery to offer an explanation face-to-face. She’d resorted to all of grief’s favorite clichés. Deepest regret. It falls to me to inform you. Even as she was writing it, Ember knew how soulless it was. How inadequate. She had no idea what Ish had told his parents about his departure, about how long he would be gone, about where he was going, and so into this void she wrote only platitudes.

Even through the thick glaze of her own fresh grief, she’d known she should do more. Now, watching the woman rise from her seat and come down the aisle toward her, Ember thought of the remnants of Ish that she’d kept. The clothes, the tools, the notebooks. The notebooks! His last words. How had she rationalized keeping them from his family? She couldn’t quite remember, not with this woman’s vicious stare boring into her, and yet somehow she had.

Passing his mother in the aisle and feeling the singe of her rage, Ember told herself that she had been right to keep all of this hidden. She had been right to post her inadequate letter rather than delivering the news in person. She had been right to keep Ish’s rucksack and its contents.

So then why did she feel like every part of her body was wrong? Even her blood felt like it was pumping in the wrong direction. The aide appeared by her side—where had he come from? He held her elbow lightly, guiding her past the dead forest of wooden benches; then he thrust her satchel into her hands and gave her a little nudge back out into the echoing stone foyer. The heavy door closed behind her.

She stumbled past the stoic guards, gasping like a fish trying to outswim the hook already in its mouth, struck dumb and breathless by the dissonance between the lies her brain was telling and the truth her body could not help but know.

As she came out into the bright, busy plaza, she waited for her eyes to adjust and when her vision slowly slid back into focus, she saw Sen, sitting on one of the benches. Ember felt her body come to order as the solid walls of her justifications slid back into place, her own culpability contained.

Sen stood, and Ember went to meet her.
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Ember took her bicycle in hand and the two of them walked, side by side, down the hill from the Leadership Rotunda, past the university, and into one of the lower residential steppes. Ember recounted the Committee proceedings and Sen mostly listened, commenting only rarely. By the time Ember finished, they had nearly walked to the hydro-plant at the edge of the city, where the steep cliffside dropped down to meet the sea channel.

Ember realized she was unconsciously leading them back to the neighborhood she’d grown up in. She hadn’t been to this part of the city in years, not since her mother moved them to a new place, a steppe or two over, when she was fifteen. The hydro-plant—which had been completed when she was just a baby—was quiet for now, the churn of its machinery whirring smoothly. Her mother used to like telling her what it had been like before power flowed freely in the city. It was maybe the only topic of conversation they could agree on: Ember satisfying her fascination with the past, and Ola indulging her need to constantly complain, detailing every inconvenience, every injustice of life on the lower steppes. At least Ember couldn’t be blamed for the living conditions that predated her birth.

“I grew up around here, you know.”

Sen made a sound of surprise and gave a fallen seedpod a good kick. It skittered out in front of them, then bounced straight off the edge of the road, down the steep drop. “I didn’t know that. Show me the house?”

Ember closed her eyes to remember the route, and in doing so was small again.

“You really want to see it?”

“Of course I do.”

Ember led the way, and for the first time since they’d left the Rotunda, they were quiet. Some of her childish landmarks were gone, but many were still there. Enough to navigate through the warren of small homes that studded the rockiest, most barren part of the city. Occasionally, Ember would pause and point out the house of a friend, or a place where something important had happened.

“Oh wow, this stone wall—we used to hide messages in it. You know, like if you pry loose a rock, then you have your own secret mailbox.”

“Who were you leaving messages for?” Sen teased. “Or was it a whole roster?”

Ember smiled and gave a noncommittal shrug to cover the truth, which was that she’d had no romantic relationships prior to Sen. As a teenager, she vaguely knew that some of her peers were having sex, but it wasn’t until she moved up the hill to the university that she was faced with the opportunity herself. There had been a few fumbling hours spent in dorm rooms with participants of various genders, but nothing that saw the light of day. Nothing that even warranted a second attempt. She met Sen when she was twenty-five and it was her first time being in love, or in lust, or in an intimate adult relationship of any kind, really. But because of her profound discomfort in being a novice, Ember had never shared the facts of her inexperience with Sen. It occurred to her, suddenly, that Sen must have known anyway. Ember had never been as inscrutable as she liked to think she was.

As if reading her mind, Sen said, “I would have liked to meet little Ember.”

“I’m not sure you would have liked her.”

“What makes you say that?”

“She was a real pain in the ass.”

Sen threw back her head and laughed at this. “Oh, so really different.”

Ember grinned. “Worlds apart.”

When they finally got to the home Ember grew up in, it looked strange to her. The dusty blue color of the mycelium blocks seemed too muted, the eaves too low to the ground. Both recognizable and not. In this part of the city, the buildings all ran together, sharing walls and sometimes roofs. The only line between one house and the next were the pale colors that separated them.

“This is the one,” Ember said, tilting her head as if this might help her see it more clearly. “I can’t quite put my finger on it. It’s… different.”

And then she realized what it was. The empty lot across the street was no longer empty. In its place: a little house like all the others. As if the wilderness of her childhood had never even existed.

They stood for a moment, toeing the dirt. Ember rocked the wheels of her bicycle back and forth, trying to find whatever pieces of herself remained beneath the sloping, moss-covered roof of her early years. There was the kitchen window where she used to rest her chin on the sill and watch the street, waiting for her mother to return. And there, the eave under which her small bed had been tucked, just a mattress on the floor, always unmade, always with at least half a dozen books hidden beneath the blankets so that she could stretch out a limb in any direction and touch a story other than her own.

When Ember was very young, Ola was never home as much as Ember wished. But as she grew, she came to appreciate the quiet. To realize that her mother’s presence was inevitably more difficult than her absence. The seamstress collective where Ola worked was constantly behind on its orders, and so even when she was home, the sewing was never done. There was always a pattern to be cut or a hem to be taken up. Always an array of garments Ola coveted but couldn’t possibly afford hanging from the bathroom door, wrinkles falling away in the hot steam from the shower while they awaited her needle.

Ola had never understood Ember’s penchant for dirt, and Ember had never understood her mother’s obsession with appearances. One always yearning for the depths, the other for the surface. They had borne each other as best they could. Ember nudged Sen forward, not wanting to remember any more, confused by the collision of both missing her mother and resenting her. Preferring to feel neither.

The two of them kept walking toward the hydro-plant. They gradually left the rows and rows of little ramshackle houses behind and at the very last gasp of the city, the hydro-plant’s gates suddenly crashed open with a sound that shook the earth and a wave of pent-up water rushed down the other side of the mountain, through the turbines, to rejoin the sea.

Sen, startled, reached out to grab Ember’s arm. Ember clasped her hand over her own bicep. “It’s okay,” she shouted over the roar of the release. “It does this.”

She could feel Sen gently tugging her away, wanting to turn back, but Ember stood motionless for a little longer, letting the roar fill her, feeling the thunderous beat of a childhood that had unfolded beyond Ola’s reach. The blast of an element gushing forth from its container, returning to its true primal form. She breathed in the mineral tang of the swift-moving water and felt—very briefly, for the first time in a long time—at home.
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Ember was halfway through her seminar the following morning when she noticed someone slip in at the back of the amphitheater and sit down. They were hard to make out, but she had a suspicion of who it might be.

As the class ended and the room emptied, the figure remained. Ember waited for her in the pit. When she finally rose and floated down the stairs, Ember had a chance to see how very tall she was. Her dark clothes flowed, hiding the shape of her, as if her body were amorphous and had not yet chosen its final form.

“Peer Kahn. I thought that was you.”

“Interesting lecture.”

Ember wasn’t sure if this comment was genuine. “I suppose. This is one of my introductory classes.”

“Ah, well, I’m a beginner myself.”

“I see. I was wondering how you’d ended up on the Committee. If you don’t mind me saying that. The field isn’t large; I would have heard of you.”

“Not at all.” Hyra Kahn floated down the last few steps and circled the pit, lazily running her pointer finger through some of Ember’s scribbles on the classroom’s slate. “You know, I’ve had an eye on you for a little while now. Before this whole dustup with the artifact. One of your grant proposals happened to come to my attention a few years ago due to my… interest in the Continent.” She examined the pad of her finger, as if she’d never seen chalk dust before.

“What’s your field of study?”

Hyra laughed, wiping her hands on her garment, untroubled by the pale smudges. “Oh, I’m not a scholar. I’m in trade and logistics.”

Ember could feel this woman’s role starting to come into focus, but she couldn’t quite grasp the whole shape of it yet. “So you’re…”

“I’m the link between Pool and Commonwealth. My ships, my goods.”

“I’m sorry, the link?”

Hyra squinted at her, bemused. “You’re surprised. Most people would be, but I figured you would have caught on by now.”

Ember was quiet for a moment, taking all this in. If there was already a Leadership approved shipping link between Pool and Commonwealth, and that pathway belonged to this woman, then it made all the sense in the world that she would be on the Committee. Moreover, that Commonwealth would be beholden to her and her business interests. It seemed absurd that Ember could have missed such a pivotal piece of information in her long search for passage south, but then again, she’d never been much good at identifying the machinations of the present day. Rumors of approved shipping routes had reached her ears once or twice over the years; she’d just never given them much credence. As far as she’d understood, there were mariners who abided by their permits and stayed within Commonwealth’s oceanic borders, and mariners who did not. Everyone knew that illicit trade between Commonwealth and her sister nations sometimes occurred—what was revelatory was that some of it was legal.

Hyra went on: “Leadership prefers not to publicize the fact that occasionally our resources come from elsewhere. It undermines the whole ethos, you see. And so I take care of that quietly and they… let me operate freely. It’s been a good arrangement for all of us.”

“What’s your interest in me, then?”

“To the point. I appreciate that. I want to branch out from Pool. The settlements to the east are small and land poor, not good business partners. But the Continent. Now, that’s interesting. I’ve already begun to establish a direct route to Novapool. It’s new, but we’re seeing returns.”

“I guess I still don’t quite understand why you need me, then.”

Hyra gave Ember a sharp look. “Don’t disappoint me now, Agni. I’ve been told you’re ahead of your time. We have that in common.”

“I suppose eventually you want to extend south, beyond Novapool. But you’d need a test run before you commit. Cartographers, land surveyors. And Leadership’s support.”

“There we go,” Hyra said, smiling.

“So the real question is, why are you telling me this?”

“Oh, that.” Hyra waved a hand as if this was an insignificant detail. “I’m still deciding whether you’re someone I want to invest in.”

“And?”

She turned her palms out, nonchalant in her uncertainty. “I’m not sure yet. But I’m glad we had the chance to speak without all the commentary. And thank you for the lesson, of course.” Hyra was hovering near the door by then, her hand on the knob.

“That’s it?” Ember asked, not wanting her to go when she still had so many questions.

“For now, that’s it.”

Hyra slipped out and left Ember alone at the slate. She tried not to feel hopeful. She knew by now how useless hope was in the face of bureaucracy. This woman was only one on a committee of five. It would be wisest to expect nothing. But despite her best intentions, she began to imagine a future in which her expedition south, after so many fruitless years, finally found its footing.
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Ember didn’t get back to Saffiya’s until late. Not as late as the night before, when she’d come creeping in like a teenager after roaming the city with Sen until well after midnight, but late enough that it was dark and she wasn’t sure if Saffiya would still be awake. She hadn’t seen her in the morning, either, and now that she’d spent the remainder of the day holed up in her office, trying to figure out which of her applications Hyra might have been referring to—as if that mattered—she was eager to see her friend and tell her about all that had transpired. The testimony, the visit from Hyra Kahn, the time she’d been spending with Sen. But as soon as she came into the kitchen, she could see that something was wrong. She didn’t need to be told to know it was probably her fault.

Saffiya was violently sweeping sawdust through the kitchen and out the back door, jabbing her broom at the floor as if she wanted to do it harm. Ember tried an exploratory, “Hi,” just to gauge how bad things were. Still, Saffiya didn’t look at her. Quite bad, then.

Point made, Ember thought grimly. She hovered in the doorway, raking her memory across all the many valid reasons for Saffiya to be angry with her.

“Jerome was here looking for you.”

Ember hadn’t expected this. Surely this couldn’t be why Saffiya was mad at her. “Oh? Did he say what he wanted?”

“He just said he needed to speak with you. Apparently you didn’t tell him where you were staying; he just guessed.”

“It didn’t occur to me.”

Saffiya kept on sweeping, battling each corner as if it had personally offended her. The air was full of sawdust now. Ember waited to be told what else she’d done wrong.

“Um. Is there… something else bothering you?”

“You missed the faculty meeting. Again.”

“Oh. When was…”

“This afternoon. And you missed your afternoon class yesterday. As well as your graduate meetings.”

“No, wait, wait, I told Cami that I was—”

“That you needed her to cover the morning class. Not the whole fucking day. The poor kid couldn’t decide whether to spend her time running around looking for you or planning the actual class. It would be really great if you could take some responsibility here. Instead of shrugging it off onto your graduate assistant.”

In a way, Ember was relieved that this was about her conduct at the university. It seemed like the lesser evil. For a terrifying moment, she thought Saffiya had found Ish’s journals hidden in the bottom of her underwear drawer. “Saffi, it’s been a crazy time. I’m sorry Cami caught the brunt of it, but obviously we just miscommunicated. I thought I’d asked her to cover the day. All right?”

“Not all right.” Finally Saffiya looked at her, and there was something in her face that Ember had not seen in all their years of friendship. They’d had disagreements before, but never a full-blown fight. Never… whatever this was. “And the faculty meeting? The one-on-ones? Come on, Ember. It’s insulting to your students. It’s insulting to your colleagues. We all see just how little you care for this work. Ours is not some throwaway job. What we do is about seeding the next generation of thinkers. And my question is, why isn’t that important to you? You’re so caught up in longevity and the human record, but you don’t give a shit about the actual humans who will add on to your work. Because at the end of the day, that’s what this is—don’t you get that? This is a chain of many hands. But you seem to think yours are all that matter.”

Ember let her gaze fall to the floor rather than continuing to look at the disappointment on Saffiya’s face. There, disembodied cabinet doors and little piles of metal hardware were still strewn. A tableau of dried goods was spread across the countertops. It occurred to Ember that the cabinet doors looked like headstones. She knew she needed to fix whatever was broken here, but she wasn’t sure how.

“I’m not sure what you want me to say.”

“It’s not a test, Ember. Say whatever you want.”

“It kind of feels like it is, though.”

Suddenly, Saffiya cradled the broom in her elbow and removed something from her pocket. Ember knew immediately what it was. Of course. She had expected this; she just hadn’t known she would be worried about what her friend might reveal.

She watched as Saffiya laid her summons on the countertop.

They both stared at it. The date was for the fourth week of October. The final week.

“What will you say to them?” Ember asked.

Saffiya gave her a look that she couldn’t quite decipher. “The truth.”

Ember realized she wasn’t quite sure what that was.
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PRESUMABLY, THE THIRD week of the hearings began. Ember both knew this and did not know it. She hadn’t seen Ya or heard from anyone else on the Committee since her testimony, and there was an eeriness in this lull. It was a silence characterized by fullness, like the moment before a fierce bird drops from the sky to seize its quarry. Ember could feel darting avian eyes on the back of her neck and she knew it was only a matter of time before talons slid through skin. It didn’t help matters that Saffiya had barely spoken to her all weekend and Sen had been too busy to see her—because she was putting numbers together for her meeting at the museum? Something like that. Ember had immediately stopped listening when it became clear Sen would not be available to her in this time of need.

She stumbled through her classes on Monday despite an acute sense of unease, running on fear and guilt. She had taken Saffiya’s criticisms somewhat to heart and spent the afternoon trying to catch up on work in the small ways that she could—grading papers, drafting lesson plans, apologizing to graduates for missed meetings. She even read Cami’s dissertation and wrote her a long, thoughtful letter outlining the different directions a revision might take. The central thesis wasn’t quite as unimaginative as she had assumed it would be. Between Erasure and Interpretation: Commonwealth Historiography and the Role of Untranslated Texts in Pre-Crisis Studies. Ember was almost impressed.

By the time she’d done what she needed to on campus, it was late. She wanted nothing more than to stay interred in her office for the rest of the night, possibly forever, but instead she forced herself to go see Jerome. As she coasted down the hill from the university, she hoped that he wouldn’t be there. In her mind, she was already drafting the note she would leave.

So sorry to miss you.

He was there, of course. She could see as much from the street. Although she still had her key, she knocked—gently at first, and then a little harder when he was slow to appear. It felt strange to be waiting for him when she could have just as easily let herself in. But it would have felt stranger to walk in as if she still lived there.

He finally came to the door and a rush of cooking smells came with him. Something spicy and smoky and familiar. He’d cooked this dish for her before. She couldn’t have named a single ingredient, but the déjà vu was so sharp it hurt, like a tiny bone caught in the back of her throat. He glowered down at her.

“Smells good.” She didn’t know what else to say.

His silvering hair was messy in that effortless way of his, raked back from his face in an unplanned ripple, and there was a long dribbling food stain down the front of his shirt, still wet. “I’m too exhausted to be as mad at you as I have every right to be, so I’m not going to belabor this, but honestly what the fuck, Ember.”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I should have come sooner.”

“Yes, you fucking should have.”

She turned out her palms, as if to say, But I didn’t, so now what? He made room for her in the doorway. “Come in, then.”

She hurried to obey, feeling that he might retract the invitation if she took too long. Inside, everything looked the same. As if she had never left. In the foyer, there was the rack of coats, and beneath it their shoes: some of them hers, some of them his. In the kitchen, there was the long trestle table Jerome had made for her as a birthday gift. On it, the piles of all the same odds and ends that had been there when she left—letters, tools, a bowl of produce, a jar of thumbtacks and nails and clips, a half-drunk glass of water. Through the low arch into the living room, she saw herself arrive in the reflection of the window that looked out onto his garden, currently dark and uncovered. Her silhouette warped and glimmered in the glass. A ghost. Nothing had changed; everything had changed.

“I’m making a curry,” he said.

“I noticed.”

“Well, do you want some?” He said this with enough aggression that she wasn’t sure if it was correct to accept or decline. If one option would make him more furious and one less. If both were equal. “Or are you in a rush?”

She should have detected the trap, but she didn’t. “I’m not sure,” she replied.

“Great. Should we just discuss the dissolution of our lives together in the foyer, then? On the sidewalk?”

Somehow she had made it worse simply by trying not to make it worse, which was how these moments always seemed to go between them—lately? Always? She blinked her eyes shut for a prolonged moment, hoping to see a way around his unhappiness, waiting for the right path to cohere on the backs of her eyelids like a labyrinth’s map. Except there was nothing there but the swimming, squirming dark. She opened her eyes and he was still looking at her, furious and wounded.

She tried again. “Actually, I’d love some. If that’s okay.”

This mollified him slightly and they both took a breath. He served in silence, scooping rice into bowls, then ladling a simmering yellow curry over the mounds. Sprinkling a pinch of something fresh and green over the top. A grind of pepper. A dollop of something white… yogurt? She was never sure about these things. He set the bowls on the trestle table and they looked down into their food, not eating. Finally, he said, “I’ve been trying to track you down for days, you know.”

“I do know, I’m sorry.”

“You just… disappeared. I’ve been here, in the same place. It didn’t occur to you that I might need to get in touch? That the mechanics of our lives do not suddenly become disconnected the moment you decide you’re finished?”

“I thought we’d said what we needed to. I mean, to be fair, you decided. I just didn’t think there was much point in us saying the same things over and over. It seemed like some space might be good.”

“I disagree, not that that matters to you. There are logistics. Common courtesies. I didn’t even know where you were staying. Going to Saffi’s was just a guess. You think that’s fair? Making me fucking guess?”

“No,” Ember said, seeing his point. “I don’t.”

Jerome began to shovel food into his mouth. She watched the fork disappear behind the clamp of his teeth, as if he was physically stopping himself from speaking words he knew he’d regret.

Ember ate a few bites out of obligation and needing something to do. She knew he would be offended if she didn’t at least try it. But once she’d tasted the dish, she couldn’t stop herself. Of course she was hungry; she was always hungry and never seemed to know it. The curry was tart and spicy and sweet all at once and the rice that lay beneath it was fragrant with something she couldn’t name. She scraped the bowl clean while he watched her, feeling only slightly bashful to be so ravenous.

“You want seconds?” he asked, and his tone was not quite playful but on a different night it might have been. A domestic echo of their early years. He’d always loved feeding her, identifying her hunger and satiating it.

“No, thank you. It’s good, though.”

“The spices really came together with this one.”

They sat and a genial if somewhat awkward silence welled up between them. Each of them tortured by it and also wanting it to continue; each of them knowing it couldn’t last.

“So what did you want to talk about?” Ember wasn’t sure how to begin. If just asking the question would infuriate him all over again.

But he seemed resigned to her obtusity by then. “The house, for one,” Jerome said. “You’re sure you don’t want it? I’d give it to you if you wanted it.”

“No, I really don’t. You keep it. I’m not even sure I’ll stay in the city.”

He was surprised by that. “But your job?”

Ember rolled her shoulders. “I doubt I’ll last much longer. They’re looking at other people. It’s a whole thing.”

“They’re letting you go? You? After all this time?” He was stunned. Clearly more upset about this than she ever had been.

“Not yet. But. I’m pretty sure they will.”

“What are you going to do?”

“Not sure yet.”

“Okay, well. What about all your shit? You didn’t take hardly anything, Em. I get it if you’re in your austere phase or whatever, but come on. Your mail needs to be dealt with. And there’s going to be so much paperwork about the house. About everything. You can’t just leave all of this on my plate and run away.”

“I know,” she said, but it would be so much easier if she could do exactly that. “Next week? I’ll come and pack my stuff up. That’s a start, right?”

“Okay,” he agreed, rightfully cautious. “Next week. But really next week, okay? It’s like living with a specter. I just… I can’t. I don’t want to be in limbo with you forever.”

“I promise. Next week. And now you know where to find me.” She stood up because she couldn’t think of anything else to say and he walked her to the door, a gesture that felt strange to them both.

There in the foyer, crowded by a selection of coats and shoes and hats that belonged to one or both of them, she finally felt the end of their partnership land—in the center of her chest, atop the hard dip of her breastbone, like the almost violent impact of knuckles on a closed door. However she had managed to keep this feeling dormant, it suddenly arrived, uninvited. He watched her collect her satchel and sling it over her shoulder, her movements clumsy and stiff with the understanding that something was now gone that she would never get back.

It was unexpected to feel it right then. They had been separated for more than a month and hanging on by their fingertips for so much longer than that. Surely there had been ample time to reckon with the end. And yet for all Ember’s skill in dissecting the distant past, she could never quite make out what was right in front of her. Now that Jerome was receding, she could finally see him clearly. She could see both why she’d chosen him and why she shouldn’t have. All this time trying to make something work that was never going to. She wondered if he’d ask for those years back if he could.

He reached past her to open the door, a gesture that was either meant to show care or to expedite her departure. The thing was, she couldn’t tell the difference. She’d never been able to. She brushed past him, not knowing either way.

And it occurred to her that the reason she’d said yes to him all those years ago was here, in this very moment, straddling the open doorway. He had always seen what she couldn’t. The nuances. The contemporary mysteries. She would miss this tether to the living. This person who had helped her perceive the intricacies of now.

“See you next week?” he asked, and she made a small sound of confirmation even though she already knew that she would be sure to come when he was gone.
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On Tuesday, Ember watched as fliers for Ish’s memorial service went up all around campus. She hadn’t known he was so well-liked, or remembered by the student body at all, for that matter, but the sudden outpouring of grief didn’t surprise her. He was easy to love; she knew that as well as anyone. She wondered how the news had arrived on campus and who had organized the service, but didn’t delve too deeply into it. It was soothing to see her own grief reflected back at her. She didn’t need to know much more than that.

The newer students were intrigued by the fliers. They wanted to know who he was and how he’d died, and when the story of his death proved hard to pin down, their interest only increased. The old rumors swirled—that he’d fallen in love, become obsessed, then tried to kill himself when he was rejected. Was it still a rumor if it was true? It didn’t seem like Ember’s name was attached to any of it, which was an undeserved blessing.

In her introductory seminar, a girl with a face scraped raw by acne raised a timid hand and asked if the boy from the fliers had been in the archaeology department. Ember said that he had been the program’s best graduate student, and it made her feel good to know that she was sowing this seed of his greatness. It was true, after all. He had been the best. And if his efforts wouldn’t be formally recognized by Leadership, then she must find another way to ensure that he was remembered. It was the very least she could do.

Another student asked how he had died, but this question she pretended not to hear. She had no idea whether his parents had offered up a fictional story or none at all—they would hardly volunteer the truth, given the secrecy of the hearings and Leadership’s involvement. A small relief.

A copy of the memorial service flier even made it as far as the kitchen counter in Saffiya’s house. Ember got home that night to see it displayed there: folds smoothed out, angled toward the front door. Saffiya sat on the floor among the dismembered cabinets, mixing linseed oil with red ochre in an old glass jar. She glanced up when Ember came in but said nothing. Ember looked at the flier, trying to figure out if Saffiya had placed it there for her to see.

The air between them was still tense and Ember began to wonder if she’d outstayed her welcome. She’d slept in her office a few nights that week, just to avoid a moment exactly like this one, but tonight she needed a change of clothes and a shower.

“Are you going?” Ember asked, nodding at the flier.

“Yep.” It was the most substantive exchange the two of them had shared since the last time they’d been face-to-face in this room.

For Ember, the friction between them was excruciating. She’d never loved a friend this much, nor had she ever felt quite so terrified of losing one. She knew that Saffiya was right about everything she’d said the week before. Ember had been careless with her responsibilities. With her students. The trouble was, she didn’t quite know how to fix any of it. On the heels of everything that had happened with Jerome, she was beginning to feel like the only thing she was capable of was destruction. A quiet moment passed while Saffiya stirred her finishing mixture and Ember watched.

After a while, Ember asked, “Can I help?” There was a need in this question that felt unfamiliar in her mouth, a flavor she was unaccustomed to. She prided herself on being self-sufficient. On not minding other people’s dislike of her. So why did she suddenly feel like she might shrivel up into a lifeless husk if Saffiya did not forgive her?

“I’ve got it. Thanks.” Saffiya painted a thick strip of the linseed oil finish onto one of the newly sanded cabinet doors and tilted it toward the light, considering the color.

Ember lingered anyway. Half of her wanted to give up and go to sleep until the hearings were over and a decision had been made. The other half of her knew that she needed just one ally if she was going to go on pretending that everything was fine and she wasn’t on the verge of irrevocably falling apart. Not that she deserved one—she thought of Ish’s journals, still hidden in a drawer upstairs, for the hundredth time that week.

“Mind if I keep you company, then?”

Saffiya only shrugged and went on stirring the contents of her jar into a thick red-brown whirlpool, watching the stripe of finish pale as it dried.

Ember said, “That’s a nice color.”

She waited, hoping for a softer response. Saffiya had always been so magnanimous with her affection, and over the years, Ember had allowed herself to gradually expand within the shine of that warmth. To rely upon it. Now, though, she felt the glow’s absence and missed it terribly. As if the sun had turned off its light.

Finally, Saffiya replied, “I’m not sure about it. I wanted a deeper rust, you know? Something that feels… more aged, I guess. Maybe another coat will do it. You can never really tell until it’s dry.” Saffiya set the finish jar aside. She looked tired. The crepe of her skin hung loosely. Her eyelids were a bruised blue. “Look, I should tell you something. I overheard Ya and Floris today, in the lounge. They’re looking at external candidates. I assume that’s why Mandohlson is here.” Saffiya watched Ember absorb this news that she was already well aware of. Ember chose her next words carefully.

“Ya mentioned that.”

“Mentioned…”

“The external search.”

Saffiya’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry, what? You knew? Since when?”

“Ya told me at the beginning of the term. About… you know, looking at other candidates.”

“And this is how you go about keeping your job? Ember, come on. It’s not enough. I’ve been on your side since the beginning, you know that, but now… I just can’t.”

Ember suddenly felt like a child again, cowering beneath her mother’s disappointment. There was nothing she could say in her own defense. And yet even amid this crushing self-hatred, maybe because of it, she couldn’t manage to imagine doing anything differently.

“You’re right,” Ember said after a long silence. She nodded at the cabinet door, the test strip of finish now dried to an insubstantial blond. “About the color. It’s not quite there yet.”
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On Wednesday evening, after a full day on campus, Ember coasted down to the market steppes to find something to wear to Ish’s memorial service. She could have gone back to the house and gotten the scratchy black dress she’d worn to her mother’s funeral, but Jerome was probably just getting home from work and she couldn’t bear to tell him what she needed it for. Besides, the thought of wearing that dress ever again made her stomach turn.

So she’d convinced herself to go buy something new instead. Locking up her bike, she contemplated the throngs of people, pointing at hulking cuts of meat, tasting samples of smoked fish, shouldering one another aside for the best piece of fruit. Was it always like this here? She realized she didn’t know. She never ventured this deep into the market district, only occasionally indulged in the cafés along the edge. Jerome had always done their shopping. She hadn’t even known how grateful she should be.

Too late to go back now, she told herself when the thought of turning around took hold. She stepped out into the crush before she could convince herself that none of this was necessary—that her green academic mantle would be a perfectly fine thing to wear. She wanted to do a little better than fine for Ish. But that was easier to decide from the safety of her office. Here, there was too much of everything: smells, voices, faces. She felt immediately crowded by the other bodies brushing up against hers as she made her way into the garment district on foot. Still, she persevered: past spice stalls and street food vendors and buskers. Past a wheel of cheese almost as big as she was and great vats of cooking oils.

As soon as she started to see textiles hung in the windows, she ducked inside the first shop that looked as though it might have what she needed. Which was? She realized she wasn’t entirely sure, but it should be black and cheap and hopefully so plain inquiring eyes would slide right over her. She thought of the encounter with Ish’s mother at the Rotunda and wondered, not for the first time, if she should go at all.

But she knew she had to. Of all the obligations she had shirked over the year—years—she recognized the memorial as an imperative. She wouldn’t be able to bear herself if she didn’t go. As she entered, the shopkeeper looked up from her perch in the back of the store and nodded but said nothing. Ember was grateful for the silence.

She brushed her hand along the clothes, uncertain where to begin. Unwilling to ask. She plucked out the first black item she found, then held the garment against her body in front of a full-length mirror, hoping this information might mean something to her. But as she contemplated her reflection, she saw only her mother, and realized this pose was little more than a shabby impersonation of Ola. She felt suddenly ridiculous. She had no idea how to do any of this—how to present herself to the world, how to navigate such a dizzying array of fabrics and hemlines and accessories. When it came down to it, she didn’t even know what she liked, only what she was supposed to.

When she was very young, her mother used to drag her around stores like this to sample all the luxuries they couldn’t afford. She would whisper savage critiques in the dressing rooms, when even as a child Ember could see that these garments were far superior to Ola’s own work. For a rare moment, she missed her mother. It caught her by surprise.

Ember took the black shift up to the shopkeeper, knowing it probably wouldn’t fit right but unable to stomach the idea of trying anything on. Knowing that if she went into one of these velvet-shrouded dressing rooms, Ola’s ghost would surely follow her. She laid her selection on the countertop.

“Just this.”

The shopkeeper held the garment at arm’s length, looking it up and down before she folded it. “Great choice. It will look fantastic on you,” she said with the conviction of a saleswoman, and Ember immediately doubted her. As the shopkeeper wrapped it up, Ember’s gaze drifted to a little display of cosmetics on the counter. A cluster of nail stains glimmered like fat berries, a rich crop of reds and pinks and purples, hanging loose and heavy by the slender stems of their caps. She picked up one of the bottles and turned it upside down, watching the color swirl and deepen, and wondered if Ola would have liked this shade.

The shopkeeper set her bag on the counter and gestured at the cosmetics.

“Anything else?”

She considered buying one—not to wear herself, she would never, but as a tiny remembrance. An overdue peace offering in honor of a difficult woman. A woman who had never been satisfied. Then Ember remembered the last time she’d seen her mother and shook her head. She put the bottle back. “That’s everything.”
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It hadn’t been much of a goodbye: when Ember arrived, Ola sat in her room at the care home, cupped by the perfect indent of her green chair, slippered feet propped on the ottoman. Her face was sallow and drawn, almost gray, leached of its usual terra-cotta warmth. Her eyes darted up as Ember entered, but every other part of her was still, as if she was trapped inside a body that no longer obeyed her. At first, she had hated living at the home. But over time, she’d all but forgotten where she was.

“Hi,” Ember said, waiting to see how much of her mother was present today.

Ola squinted at her. “You’re late.”

“Late for what?”

“You’re here to do my nails, aren’t you?” Ola’s face was as tight as a wrinkled fist, her features drawn into a central knot as she tried to place her visitor but couldn’t quite manage it.

Ember’s gaze floated over to the bureau, where a few bottles of plant stains stood in a bright cluster, then down to her mother’s hands, tipped in a fading petal pink. She remembered one of the nurses mentioning a manicurist who came to do in-room visits every week. “Yes,” Ember said, relieved to play the part of anyone but herself. “That’s right.”

“You’re new,” Ola observed.

Ember went to the bureau and chose the bloodwort root—a vampiric red. “How about this one?” she asked. “I think something bold would suit you.” What she wanted to say: something bloody.

“All right.” Ola extended her good hand, rings hanging loose on her fingers, and Ember nudged her feet aside to make room for herself on the ottoman. She set to work, warming scented oil between her palms and then rubbing it into Ola’s hands, relieved to have a task. It was better than explaining why she had forgotten to bring every single thing on the list she and Ola had made the last time she was here. Better than enduring a never-ending stream of criticism. At least this way she could give her mother care and still be protected from her venom. Just a stranger offering a service.

Ola leaned her head back and made soft, honeyed sounds of pleasure as Ember massaged the oil into her skin. When Ember was young, Ola had taught her this regimen, and in the beginning, they had exchanged these fleeting moments of gentleness. Oiling the skin, cutting and shaping and buffing the nails, mixing the colorful stains from the lichens and berries and roots that grew on the steppe and then applying them. But Ember had revolted against the process early. She didn’t want her hands to look like ornaments. She wanted their utility to be evident in every way.

After a pleasant silence, Ola said, “My daughter is coming to visit later. I’m expecting her for dinner.”

“Oh?” Ember stiffened slightly, intrigued but also alarmed. She was accustomed enough to Ola not recognizing her, but this had never happened before.

Ola continued: “She’s a handful. Bounces off the walls. Been like that since she was little.”

Ember took her time responding. She finished oiling Ola’s hands and then began to buff her nails. There wasn’t much to do—they were already perfect—but she tended to each one anyway. Even now, half-lucid, her mother was the vainest woman she knew. “How old is she?”

“Oh, I can’t remember. Eighteen maybe. Finally out of my hair. They say they grow up fast, but it didn’t feel like that when it was happening. Now, though, I understand. Do you have children?”

Ember shook her head.

“Well, it’s not for everyone, I’ll tell you that much.” There was a sudden bitterness in Ola’s voice that made Ember pause over her index finger. “They steal a little piece of you. No one talks about that part, of course, but it’s true. A tiny thief. And you’ll never get it back. Not ever.”

Ember wasn’t surprised to hear this, exactly. Ola had never made it a secret that she felt there was more she should be doing with her life than mothering Ember. But it was the way she said it that was arresting. With such vehemence.

“Keep the shape the way it is,” Ola said, looking at Ember’s work. “Don’t go reinventing the wheel.”

Ember remembered what she was doing. For a second, she’d forgotten. She finished with the file and then unscrewed the bottle of stain and began to apply the color in careful strokes. The fermented smell of the mixture was like berries left in the sun too long, on the verge of becoming wine.

“I almost had one,” Ember said after a long silence. “A baby. But I miscarried. My husband was heartbroken. He wanted to be a father so badly.”

Ola cackled, and the sound startled Ember. At first she thought her mother was choking. It was a perversion of the daintier laugh Ember remembered. Now the sound was full of phlegm.

Ember looked down and saw she’d ruined Ola’s pinky. “I had a husband who wanted to be a daddy, too,” Ola said, still chuckling. Ember’s father had left when she was so young all she had were secondhand memories of Ola telling her what she ought to remember. “Men don’t know what they want. None of us do, but men especially. Mine barely made it to her second birthday. And then poof.” Ola was looking at her now, and it was hard for Ember to believe that even with the sharpness of that stare she didn’t see her own daughter sitting in front of her. “My Ember, though, what a terror. She cried so much I thought something must be wrong with her. Medically, you know. But it was just her way. She scared that man right off, as sure as a poltergeist.”

Ember waited to see if Ola would say more, but then her mother’s gaze softened and drifted up to the ceiling, which is where it tended to land when she was lost in her own thoughts.

“So you regret it, then. Having a kid.” Ember heard her own voice as if from another room. She tidied up the stain on Ola’s pinky as best as she could, but the color was tenacious and had already soaked into the skin. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.

Ola sighed. “Oh, well now. I wouldn’t say it like that. But there’s always the path you didn’t take. It’s hard not to wonder. She’s a difficult child, no getting around that. Breaking things, stealing things. Disrespectful. I’m sure I wasn’t the greatest mother in the world, but I tried, you know? I did my best.”

Ember finished Ola’s nails and capped the bottle of stain, careful not to meet her mother’s gaze as she busied herself with the rest of her tools. “I’m sure you did,” she said, getting up to replace everything where she’d found it.

“Finished already?” Ola asked. “That was fast.” She splayed her good hand out to see. “A little sloppy, but it’s fine. You’ll get the hang of it.”

“I did my best,” Ember said, unable to keep the bite out of her tone. Ola didn’t seem to notice.

“Maybe you can meet her next week. If the timing lines up. You’ll see what I mean. A pretty girl, but…”

Ember let her hand linger on the doorknob, waiting for Ola to complete her thought. It didn’t come. She could see the smudges of gore on her own fingers where she’d wiped away her mistakes, casualties of the task. Looking over her shoulder, she saw that Ola’s gaze had drifted back up to the ceiling. Whatever the end of her sentence might have been, it was gone now. A pretty girl, but—

Ember let herself out. It was the last thing she heard her mother say.
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On Thursday, Ember met a few old colleagues from the Summit excavation for lunch. She coasted to a stop in front of a restaurant Jerome had taken her to years ago and felt the anticipated twinge of sadness. She hadn’t been able to recommend a single place in the city that wasn’t connected to him, and so when Dorinda asked where they should meet, this was the place she’d named.

Dorinda was already waiting, and Lorne, too. They had a table outside, and they waved as she glided toward them, dismounting from her bicycle in one swift motion.

“Long time,” Lorne said, rising to embrace her, pounding her on the back a little too hard. But that was Lorne, always a little too loud, a little too forceful. Not quite in control of his own power.

“Hey, Emmy. Lorne, come on, let the woman sit down.” Dorinda blew her an air kiss from across the table but didn’t get up. They each had at least a decade on Ember, maybe closer to two. Lorne towered over everyone he met and was thick in a way that suggested muscle at his chest but gradually sloped into a rounded girth toward his midsection. His hair was cropped close, thinning slightly to expose the pink of his scalp. He and Dorinda were a couple most of the time. Their volatility was infamous—forever in the act of either breaking up or getting back together. But they were always attached, one way or another. In this moment, Ember thought of Sen and envied them.

Dorinda handed her a menu. “I’m starving, figure it out fast.”

“Still rude, I see.”

Dorinda grinned at her. “Hard to believe, I know.” She was small and sandy-colored, with a bone structure that hinted at delicacy, though in fact Dorinda was indestructible. Her hair was mostly black, but silver had begun to frizz around her temples and the erosion of a lifetime spent outdoors was evident on her skin. She waved down the server. “Excuse me, could we order?”

While they waited for their food, Ember asked how they had been, what they had worked on since she’d last seen them at Summit, but as Lorne began to fill her in on the intervening years, Dorinda slapped the table and the other two looked at her. “Come on, we’re not doing that. We’re not pretending we don’t all three of us know there’s something way more interesting to discuss than this little catch-up. The thing that no one is supposed to be talking about? That everyone is talking about?”

Lorne shrugged. “I was getting to it. Warming up with a few pleasantries, if you’re familiar with that concept, but sure. How about it, Emmy? Got a summons in your pocket yet?”

Ember had expected this line of questioning. Actually, she’d been looking forward to it. “As a matter of fact, I do. Or I did. I already gave my testimony last week.”

“I thought as much,” Dorinda said, a sly smile playing across her face, the weathered lines around her mouth deepening. “And? What gives?”

Ember told them the short version. The artifact, the process of acquiring it, her theories about what it meant. They had a thousand questions. By the time the server returned, her arms weighed down with plates of whole staring fishes and lentils and flatbreads, Dorinda and Lorne had the gist.

They waited until the server left and then Lorne said, “All right, but back to the hearings. We’re both scheduled for tomorrow. Say more about the Committee. What kinds of questions are they asking?”

Ember held up a finger, her mouth already full of food. She remembered that Saffiya’s appointment was tomorrow, too.

“Come on, chew faster, you’re killing me.”

She swallowed. “They’re basically deciding whether to bury the entire thing. Or to display it. There’s five of them. Two Leadership Fellows, that fucking curator from the museum, my boss from the university, and then a fifth, who”—Ember paused, debating whether to say anything about her visit from Hyra Kahn—“is in logistics.”

“Name?” Dorinda was too shrewd to let this vagueness pass unchallenged.

“Hyra Kahn.”

Lorne practically choked on his fish, and at first Ember wasn’t sure if it was a bone or—“As in Kahn shipping? As in, the heiress?”

Not a bone, then. “Right, her.” Ember almost said more—about the Kahn routes that already operated far beyond Commonwealth boundaries—but quickly decided against it. This wasn’t the place to be whispering about such closely held Leadership secrets.

“That is very, very interesting. Don’t you think? Private shipping and trade on a Leadership Committee? What do you make of that, Dor?”

“It means profit is in the air. And it means whoever put that Committee together is already thinking through whether there’s value here.”

Ember marveled at how quickly she was able to piece all this together, off a single name.

Lorne was most of the way through an entire fish platter by then. “Which way are they leaning?” he asked, plucking a needle-thin bone off the tip of his tongue and laying it on the edge of his plate. “Gut sense.”

“No idea,” Ember replied, and this was true. Hyra had given her a reason to hope, but the rest of the Committee certainly hadn’t. “I was only the second person they heard from. One of the Fellows is a no to anything and everything. Real piece of shit. Ya, from the university, was feeling… pretty combative about Ish. I think I really fucked up there. She’s not happy with me for a whole bunch of reasons. The curator, who knows, he was all over the place. The other Leadership Fellow seems fair, but I didn’t get a good sense, he was busy corralling all the personalities. And yeah. The Kahn woman. She seemed… kind of like a yes.”

Dorinda grinned. “See that’s good, that means we’re still in the game.”

Ember smiled at her use of we but didn’t remark on it. It felt good to have someone on her side. Someone she hadn’t seen in years, yet she didn’t even have to ask. She and Dorinda had always seen eye to eye when it came to the kind of digs they wanted to be part of. “We’ll know soon enough. They said four weeks, so there should be news around the end of the month.”

“Who else got a summons? That you know of?”

“Saffiya Rosalee.”

Lorne nodded, starting to tick off names on his fingers. “Makes sense.”

“Mandohlson.”

“That slimy fuck,” Dorinda grumbled.

“Sen.”

“No shit.” Lorne tried to whistle through his teeth, but it just came out as a wheeze. “I mean makes sense. And are you two…”

“No. Not exactly. But we’ve been… hanging out a bit. While she’s in town. I mean we’re both busy, but. Yeah.”

Lorne gave Ember an encouraging pat on the back. “Fantastic. You always looked great together. Really great.”

Dorinda rolled her eyes. “Lorne, don’t be a creep.”

“I only meant—”

She raised her hand to stop him from continuing and gave a stern shake of her head. “No one cares what you meant. Who else got a summons?”

“I’m not really sure. That’s all I know for certain. Oh, no, wait. So, before me was Higg Jinto—”

“Wow, prehistoric.”

“And then after me… they were bringing in Ish’s mother when I was leaving.”

“Huh.” Lorne pushed away his suddenly empty plate and rested his enormous hands on his belly. “The mother makes sense, I guess, in a roundabout way. But Jinto? He’s practically senile. Why him?”

“My guess is because he was my first boss.”

“Ah, goes to your credibility,” Lorne said, looking pleased with himself.

“Right,” Ember replied slowly. “My credibility.” And although she had known this would be an issue from the very start, it suddenly clicked for her that the entire proceeding hinged on exactly that. Her credibility. She felt sick.

Just then, she saw Sen approaching from behind Lorne. Ember suppressed a smile, but she could feel it splitting open against her will. She had left the invitation at Sen’s boardinghouse and wasn’t sure if she would get it in time.

“You made it,” Ember called out.

Lorne stood up and wrapped Sen in a hug that lifted her off the ground. Ember would have done the same, but she couldn’t quite figure out how to interact with her while these two pairs of curious eyes were on them. She settled for a sheepish wave from across the table.

“Where have you been? We would have waited,” Lorne said as Sen sat down with them. He gestured at the demolished platters of food. “I would have at least saved you something.”

“Yeah right,” Dorinda said.

Sen took a piece of the remaining flatbread and tore into it. “I don’t mind. I was busy, ahem, testifying.”

Everyone fell silent and leaned forward. “And?”

“And they’ve really got it in for you, Em. I’ve never been grilled like that in my life. I hate to think what yours was like.”

Ember winced. “It was… aggressive.”

“I’ll bet.”

“But the artifact? What did they say?” Dorinda shoved the bread basket toward Sen, as if the more she ate, the faster she would divulge her information.

“Oh, come on, Dor, they’re not going to tell a grunt like me what they’re actually thinking. What I will say, though, something I found particularly interesting, is that they didn’t even mention the artifact.”

Everyone leaned in. “Really,” Dorinda said, not quite a question.

“Really. They mostly wanted to know what I thought of some archaeologist named Ember Agni.”
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Ember watched from the second-floor windows of the student union as a cluster of seniors readied the chapel for the service. Crates of stubby white candles were laid out on the steps. Someone carried in an armful of limp flowers. She was intending to go, was dressed for the occasion, but the longer she stood there watching, the harder it became to descend and join the gathering crowd.

It was Friday evening, which meant that Dorinda and Lorne had finished their testimonies earlier in the day. And Saffiya, too. She was desperate to know what everyone had been asked, how they had answered, but she was making herself wait for them to come to her. If she didn’t find a way to distract herself in the meantime, the weekend was liable to drive her mad.

She couldn’t tell whether it was disrespectful to be thinking of this while she watched Ish’s mourners gather. She imagined him standing here beside her and knew he would be just as preoccupied. Maybe more so. If she closed her eyes, she could hear him—ticking through the experts who had been called, counting the days of testimony, speculating about the Committee members and their various interests. A great spring of grief welled up in the center of her. She missed the feeling of sharing this obsession with someone.

Ish’s mother arrived. Ember recognized her immediately, even from this vantage point. A small woman, with the round sloping belly and spindly legs of a snow bunting, her head darting back and forth as she inspected the candles, then disappeared into the chapel. Accompanying her was a man who might or might not have been Ish’s father. It occurred to Ember that she’d never even met this man. Hadn’t asked a single question about him. In her world, fathers were intangibles.

Grievers began to enter the chapel, at first in a dark trickle, and then all at once. She was relieved that she’d gotten something new to wear. The mantle would have stood out among all this black. Ember watched while the courtyard emptied, funneling into the building. Eventually, she forced her feet to start moving toward the stairs and just hoped her thoughts would follow suit.

By the time she finally entered the chapel, the service was already in progress. A choir sang something ethereal. She slid into the pew closest to the door. Outside, the light was nearly gone and the chapel was dim. Someone beside her put an unlit candle into her hands and she realized a flame was being passed. A yellow glow appeared and then strengthened in the front pews of the chapel, traveling along one row and then the next. The boy next to her touched his candle to hers, and on it went.

After the whole chapel was encircled in brightness, the choir sat down. Someone rose and spoke from the podium—Ember couldn’t see who and she didn’t want to. The high ceiling collected their words and sent them fluttering down, shapeless and devoid of meaning, just a hum by the time it reached Ember’s ears all the way in the back.

The service ended and everyone extinguished their candles. Ember slipped out into the gloom, anxious that if she lingered, Ish’s mother might spot her and make a scene. Just when she thought she’d gotten away clean, Saffiya called out to her, her silver hair tamed into a braid that twisted around her head like a crown.

“I wasn’t sure if you’d come,” Saffiya said.

“Me neither,” Ember admitted.

Saffiya raised a hand as if she might reach out to Ember with it, but then she slipped it back into her pocket. “I’m sorry if I’ve been too hard on you this week.”

“It’s fine. You were right. I haven’t been… respectful. I should have done things differently.”

And suddenly Ember realized she didn’t quite know what she meant by that. If she was trying to atone for the weeks since Ish’s letter arrived, or if she was trying to atone for the years since he’d left. Even longer? Since she took the job. Since Summit. As far back as she could go—since she arrived in this world. How much of it was just who she was? How much were the choices she’d made? Was her atonement worth anything if she’d do it all again?

“It’s okay,” Saffiya said, even though they both knew it wasn’t. “Let’s just… move on. See you at home?”

Ember nodded, relieved by this generosity, and also keenly aware that she didn’t deserve it.
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I have been told more times than I can count that the scope of my work is overly ambitious. That its scale is unmanageable, and that therefore any attempt to create a coherent account of a civilization whose footprint has long been erased from this earth is to invite failure. In other words, that I have bitten off more than I can chew. I confess I don’t entirely disagree.

Where the arc of my scholarship errs in its scale, it is not because I mistake the scope of my grand intentions as attainable, but because I believe in the largesse of the effort. My theories are speculative, yes, I will claim the word myself—but my methods are grounded in comparative analysis, stratigraphic correlation, and critical historiography. To be an academic is not to neglect myth or imagination, but to calibrate them to the task at hand.

—E.A.
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ON THE LAST Monday of October, Ember came downstairs and found Saffiya beginning the first coat of finish on the cabinet doors, cup of coffee in one hand, paintbrush in the other. Ember hovered there in the doorway for a moment, watching Saffiya work, wanting everything to be as it was but not quite sure how to get there. The color of the mixture she was applying was more saturated, a deep rusty brown that already felt old even though it was so new it was still wet.

“You added more ochre,” Ember said, announcing her presence.

Saffiya looked up. “Burnt umber, actually. What do you think?”

She tilted the unhinged door she was working on toward Ember. The wet finish caught the early morning light and glistened as if it marked a threshold to another world. Ember nodded her approval. “Looks good. Really good. Need help?”

Saffiya looked around, surveying how much she had left to do. “Nah, this part will go fast. I’m in sort of a groove with it. But you can sit if you want. There’s coffee. I’ve barely seen you lately.”

Ember helped herself from the pot, then perched on one of the stools. “I’ve been on campus a lot.”

“Sleeping there?”

“Just… one or two nights.” This was a lie, it had been at least four.

“Ember.” Saffiya put down her brush. “You don’t need to be doing that. I told you, you can stay here as long as you want and I meant it. Just because I’m pissed at you doesn’t mean you need to sleep in your stupid office. Come on.”

“It wasn’t that. I had a lot of grading to catch up on.” But it was that, and they both knew it. Saffiya sighed and resumed her work while Ember watched. It was pleasant, being part of this quiet rhythm again, even if she didn’t quite trust it. The butteriness of the linseed oil mingled with the aroma of slightly burned coffee, and the rasp of Saffiya’s brushstroke was so consistent, so soothing, that Ember began to feel drowsy. The reassurance of being back in the orbit of Saffiya’s warmth gradually smoothed down the frayed edges of her nervous system.

“I saw Dorinda and Lorne on Friday. At the Rotunda,” Saffiya said. “I didn’t mention it at the service because… well… it wasn’t the time.”

And at that, Ember was suddenly very awake again. For the briefest of moments she’d forgotten about the hearings. “I had lunch with them last week. And so how did it… how did yours go?”

Saffiya kept working as she talked. “It was strange. That big empty room. A little heavy on the gravitas if you ask me. I expected more questions about theory and scholarship, but they mostly wanted to know about you. The bulldog, what’s his name? Boris?”

“Bronson.”

“Right, Bronson. What a prick.”

“I couldn’t agree more. So… what did you… I mean, how did it…” Ember’s mind was going in so many directions she couldn’t seem to pick one and formulate an actual question.

“I said good things, Em. I told them that you are the most dedicated, innovative scholar and fieldworker I know. Try not to obsess, all right? What’s done is done. There’s nothing more anyone can do. And it’s almost over, right? However it lands, at least you can move on. I want that for you. Either way.”

Ember nodded, uncertain what moving on would mean to her, or what it might look like.

“There’s something else, though,” Saffiya added, and now she set down her brush. Turned her full attention on Ember. “I’m honestly not sure if I should tell you this, considering everything you have going on.”

“Just say it.”

“I think they offered the laureate position to someone. Well. I know they did. And I just don’t want you to be blindsided. I’m not sure about any of the particulars. If it’ll start in spring or fall or what. And I don’t know for certain how it will affect you. But I wanted you to hear it from me.”

“Oh.” Of all the things on her mind, Ember felt this news land like a pebble being tossed into the ocean. “I appreciate you telling me. Really, I do.”

Saffiya came over and laid a hand on Ember’s shoulder. “Chin up, okay? You’ll find something better. Something you love. Maybe… don’t take this the wrong way, but maybe teaching isn’t for you.”

Ember fumbled around, trying to figure out how she felt about what Saffiya was saying to her. “I’m not even… I don’t know. I’m not upset. I think in some ways I’ve been expecting this for a long time.” Ember squinted down into the murky depths of her coffee, as if the next iteration of her life were hiding there at the bottom of the mug. Nearby, but not yet visible. “Who is it? Mandohlson, right?”

“Pretty sure.”

Ember kept sorting through a metaphysical stack of possible emotional responses—humiliation, bitterness, regret. But she couldn’t find a connection to any of them. She felt Saffiya’s eyes on her, wanting her to be okay. “It’s probably for the best,” Ember said. “I might be sorrier for you than I am for me. That man has the tact of a sledgehammer.”

Saffiya frowned. “Oh, I’m aware. But I mean, who knows how all this will shake out in the end. Maybe they’ll want to keep you on as a lecturer, or…” She trailed off, because Ember was already shaking her head. Suddenly she found the right feeling for this moment.

It was relief.
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After her Tuesday morning lecture, Ember went back to Jerome’s house. Because that was how she must think of it now—not as hers, not as theirs, but as his.

It was empty when she got there, as she knew it would be. The quiet tableau of his life as a single man presented itself to her—one bowl and one spoon in the sink, soaking. The bed with only his side ruffled and unmade, only one pillow dented. The other side as smooth as packed sand.

She did a quick survey of the house and then, feeling the magnitude of everything she had to do here, set to work. A haze of methodical efficiency came over her, as it always did. Categorize, label, preserve, pack. The rhythm of excavation was written into her finger bones. It was what she did best: managing, extracting, and ordering the detritus of things long dead.

She started in the attic, which was the room most saturated with her. Not letting herself be tempted by nostalgia, she kept up a rapid pace. It was simply keep or discard, then onto the next. Soon there were piles to burn and piles to donate. A pile to store at Saffiya’s until—

Until what? But no, she didn’t need to decide what came next right this second. She refocused her attention on the task at hand. She didn’t want to still be here when Jerome came back. It would be best—for them both, she felt—if by then she and what remained of her was already gone.

From the attic, she moved down into the bedroom. Clothes, toiletries, shoes. She found herself filling donation bags with all the clothes she’d worn to her job at the university. She’d never liked any of it. She found the red dress she’d worn to Dusty’s birthday party during the first week of school and stuffed that in, too. These were trappings of a life that was ending. Was, in many ways, already over. Whatever came next wouldn’t involve any of these costumes. She would make sure of that. These past years she had made the mistake of trying to fit herself into a world that could not hold her. A life that wasn’t hers. It was a mistake she would never make again.

Downstairs, she barely touched the kitchen. That was Jerome’s domain. But in the spirit of being thorough, she allowed herself to open every drawer, every cupboard, if only to visit with this strange landscape of someone else’s expertise. Almost everything that they had acquired together or shared—bedding, furniture, appliances, household tools—she left. There was so little she needed. And even less that she wanted.

In the backyard, she contemplated Jerome’s garden. It was still bursting with life, even as the nights lengthened and the heat diminished. She looked at it as if she’d never seen it before, and in many ways she hadn’t. Not really. Not fully. She picked a leaf and rubbed it between her fingers to see if it had a smell and it did. She inhaled a scent that was green and lemony and tantalizingly familiar. Jerome had picked a sprig of this for her once. He had taught her its common name, showed her how to recognize it. And yet—no matter how sharp the scent was, she couldn’t seem to remember what it was called. She flicked the crushed leaf away. It didn’t matter anymore. She was done pretending any of this was for her.

She went inside and stacked the bags for donation. She’d already arranged for them to be picked up that evening, and she left a note so Jerome would know what time to expect the courier, and to say that she was sorry to do it this way but hoped he understood why she’d needed to. All that was left by then were three boxes of her papers, which she loaded into the little bicycle cart they kept in the shed. The clothes she was keeping fit neatly into the rucksack that had been hers and then Ish’s and was now hers again. That was it. That was everything.

There were still a few hours before she expected Jerome to return, so she did a final sweep of the house, and this time allowed herself to linger over the table where she and her husband had shared so many meals. Over the sofa, where she’d sat every morning. Over the bed, where they’d slept and tangled.

It wasn’t a very big house; this ceremony of remembering didn’t take her long at all. She remembered the root cellar at the last minute and, wanting the circuit to be complete, she hauled the trapdoor open and backed down the ladder into the musty dark. Even after she found the light switch, she could barely see what was what. The cellar was unmistakably Jerome’s. Here, a crate from the fancy grocer, and over here, rows of dusty bottles with labels she couldn’t make out. An open sack with a few dirt-covered potatoes rolling out. Had he grown them? It was too late to ask now.

She had her foot on the ladder to leave when she saw something else, tucked behind the bottles. It jolted a faint spark of recollection in her. She moved closer. Waited for her eyes to adjust before she reached for it.

It was a little girl’s jewelry box. Hers, actually. She didn’t even remember bringing it down here, although she must have. It was one of the only things she’d kept when she went to help her mother move into the care home. She could picture the place where she’d found it, slipped in among a stack of Ola’s forgotten beauty regimens in the hallway closet. It had looked lonely to her sitting there among Ola’s things. Out of place. Not unlike how she had felt living in that house. By the time they’d moved there, she was fifteen and already plotting her escape from her mother’s perfectly manicured grip.

She remembered taking the box down, but that was all. It was possible she’d never even opened it. Just moved it from one house where she had never belonged to another.

And here it still was. She had no idea what was inside. But, having just gone through the house from top to bottom, she knew for certain that its contents were all that remained of her childhood.

Might as well see. She reached for it. Removed the lid.

And inside, she found her once-buried treasures. The beginnings of her conversation with the past, her dialogue with the idea of antiquity and all it entailed. Coins and spare keys. Little toys still crusted in dirt. A heavy metal bolt. Half a clam shell. A bottle cap.

And underneath all of that, something much more dignified: a piece of polished black stone, carved in the shape of a bird. Head, breast, tail. Feathers with lines so detailed she expected them to be soft. She picked the bird up, and a tarnished silver chain slithered out of the box after it. Her grandmother’s pendant—a woman she’d never even met. It was the only piece of family history she and Ola had ever had. Older than her grandmother and her great-grandmother and even her great-great-grandmother. This was Pre-Leadership. She held the little bird in her palm, staring, feeling the familiar weight of the stone but seeing it now with an expert’s eye.

For years, Ola had accused her of stealing this heirloom, and for years Ember insisted that Ola had simply misplaced it, that she knew nothing of its whereabouts. Yet here it was. She’d taken it after all. Had she even known she was lying as she maintained her innocence? What kind of person doesn’t remember whether they’re guilty or not?

She slipped it over her head and then climbed out of the root cellar, depositing the dusty jewelry box, with its lesser treasures, atop the heap of items waiting to be collected. With nothing more to do here, she locked the door from the inside and left her key in the same envelope as her note. Then she pulled her bicycle out onto the street, weighed down by the cart loaded with her papers, and began to pedal.

The pendant swung against her chest as she rode, knocking on the hollow cage of her sternum like it wanted to come inside but could not find the door. Her thighs burned and her lungs grew tight, but this pain did not dissuade her. The opposite. It kept her going.
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She met Sen outside the museum the following morning, after Sen’s big meeting to set up a work-exchange program. Ember knew about the meeting because she had thrown herself into helping Sen prepare for it over the weekend—in part to keep herself busy, in part to avoid the lingering tension at Saffiya’s, and in part because she really did want Sen to succeed. But most of all, because she wanted to reclaim the easy intimacy that they used to share. She thought that if they could just spend enough time together, no one would even have to try, it would simply fall into place. Their clothes would slip away and suddenly they would be wrapped around each other again, as if they’d never separated.

But it wasn’t turning out like she wanted it to. Sen was notably cautious with her hands, as if to touch Ember in a casual way might spark something dangerous, a fire that could not easily be put out. And so their meetings thus far were chaste. Careful. Proximity to one another was measured. Ember hated it, but she understood. She would wait.

“How did it go?” Ember asked as Sen came down the museum steps toward her. She looked out of place and uncomfortable here, dressed in a formal gray tunic that leached the warmth from her skin. She started unbuttoning the high collar as soon as she was clear of the museum’s doors. Ember could relate. Seeing Sen here, she was reminded of her own discomfort.

Sen was frustrated. “I have no idea how it went. Julian wasn’t even there. After all those postponements, he wasn’t even fucking there. The woman was nice enough, but I don’t think it’s up to her. She said they’d send a courier with their answer and they had everything they needed. She said I was very thorough. I think what she meant was not to hold my breath.”

“Things move slow. It doesn’t mean they won’t approve it.”

“You said it yourself this weekend, resources are spread thin for this kind of thing. And there’s not a lot of interest in what we’re trying to do up in Nutah. It’s just typical Leadership bullshit, pretending there’s some kind of fair process when really the decision has already been made.”

Having spent the better part of the last decade being disappointed by exactly these people for exactly these reasons, Ember tried not to let her own bitterness seep into the situation. Sen could already sense the futility of the effort; no need to pile on. Ember wondered if she’d gotten her father’s pension sorted out, but it didn’t seem like the right moment to ask.

“Breakfast?” she offered, instead.

“Immediately.”

Ember took her to a stall nearby that served little savory pastries filled with various combinations of meat and vegetables and egg. She bought one of each. The paper bag they came in was hot to the touch and already stained with grease by the time they found a place to sit and eat at the edge of a fountain carved directly into the mountainside.

“God, what a waste of time,” Sen said, her mouth full.

“You never know. Do you have to head back right away?” Ember asked this with an attempt at nonchalance, but she heard how bare the need in her own question was as soon as it left her mouth.

“I’ve already stayed so much longer than I planned.” Sen popped the last pastry into her mouth and drew a little absent-minded grease circle on the stone between them. “Not that it did much good.”

“But the hearings are finishing this week. It’s just a couple more days. Don’t you want to know how it all ends?” It had only been a few weeks since Sen reappeared in her life, and already she was struggling to imagine not having her in it.

“Why don’t you come north for a visit and let me know?” With the sun full on Sen’s face, not even the bloodless gray of her tunic could diminish the glow catching in the tiniest hairs on her cheeks, invisible but for the way they caught the light and kept it.

Ember thought about this as she crumpled the empty paper bag into a ball and set it on the edge of the fountain. It occurred to her that nothing was stopping her from going north to see Sen. Since the hearings began, Ember had been very deliberately not thinking about the future, but now she found she almost wanted to.

“And if I did? Is that a real invitation?”

“Yes, if you did, I’d be glad.” But there was that carefulness again. Ember knew her too well not to hear it.

They sat for a little while longer, talking about the last-minute errands Sen had to run. The class Ember would soon be late for. Eventually they stood and embraced in a way that felt overly stiff. Ember still wasn’t sure if this was the last time she’d see Sen before she left the city.

She had been content to wait for things to unfold, but what if there wasn’t enough time? Ember felt a sour panic rising in the back of her throat. Sen began to pull away from their hug but Ember held on.

“I don’t want you to go yet,” Ember said into her neck. “Couldn’t you stay a little longer? Surely they can spare you.”

Sen took a step back. Almost immediately, Ember could see that she’d said the wrong thing.

“Why would you assume they can ‘spare me’? I have a job, Ember. I have responsibilities.”

“Sorry, what I meant is, I’ll miss you.”

Sen exhaled audibly, not at all appeased. “You say that like it’s just dawning on you.”

Ember didn’t understand the problem. “So what if it is?”

“That’s not good enough.” Sen shook her head and all the tidy carefulness she’d been cultivating split open into a vast wilderness of resentment. Ember had not even known this jungle existed, but suddenly it came tumbling out. “You never thought twice about throwing me away the first time. You want me when I’m in front of you. But what about when there’s something else in front of you? What then? I can’t count on you. I thought I could because I was young and stupid; then I learned I couldn’t. If you’ve changed since then, that’s great, but don’t ask me to just buy it on faith. I may not be the scholar you are, but I’m not an idiot.”

Ember had not expected this burst of ferocity. She reeled, trying to formulate a response that wouldn’t make everything worse. She felt cornered. Chastised. Horribly misunderstood. This was all wrong.

“I didn’t throw you away. I don’t know what you’re talking about. We discussed it. I had the job offer, and we agreed maybe you’d follow, but then you didn’t. Which is fine. This is all so melodramatic, Sen. It was ten years ago. Can’t we just—”

Sen all but exploded: “Are you fucking kidding me?” A few passersby glanced over at them. She lowered her voice, but barely. “We didn’t discuss anything. You left, without a word. You can’t rewrite history to suit yourself, Ember. You always do this. You have these versions that are just… not true. And the weird thing is, I think you actually believe them.”

Ember was still wearing Ola’s pendant, tucked underneath her shirt, and without even knowing what she was doing, her hand drifted to it. “I don’t know what the fuck you’re talking about,” she snapped.

“Right,” Sen said, and turned to leave. “Of course you don’t.”
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Ember moved through the rest of that day and then into the next in a kind of daze. The structures of her life were all either in pieces at her feet or still in the process of slow, inevitable collapse. Her job, the house that was no longer her home, her hope that she and Sen might try again. It was all toppling simultaneously. She couldn’t have stopped any of this, even if she wanted to. Which—maybe she didn’t. It seemed like everything she thought she possessed was just borrowed affectation, and once she saw how little was actually hers, it could not be unseen.

She lay in Saffiya’s house and counted all the things that didn’t belong to her. The abstract paintings and wood cuts on the walls. The quilt tucked up to her chin, the mattress beneath her, the room itself. The plates she would go downstairs and eat off of. The beautiful wooden cabinets that were finally back on their hinges.

She rode to campus and took stock of a city that was no longer her home. The many steppes, some of which she had never even bothered to visit. The cool blue fjord at the foot of the mountain. The white spires of the Rotunda, looking down over everyone and everything.

She delivered her hollow lectures to classrooms full of students she couldn’t name and didn’t care about.

She sat in her office and contemplated the stolen clutter. A graveyard of hoarded mugs, crusty with the dregs of coffee and tea that looked like old pools of blood. Overdue library books. The patch on the ceiling, just a little paler than everything else.

And she listened to the campus bell tolling, reminding her that just about the only thing she had left to her name were the hours, passing one after another. What was she waiting for? Why was she wasting them?

The Committee, she reminded herself. The decision. It could still go either way. But if Mandohlson had been offered the job, it meant that Ya was not on her side. And if Ya wasn’t on her side… she realized that she already knew what they’d decided. Maybe she’d always known.
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On Thursday evening, Ember returned to Saffiya’s house and heard voices in the kitchen. She was about to slip by, unable to summon the curiosity to see who it was, when Saffiya called out for her.

“Ember, come in here. There’s someone to see you.”

Ember went in, cautious. Who would know to look for her here besides Jerome? She wasn’t so delusional as to think it would be Sen—but she hoped it would be, anyway.

She poked her head in. And there, leaning against the countertop, was Hyra Kahn. She had a little glass of Saffiya’s homemade crowberry liqueur in her hand. She took an unhurried sip, wincing as it hit the back of her throat. “Hello, Professor Agni.”

Ember stared at her.

Saffiya glanced from Ember, to Hyra, then back to Ember. “Right,” she said, and threw back the remains of her own drink. “I’ll leave you to it, then.” Saffiya gave Ember a quick pat on the shoulder as she passed.

Hyra and Ember just looked at one another as they listened to the shuffle of Saffiya’s slippers on the stairs. The creak of her bedroom door closing.

“So,” Hyra said when they were alone.

“So.” Ember poured herself a few fingers of the liqueur, if only for something to do, something to hold.

“It’s very rustic, isn’t it?” Hyra asked, tapping a long fingernail against her glass. “I hear she makes it herself.”

Ember felt instantly protective. “It’s traditional in the north. Crowberries grew on the tundra, even before… Look, what are you doing here? What is this about?”

Hyra removed an envelope from the inside pocket of her jacket and laid it on the counter. “Delivering this.”

Ember saw the Leadership seal and didn’t even need to open it to know that it wasn’t the news she’d hoped for. But hadn’t she known all along that they would never support a truth they didn’t want to see? The real question was how she had managed to convince herself there was a chance this would end any other way. She left the envelope where it was.

She felt suddenly off balance, as if she might tip over. What had all of this hardship and effort and hope been in service of? She wondered how she had allowed herself to be so blind to the structures she lived within. It was childish to imagine that she could change any of it with the brute force of her singular convictions.

She realized Hyra was watching her. “It was close, if that helps. Julian really wanted that goddamn artifact on display. But Leadership. You had to have known they would never approve it, no matter how reasonable Kai may be. It’s just too much of a headache. And Ya… it was the student’s involvement that set her against you, I think. What was his name again?”

“Ish.”

“Right, right. You might have eked something out if it weren’t for that, but we’ll never know for sure.”

Ember closed her eyes and laid her palm across her forehead, as if feeling for a fever. “And you’re… what, here to gloat?”

“Of course not. I’m on your side.” Hyra ran a hand along the length of the cabinetry that Saffiya had only yesterday restored to order. The wood gleamed. Ember knew it was long dead, but the grain seemed alive somehow. As if it had only been sleeping under those sickly coats of yellow paint. Hyra was admiring them, too. “You don’t see this much wood in people’s homes anymore. And in this condition.”

“She just refinished them. They were… Someone had painted them.”

Hyra chuffed, almost pleased by her own indignation. “Criminal.” Ember realized Hyra was enjoying all of this. Coming here uninvited. Turning Saffiya out of her own kitchen. Insulting her homemade liqueur. Watching the weight of Ember’s hope come crashing down.

Ember was suddenly angry. “How did you even know to find me here? What makes you think you can just—”

“Oh, Ember. I know everything about you. I do my research when I’m about to spend a small fortune on an outlier.” She waited for this to sink in.

But Ember was too tired for this game. “Why don’t you just fucking tell me what you’re talking about.”

“What this says”—Hyra tapped the envelope—“is that they won’t display the artifact, officially. But what I’m here to add, unofficially, is that if you still want it, you have your expedition. Leadership will look the other way at the border. I will supply the ship, the mariners, and the funds. And you, you will provide the expertise. You’ll do things right this time, of course. A small team, let’s say six, you included. Salaries for everyone. Not much, but obviously you people don’t do this for the money.” Hyra cast a pointed look around the room as if it were some kind of hovel and then went on. “Records of the excavation, provenance documents, a chain of custody that doesn’t look utterly fabricated, et cetera. How does that sound?”

“That sounds…” Ember’s mind surged to accommodate this new information. Her chest felt pressurized, as if it were about to burst open. For a terrifying moment, she thought she might cry in front of this woman. But then she swallowed her tears and a cold, hard competence came over her. There was something to hold on to now. Suddenly it didn’t matter if the rest of her life was crumbling.

“What’s the catch?”

“That would depend on your point of view. You’re free to design the trip as you see fit. Hire whoever you want. And then when you return, I’m first in line for whatever information you bring back as recompense. Maps, land surveys, that kind of thing. And Leadership is free to disavow or claim any finds as they see fit.” Hyra smiled at her. “It’s all very civilized, Professor. This is the best deal they’ll ever offer; surely you can see that.”

Ember chewed the inside of her cheek hard enough to draw blood. An old habit, one she thought she’d broken. She pretended to deliberate for a moment, but they both knew her yes was a given.

“When do we start?”

“Whenever you like.”
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After Hyra left, Ember rode straight to Sen’s boardinghouse. She wasn’t sure if Sen would still be there, but she had somehow just extracted a miracle from thin air—surely she could will one more small detail into being. She left her bicycle on its side out front, wheels spinning, and climbed the steps two at a time to the room Sen was staying in on the second floor. She rapped on the door so hard the landlady poked her head out across the hall and gave her a dirty look.

“Can I help—”

“Is she still here?” Ember asked, breathless.

Before the landlady could answer, Sen opened the door. “What the fuck, Ember.”

“I’m sorry, I’m sorry. But I have to tell you something. Please. It’s…” Ember spared another look for the landlady, who was watching this unfold with disgruntled curiosity. “Private.”

Sen, wholly unimpressed, stepped aside and let her in. The room was tiny. A single bed and a window looking out onto the steep stone cliff. Ember could see that she had been packing. They stood on either side of the bed, facing each other over Sen’s open suitcase because there was nowhere else to stand. “What is it?”

Ember was still winded. She took a deep inhale and chose her words as carefully as her racing mind would allow. “There’s going to be an expedition. To the Continent. Unofficial, but approved. Sponsored. I get to hire my own team.”

She could see the two halves of Sen’s mind doing battle on the terrain of her face—wanting to be part of this excitement, and yet still so angry with her. Ember waited for it to play out, relieved for once that Sen’s inner life was always so close to the surface.

“And the artifact?”

Ember shook her head. “No, the artifact is dead in the water. But the expedition was always the point. I know this isn’t… I know you’re pissed. I know you have a whole… whatever going on in Nutah. And I know things are messy, with us, but this is so much bigger than any of that. Don’t you see? It’s what we used to talk about. What we were always working toward. You and me. Our own dig.”

Sen squinted at her, and suddenly Ember was unsettled by the fact that this was not an expression she could read. She’d thought she knew all of Sen’s looks and gestures, but this one was foreign.

“That was a long time ago,” Sen said.

“Sure, yes, but it’s happening now! We were right about everything. We were fucking right, Sen. And now we get to prove it. This time, it’s our names on the placard. Please. I can’t imagine doing this without you.” Ember wanted to climb across the single bed and take Sen’s face in both hands, to physically shake her and also to hold her, urgency and frustration and tenderness all tangled together.

Sen pressed the heels of her palms into her eye sockets and left them there for a long moment. “I don’t know, Em. I don’t know. This is a lot. I need to think. After all this, I can’t believe you’d even trust them.”

“What’s the alternative? Say no? Please, Sen! Forget me for a minute. Forget us. This is the Continent we’re talking about. This is an opportunity that does not appear twice in the same lifetime. Come with me.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“It is, though. It is exactly this simple.”

And as she said this, Ember saw a flicker of where she was headed. She peeked through one diaphanous moment and into the next, where the Continent waited. The unmapped shores. The unexplored wilderness. She felt the punishing sun on her skin and the thunderous whine of insects in her ears and the pulse of her own blood, rushing through her veins. For once, a future she was eager to meet.

Sen looked at her as if she was a stranger. “Simple for you, maybe.”

But Ember barely heard. She was already stepping off the crumbling foundation of her life in Commonwealth and onto new ground, soft and unshaped and borderless.
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ON MYTHICAL GEOGRAPHIES

The absence of a Pre-Crisis representation of the world’s geography has long been assumed to be indicative of the primitive spatial awareness of early humans, but if we are to give proper weight to the oral histories passed down and eventually transcribed from pre-Commonwealth clans (M. Iber’s Collected Green Land Folklore from the Late Crisis is by far the superior translation), a different picture begins to emerge. Based on a close reading of these extensive texts, it is reasonable to conclude that the Continent is in fact the literal resting place of Ancient America, long understood as a fantastical location doomed by its own hubris, where the clouds were full of knowledge and flight was as common as walking. Compelling textual evidence, which I will outline in this chapter, suggests that, while exaggerated, America did exist. If we are to allow for the possibility of a lost Pre-Crisis geography, then we must turn our gaze to the surviving mythologies of the Crisis to shed light on its shape.








FORMATIONS

I feel I might forget my home

And pass years upon years, gazing on the spacious sea.

—Manyōshū, Collection of Ten Thousand Leaves
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ON THE FIRST day of January, in the early morning darkness, six archaeologists rowed out to meet their ship, the Halcyon, where it loomed in the fjord. They clambered up to the deck on a swaying rope ladder with varying degrees of sure-footedness, and at the top six mariners waited to help them over the rail. An even dozen, all told—ready and eager to depart.

Quiet introductions were made between the two groups, a few handshakes offered in the near-dark, and then, with a single word from the captain, the mariners turned to the brisk action of preparation. They darted from one task to another so rapidly that for a time they seemed to double, no, to triple, in number. The archaeologists offered their help but none was needed. And so they stayed out of the way as best they could, looking on as the anchor was hauled up on its algae-slick chain; as the sails unfurled with a snap and the hydro-generator began to hum; as a smooth southward wind rose up to help them along.

Thus, the endeavor of a lifetime—of many lifetimes—began. The Halcyon nosed its way into the channel and left the fjord behind. Ember didn’t stay up top with the others to watch the city recede. For her, there was no nostalgia in leaving the capital’s rocky steppes behind. She’d already severed all the tethers that bound her to Commonwealth; whatever structures she’d built there had long since eroded. Everything and everyone she needed was here, gliding toward the open sea.

She whispered to Sen that she was going below, and then she left the others to their quiet contemplation of a shore they might never see again. They all knew the risks. And they all accepted them. It would take a grueling month at sea to reach Novapool, and from there they would continue south along the edge of the Continent, mapping a forgotten coastline and searching for a dig site that might unseat Commonwealth’s outdated understanding of its own origins.

In the archaeologists’ bunk room, Ember chose a bed and sat down. The ship groaned as if it were a living, speaking being, exclaiming when each wave knocked against the hull. Cargo swayed against its netting, creaking in protest, and heavy footfalls thundered across the deck above her head. Every sound was discordant, every pitch of the floor unsettling. She told herself that soon enough these sensations would become familiar.

But for the moment at least, it all felt quite strange. She hugged her rucksack to her chest, pressing the hard corners of Ish’s notebooks into her breastbone. She was still the only one who knew these records even existed. For good reason—at best, his account was scattered, with little factual value. At worst, unhinged. She’d considered burning them but couldn’t bring herself to do it. They were Ish’s last words, for better or worse, and she had to believe that there was some value in them she just hadn’t figured out how to access yet. That first expedition had always been designed to be taken alone—there was no one else who she could ask, no other voice to listen to but Ish’s, nonsensical as it was. She told herself that maybe seeing what Ish had seen would help her make sense of his rambling narration—and so she kept them close, heavy and hidden, a constant reminder of how much could go wrong.

Ember’s plan was ambitious: only a few months to survey, dig, and extract before summer hit. There were a thousand lurking hazards, and she had lain awake counting every single one for weeks. By now, it was a mantra she knew by heart. Disease, shipwreck, disorientation, violence, mutiny, heatstroke, starvation. So many paths led to failure, so few to success.

There had been talk of waiting until the following winter to depart, but the season was ripe for southerly winds and Hyra’s ship was already in the harbor. For Ember, the idea of waiting another year was almost physically painful. A pressure in the exact center of her, like the brisk tug of a taut rope—one end looped around her spine, the other tied to the shore of the Continent, pulling her toward it. She was ready. And once she had selected her team, they were ready, too. As eager to depart as she was. So here they all were, bound for Novapool almost two months after Hyra had hand-delivered the opportunity to her in Saffiya’s kitchen, quietly welcoming in the New Year with a backward glance and a wide-open ocean.

For the first time in all their hurried preparations, there was nothing left for Ember to do but wait. The stillness unnerved her.

Sen followed her down into the hold a few minutes later, moving unsteadily, each slap of a wave sending her scrabbling for the rail as she descended. She paused at the foot of the stairs and searched the darkness for Ember. Found her.

“I thought you’d want to be taking it all in up there. First moments at sea. Et cetera, et cetera.” Sen found a place to hold on to with both hands and clung to it, looking queasy.

“Just wanted a second to myself, I guess.”

“Oh, should I leave you be, then?”

“No, don’t.” Ember was glad to have Sen’s company. She gestured at the unclaimed bunks. “You’d better take your pick while there are still options.”

Sen lurched forward and threw her gear down on the bunk that was farthest from Ember. She tried not to read too much into this, but it was hard not to—Sen had been distant in more ways than one since she agreed to come.

Their dynamic over the past two months had been complicated. Varied. There were moments when it was how Ember had always imagined it could be: the two of them planning the journey as partners, poring over maps and packing lists, weighing one potential team member against another. Joined together by the singular focus of their shared work ethic.

But in other moments there was a tension that Ember didn’t quite know what to do with. A lingering friction that would come forward when she least expected it. A minor disagreement about what to have for dinner, or how many sets of tools they should bring would suddenly turn acrimonious in a way that seemed oversized. She could see the many layers of emotion written on Sen’s face, but she couldn’t seem to stratify them, to discern what had led to what or how to address the cumulation. And so she pushed past these ruptures, treating them as small, isolated issues even when she knew they were not. It was only dinner, after all. It was only a few extra rolls of tools. She went on believing that if she just gave Sen time, they would find their way back to how everything used to be.

As more archaeologists joined their team, these additional personalities began to pull focus. First Dorinda and Lorne came aboard, then Cami, who had received permission to complete her remaining credits in the field, and finally Machiel, a nautical cartographer Sen had met a few years ago when they worked together on a submerged archaeological site along the eastern shore of Commonwealth. By the time all six of them were preparing for their departure, the subtleties of Ember and Sen’s relationship seemed, not resolved exactly, but tabled. Now, though, Ember wondered if she had just stopped noticing Sen drifting farther and farther away from her. Perhaps what had struck her as a pause was an ever-increasing distance.

“Are you okay?” Ember asked. The question was not quite honest. What she actually wanted to know was if she, Ember, was okay. If they, as a unit, were okay.

“What do you mean?” Sen began to dig through her pack. She was up to her elbows in the rucksack, pulling out one thing after another, still not finding what she wanted.

“Just… I don’t know. Are you glad you came?”

“Of course I’m glad. Nauseous, but glad. Ah.” She retrieved a little box of peppermints and rattled them in Ember’s direction. “Want one? They’re supposed to help with the seasickness.”

“Yes, please.”

Sen tossed her a mint and Ember caught it neatly. Popped it in her mouth and rolled it into her cheek. “You’re not… having second thoughts?”

Sen thought about this longer than Ember wanted her to. “No. Not second thoughts exactly. But it was a big deal, shutting down my entire life in Nutah. It didn’t feel great to do that. I’m not taking any of this lightly.”

“It’s not too late, you know. If you wanted to go back.” This was a test. It was definitely too late, but Ember wanted to see if she could shake Sen’s resolve. If the possibility of changing her mind might crack this matter-of-fact facade.

Sen gave her a withering look. “Don’t start.”

“What?”

“I’m here, okay? I’m here. I made a decision and I’m seeing it through. Not everyone can be quite so cavalier about this as you. I’m allowed to be slightly freaked out.”

Ember held up her hands. “Sorry, I was just asking.”

She watched Sen as she continued to paw through the contents of her pack and wanted to say more, to invite her closer, to tell her how good she looked bundled up in her green flannel, to explain that she only wanted to be reassured… but she couldn’t find the words for any of this. Instead, she watched the opportunity pass her by and felt powerless to grab ahold of it.

At the top of the stairs, Ember could hear Lorne’s voice, thunderous even over the slamming waves, and then the thuds of his descent. Dorinda trailed behind with a quieter step. Somehow they were already bickering, and the moment between Ember and Sen was suddenly and unceremoniously over. She realized then what a rare thing privacy would be from now on.

Lorne threw his pack down on one of the bunks with unnecessary force and Dorinda rolled her eyes for Ember’s and Sen’s benefit.

“Lorne, I’m not responsible for packing your shit, that’s ridiculous.”

Lorne was particularly huge in this cramped space, his gestures taking up half the bunk room. “No, no, you said you had my tool roll.”

“Incorrect. You asked me if I had it and I said, quote, I’m not your assistant, pack it yourself. End quote.”

“Dory, what the fuck, you said you had my finishing tools in your bag. I literally heard you say it when we were going through the checklist.”

“Strange, because I literally did not say that.”

Ember watched as Dorinda clambered up onto the bunk above Lorne’s and couldn’t help but notice how even at each other’s throats, these two implicitly gravitated toward one another. Lorne’s face was transitioning to an uncomfortable shade of red when Ember ventured an interjection.

“We have extras,” she said. “If you forgot something.”

Dorinda leaned over to pat Lorne’s bristly gray head. “Look at that, honey, you have a new mother now.”

Lorne swatted her away, still sullen but settling down. He grumbled something about preferring his own tools.

Machiel clambered down the steps next, more excited than Ember had ever seen them. A little mountain peak of bleached-blond curls flopped into their eyes, unruly and windswept, the sides dark and clipped close to the scalp. They beamed at the other archaeologists, and it was almost impossible not to mirror their enthusiasm.

“I’m pretty sure we’re past the fishing border now,” Machiel announced, hoisting their pack up onto the bunk on top of Ember’s. She felt its impact and wished—again—that Sen would be the one shifting above her during this long, cramped voyage. It wasn’t that she minded Machiel. They were small and wiry and quiet, with a smile that was so overpowering it was a mercy they didn’t deploy it often. No, she liked Machiel fine. She just wanted Sen.

Machiel peered into the lower bunk at Ember. “You don’t mind, do you?” they asked, gesturing upward.

“Not at all.”

Machiel flashed her that wide, rare smile again and unrolled a piece of resin parchment, smoothing it flat along the frame of the bunk. Ember craned her neck to see a web of intricate lines that represented the currents surrounding Commonwealth, annotated in tight, technical script. She vaguely remembered a talk Machiel had given at a conference once, something about distortions in maps from the Recorded Age, but it was Sen who insisted they join the expedition. Said they were the best cartographer she knew.

Machiel tapped the parchment and nodded. “Yeah, way past the border. And we didn’t even get a second look from the border guards. Just sailed through like a ghost ship. No papers, no questions. They pretended we didn’t exist.”

“The power of Kahn Logistics in action,” Cami said, stepping into the doorway. Mist clung to her hair in a delicate halo. She dropped her pack on the only bunk left—above Sen, who crunched another peppermint and still looked like she might puke.

Machiel glanced at Sen. “Looks like someone’s regretting their choices.”

“Fuck off,” Sen said, eyes closed.

Ember surveyed her team as they settled in and felt the magnitude of her responsibility to each of them land. Overhead she could hear the mariners running back and forth across the damp wood, their footsteps like thunder.

And for the first time, doubt struck her: a bolt of lightning that entered the crown of her head and left through the sole of her foot, sizzling and sudden. She had spent the past decade wrapped in the warm, impenetrable cocoon of her own certainty: that her theories were right, that the expedition would yield discoveries no one could yet imagine, that the biggest hurdle was Leadership’s reticence… and that if she were simply allowed to travel south, the rest would fall into place.

Only now that it was too late to turn back did she waver. But just as her offer for Sen to change her mind had been hollow, long past its due date, so too was the idea that Ember could alter any of what was about to happen.

“Here we go, everybody,” Dorinda said, her dark eyes shining.

“Here we go,” Ember agreed, and hoped she had been right to believe in this expedition so fiercely.
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Time moved differently on the ship. No longer were the hours packed with the tasks of preparation. Here, they had only their thoughts and one another. Only variations of bright and dark. Only the texture of the waves.

Day by day, they moved toward the light, leaving behind the long winter nights of the northernmost Circle and crossing over into a brighter latitude. The days stretched out across the horizon, smoldering against both sky and water. The night air lost its bite, becoming warm. Becoming hot. At first, the archaeologists thrilled to these gradual shifts. But soon, their excitement dulled and a sense of lethargy set in.

The mariners had their daily labors to keep them rooted amidst the empty monotony of the sea, but the archaeologists quickly found themselves unmoored in every way. The rhythm of a long voyage was unfamiliar to such earthbound individuals; they ached to be out in the field, sifting through exotic dirt, but instead they were just about as far from land as one could possibly be. Ember sensed their collective frustration mounting as the days passed. Then the weeks. The tension of unused time was strung as taut as the riggings snapped straight by wind. These were not people who understood leisure.

With nothing to do, each of them coped in their own way. Lorne and Dorinda were in near constant disagreement, arguing over forgotten tools or unmade beds or the finer points of celestial navigation. Cami retreated into an archive of soil profiles, gravitating to one of the bolted-down tables in the galley mess where she would bend her head so sharply over her notebooks that it looked as if she were searching for a way to climb inside their pages. Sen walked the circumference of the deck for hours, taking loop after loop, while Machiel obsessed over navigation instruments and measurements—calibrating their sextant, polishing the mirrors, adjusting the index arm, making sure the arc was still true.

For her part, Ember spent most of her time with the mariners. They were at home here on the ocean, and their quiet competence soothed her. There were the twins, a pair named Bowen and Paul, who existed in a tall, golden glare of muscle and who no one could tell apart. And there was Min, the first mate, a scrappy woman with a buzzcut and an uncanny ability to be everywhere at once. Manuel was the mechanic with a missing pointer finger on his right hand and a thick black beard that wreathed his neck like a collar. And John was the cook who could not seem to stop talking, even if there were no one listening to his monologues but himself.

But Ember’s favorite mariner was the captain, a man named Xi. He had a fishing hook of a nose and wore a brimmed cap so religiously that Ember felt the need to look away when she glimpsed the pate of his balding head for the first time, as if she had found him in a state of undress. The two of them made an easy, if unlikely, pair; both were reserved and intensely focused, not particularly suited to positions of authority but even less suited to taking orders. They understood one another implicitly. Xi did not have to explain his predilection for life on the water, and Ember did not have to explain the tenacity with which she was chasing the remnants of a long-dead civilization.

When Xi told her that he’d been sailing Kahn Logistics ships to Pool and back for the better part of ten years, with a few other routes mixed in, Ember’s jaw dropped—she already knew the routes existed, of course, had been quietly turning this information over and over in her mind since Hyra divulged it, but she was nonetheless astonished by Xi’s casual admission. He had seen more of the world than anyone Ember had ever met, and with Leadership’s blessing no less.

Everyone knew that unpermitted vessels slipped past the fishing corridor from time to time, but because the consequences for getting caught were so steep—not just years in labor camps, but decades; entire lives—it was difficult to find one willing to admit it. Ember would know. She had spent years seeking out the most unscrupulous mariners in Commonwealth, and even then… had found just one who would agree to take on a passenger. If only she’d known she was looking in the wrong place.

“I wish I’d met you sooner,” Ember said. “And they just… let you by every time? At the border? Like with us—no papers, no nothing?”

“We just coast through,” he said, leaning out over the railing and watching the shadows of his outstretched arms flicker against the waves. Ember worried for his hat at this angle. What if it flew off his head and into the sea? Who would he be without it? To her relief, he reeled himself back in, leaving the shadow play to a school of flickering fish.

“But I still don’t understand the secrecy. What does it matter if people know where their goods came from?”

“It would change everything,” Xi said, giving her an amused look. “The whole Leadership line is about unity, right? Commonwealth, Common good. They united the factions to create a superpower and now we stand alone. They need people to believe that Commonwealth is complete. A closed circle. And if they don’t… that’s a problem. And at this point, the lie is too deep. If people knew, it wouldn’t just be embarrassing, it would probably be dangerous.”

Ember was skeptical. “Dangerous? Really?”

“Oh, come on, maybe you don’t talk about this up in your ivory tower, but not everyone in Commonwealth is a fan of Leadership rule. People would start asking other questions. They’d start getting restless, getting angry. If Leadership has lied for all this time, then what else are they lying about? There are people who want the clan rules back. The good old days. Even if they can’t remember them. Even if they were never that good.”

“Right, I guess.” It wasn’t a surprise to her that not everyone was pro Leadership; she didn’t live in a cave. But maybe people were more dissatisfied than she knew. She thought of the artifact and wondered what else was lying forgotten in a crate somewhere. “What other routes have you sailed?”

Xi ticked them off on his fingers. “Scandinave, but there’s not much of it. Just a tiny port, although they make most of the mycelium bricks we use on the residential steppes. The Lowlands, we go there for metalwork. They build high, not much acreage, so it’s all vertical. But Commonwealth is the only nation I’m aware of that has hydropower. We’re the richest in land, in resources, there’s no question about that.”

“And what’s Novapool like?”

“Well, Novapool’s a little bit of an outlier. It’s so new, but it’s the only goddamn place I know of that’s actually growing. Settlers pushing west, even.”

“And south of Novapool?”

Xi suddenly grew very serious. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve never been south of Novapool before.”

“Do you know anyone who has?”

He shook his head, a slow and deliberate swivel of his neck. “No. Not even the maps go that far. There’s still the old fear. The heat, the water. No one wants to risk it that far south.”

Except us.

Ember looked away from him, anxious to see uncertainty even in this man who had traveled across the known world and back. On the other side of the deck, Sen was making yet another circuit of the ship, her head tucked against the glare of the overhead sun. It was noon and everything was bright—the sky, the water, even the ship itself seemed to glow.

“But,” Xi added, “there has to be a first time for everything. And who knows what’s happened since the last time I was there. It’s been a few years.” He massaged the back of his neck, tilting his head up to let the sun dart beneath the brim of his hat and land on his weathered brown face. “Novapool is an interesting place, though, that’s for sure. You’ll like it there, I think.”

“Why’s that?”

“Because.” Xi grinned at her, a little sly. “No one minds if you have a lot of questions.”

“You trying to tell me I talk too much?”

“I would never.”

On the other side of the deck, Sen made a second circuit, her head still tucked against the harsh morning light, eyes trained only on her next step. Ember watched her, thinking of all the questions she still didn’t have answers to.
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The weeks passed, and Ember began to feel heartened by the nearness of land, even if she couldn’t see it yet. Xi told her they were close, and she trusted him. The lack of disaster thus far leavened her doubt. No one had fallen sick. No storm had been too vicious to overcome. Her certainty in herself, in the expedition, grew stronger by the day.

On a night near the end of their journey, Ember, Sen, Cami, and Machiel lingered in the galley mess after dinner. Xi and the other mariners had drifted off to bed in the crew’s quarters, and then Dorinda and Lorne left, too, until there were only the four of them. No one wanted to turn in yet. The proximity of Novapool had begun to seep into everything. They could either talk about it or dream about it.

With a mischievous smile, Machiel produced a bottle of liquor they’d been hiding. “I knew there was a reason I hired you,” Ember said when the bottle came to her. As the four of them passed it around, they contemplated the approaching comforts of Novapool, pining after what they’d missed the most while at sea.

“I want to take a fucking bath,” Cami said with a sigh. “I want to sink into water that comes up to my chin and scrub an entire layer of skin off.”

Machiel was swaying in their seat by then. “I wouldn’t say no to that. But what I keep thinking about is this dish my mother used to make. We called it the Green Thing because she would just go out into the garden and cut whatever greens she could find. Fry them up with rice, chiles, scrambled eggs, garlic. It was like eating the whole garden at once.”

Sen presided over the table, their tipsy matriarch, making sure everyone had a chance to speak their longing aloud. “Ember?” she said. “What about you?”

There were so many easy answers, but Ember didn’t pick any of them. She was too busy thinking about how the difficult part of their journey hadn’t even begun yet. They only planned on stopping in Novapool long enough to replenish their stores and see what they could learn about the southern coastline before departing once more. A week at most. And after that—

“There’s no point pining for this shit,” Ember snapped, and even she was surprised by the severity of her voice. “Everything will only get harder after Novapool.”

A silence settled over the table. The levity they had been cultivating all night was suddenly gone. Cami blinked at her. Machiel shifted in their seat. And Sen tilted her head, studying Ember as if she were a petulant child. Finally, she said, “We know that.”

Ember wasn’t sure what kind of reaction she’d been expecting, but it wasn’t this. Brown liquor sloshed against the inside of the bottle that was somehow back in her hand already. Realizing she’d had more than enough, she held it out to Sen, who took it and added, “It’s kind of the point.”

Cami and Machiel didn’t say anything, but they both nodded in quiet agreement. Through the thick scrim of alcohol, Ember realized that no one here had forgotten the gravity of what came next. Maybe she was the one who needed to be reminded.

The next morning, Ember slept later than she had in weeks. She would have slept later still if she hadn’t heard the cry go up, a cry that became a cacophony of many voices that became a steady, unified chant: Land.
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THE DOCKS OF Novapool thrummed with bodies and languages and a thousand different smells that converged into one loud, acrid stink. Ember wasn’t sure what she had expected, but it wasn’t this. In Commonwealth, the harbor was a fringe at the very bottom of the city, trafficked only by mariners and fishmongers.

Here, contrary to geography, the docks were at the center of everything. The frenetic crush of too many people was immediate. No sooner had Ember stepped onto land than three men were jostling to offer themselves as her guides. The other archaeologists disembarked behind her and gawked, an uncertain cluster, stunned by this sensory onslaught after so long at sea. Ember was thankful when Xi pushed through and spoke to the men in their native tongue—Poolian, she guessed, but had only ever seen it written. It was more melodic than she’d expected, almost like a song. Xi sent two of the men on their way, and the one who remained beamed at them. He introduced himself as Juda in heavily accented Common. He had a slight build, with tufts of black hair emerging from the neck of his shirt and a brow that yearned to knit itself together between his eyes but couldn’t quite bridge the gap.

“You will take rooms, yes?” he asked. “I know all the best houses.”

“Fucking yes please,” Dorinda said from behind Ember, and the others hurried to add their assent. The archaeologists could hardly contain themselves at the idea of walls, of privacy, of beds that did not sway in the night.

“Correct,” Ember said to Juda. “Rooms.”

“We’ll go, then. Stay close. Very lively.”

Xi spoke to the man in Poolian again and palmed him some coins—a currency Ember didn’t recognize. To Ember he said, “It’s on Hyra. He’ll take you to a good boardinghouse. I already know it. I’ll meet you there after we unload.”

Ember was momentarily confused. Looking back, she could already see the mariners hauling crates down the gangplanks. She reached out a hand in protest. “No, our equipment should—”

“No one is touching your equipment, Ember. It’s our cargo we’re shedding. You didn’t imagine Kahn would send us all this way just to make some maps, did you? With nothing to trade?”

Ember felt foolish; she hadn’t even thought about it. But Xi was gone before she could reply, and Juda was rocking on the balls of his feet, eager to get moving.

“We’ll go?” he asked. A chorus of affirmation went up from the archaeologists and they all set out as a little knot, pressing through the gaps between fishmongers and mariners and passengers who swarmed the docks.

Novapool was smaller than Ember had imagined, and dirtier, and there was a newness here that she had never seen before. The settlement was barely thirty years old; an infant by all accounts. And it showed. The docks had not had time to grow algae and the streets were dirt, still being taught their own shape by the boots and hoofs and wheels of travelers. Her eyes slid past the people, strange as they were to her, and came to rest instead upon the things they had made—all of it new. Wood so fresh the sap beaded along its grain; stone without moss; freshly fired clay. The story of this place was laid bare. A teeming, sprawling wilderness still leaned in at the edges. Not so long ago, this land had been unscathed.

By contrast, Commonwealth had so many layers of memory woven into the present-day structures that it was hard to tell what was what and when was when. Underlying everything were the foundations that had been built by long-dead monarchs and chieftains and dictators. By this clan or that. The idea of their island as a unified whole was recent in the scheme of things, but dig deep enough and one could find the carefully laid stone of five hundred years past, of a thousand, of two even. That land had been settled and ravaged and resettled so many times no one could remember where anything came from, or when, or from whom.

But hand in hand with the cumulation of the island’s long history was also its dissolution. The histories that endured, and the histories that did not. A new ruler tends to delight in smashing the memory of their forebears—and so despite the pieces that had remained, even more had been wiped clean from Commonwealth’s recollection. The understructure was ever-present, and also ever-occluded. On their island, the pollution of human touch was on everything. Whereas Novapool was still clean. It stank, yes, and she could see a literal ring of dirt on the back of Juda’s neck, but each rough-hewn structure was its own history, complete and self-contained. She’d never seen a place so close to its origins before.

Ember nearly ran into Juda when he halted in front of a building that had a row of painted moons above the door, in all its phases.

“Here,” Juda announced. “Very best rooms. You will not be disappoint.”

Inside, the archaeologists found sudden quiet after the heat and dust and clamor of Novapool’s streets. The house was stale and cool. The six of them, plus Juda, crowded into a narrow hallway. On the right, a staircase led up, and on the left, a dining room full of crudely made furniture was already set for dinner. The windows were small, with cloudy panes. Ember glanced about for light fixtures and saw none. She remembered what Xi had said about Commonwealth hoarding their hydropower technology.

“Guests for you,” Juda called, motioning to Ember that they should wait. “Many rooms we are needing.” He ventured into the back and she heard a muted exchange in Poolian. The man of the house emerged, Juda at his heels. He was perfectly round, one circle on top of another, with a well-trimmed beard the color of granite.

“Wonderful,” the man said, smiling at the band of travelers. “My name is Arnar and you are all quite welcome. You’ve come a long way, I hear, from Commonwealth? Don’t see many Commonwealthers these days. We’ll be expecting twelve for dinner, is that right? I only have ten chairs, but we’ll borrow a few more from next door and it will be quite a party. Quite a party.”

It took Ember a moment to realize that Arnar’s speech was barely accented. “Yes, the mariners will join us later, I think,” she said. “You’re… Where are you from, if I may ask? Your Common tongue is very good.”

“Oh my, I don’t often get to make much use of it, but thank you for noticing. I was born there, actually. Grew up just outside the capital and then found my way to Pool quite by accident… a long story. Suffice to say, only a nineteen-year-old would take a job on a fishing boat with no nets and not suspect a more… ah… illicit business model. But all’s well that ends well. Didn’t expect to wind up in Pool, did I, but once I got there, it seemed a waste to return. Needed to see a little more of the world, eh? I’m sure you relate. Now. Your rooms. How many will you be needing?”

Out of the corner of Ember’s eye, she saw Dorinda take a handful of Lorne’s ass and give it an anticipatory squeeze. She wished the answer were four, that it went without saying that she and Sen would share. “Five for us, if you have them,” she said. “The mariners might want a few more, but I won’t speak for them.”

“Perfect!” Arnar cried, a little more jubilantly than the occasion warranted. “Come with me and I’ll show you what I have.” He mounted the stairs with a light step and kept up a steady stream of chatter as he told them about their lodgings—tips and tricks for the outhouse, directions to the nearest communal baths, where he kept the extra candlesticks, and finally, what time dinner would be served.

“I’ll leave you to arrange yourselves, then. But before I go, are there any questions? Any needs?”

The archaeologists were already drifting away to choose their rooms, but Ember lingered. “I do wonder,” she began, “where I might find the… museum?”

“Museum.” Arnar looked confused, rolling the word around in his mouth as if he might have forgotten its meaning.

“Or a historical society,” she hurried to add. “Wherever the settlement’s archive might be housed. We’d be very interested in discussing any artifacts or records that are available, either since the founding or perhaps Pre-Crisis remnants? We’re archaeologists, so we’re hoping to talk to anyone who might be familiar with the antiquities of the area.”

Arnar gave a brisk shake of his head, as if to brush the very idea of antiquity away. “This is a new place. We don’t trouble ourselves much with history.”

Ember frowned. “But people must find things from time to time—old tools, pieces of buildings from before the Crisis?”

“Find them, yes,” he conceded. “But keep them? That’s another matter.” He hesitated for a moment, thinking, then added, “If you’re set on it, I might know someone who could assist.”

“That would be very helpful, yes.”

“Leave it with me.”

Ember thanked Arnar for his hospitality and he went back downstairs. Turning, she saw that the others had drifted away. She watched as the doors all along the hallway closed, one after another. The archaeologists were eager to rest, to wash, to be alone for a few precious hours. She didn’t blame them.

Ember went to the last room and shut herself in. The walls were a chalky white and the bed was made up with rough-spun sheets. She contemplated the second pillow for a moment, the place where an additional head might lay, wanting that place to be Sen’s but thinking also of Jerome suddenly, out of habit or maybe out of guilt or maybe out of a residual love that was easier to feel the farther away from him she got. Was he sharing his bed with someone new yet? Did she care if he was?

No sooner had she asked herself the question than she set it aside. There were so many other things to occupy her thoughts here. She swept apart the billowing curtains and looked down onto the street, where she saw Arnar and Juda speaking in the shadow of the house. She tried to take some measure of encouragement from this, hoping that they were consulting about her query, but Arnar’s initial confusion about even the idea of antiquity weighed on her. Surely he would turn something up. Or someone. And even if there was nothing—she reminded herself that Ish had found his way from here. She would, too. She decided to recheck his entries from Novapool. Maybe there was something there. Something she could use.

From her window, she could see Juda easing into the fray of the busy foot traffic, moving back in the direction of the docks. Exhausted but also wide awake, Ember sat on the edge of her bed and watched him disappear into the churn of bodies. She marveled at how many people there were. Here! On the very fringe of what was known. And although she had always understood that the world was a great deal bigger than Commonwealth made it out to be, seeing it for herself stirred a depth of awe she could not have expected.
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By the next morning, Arnar had a lead for her. Ember was alone in the dining room, halfway through a hardboiled egg, when he appeared with a little girl by his side. She was twelve or so, with a beaded curtain of thin black braids, filled out with streaks of red and orange yarn.

“Good morning,” Arnar said. “I hope all is to your satisfaction so far?”

Ember tried to reply through a mouthful of egg, but nothing intelligible came out. She looked at the girl, who stared back at her, unblinking. Ember managed to swallow, but Arnar was already moving on.

“Excellent,” Arnar said. “I’ve identified someone who might be of assistance regarding your previous inquiry. This is her daughter, Leis.”

“Her daughter?”

“Mouna is who you’ll want to speak with, but she is away.” He turned to Leis and said something in Poolian. She nodded and held up two fingers. “For two more weeks.”

“Two weeks…” Ember repeated. The plan was to be long gone by then. “That’s too long. There’s no one else?”

Arnar palmed his perfectly coifed beard. “It’s not a common interest, is the problem. Mouna is the best, the very best I am told, when it comes to understanding the land. She helps the settlers find the right soil for their crop. I believe that’s what she’s doing now.” He spoke to Leis, who replied in a sharp tone. “Yes, they decided there wasn’t enough money in… she’s calling it treasure hunting… after the last time.”

Ember leaned forward. “The last time?”

Leis began to fiddle with her braids, throwing them over one shoulder and then moving them to the other. She murmured something to Arnar.

“Last time, Mouna took a man out to look for ruins and he never paid her. It’s always half before, half afterward, and he never paid afterward.”

“Who?” Ember’s attention snapped into focus. “What was his name?”

Another short exchange between Arnar and Leis, and then Leis was shaking her head, frowning.

“She doesn’t remember. But he had red hair, she says. And…” he hesitated. “A word I don’t know.”

Ember watched as the girl began to tap herself up and down her arms, her fingertips like raindrops, and then they moved up to her face, the bridge of her nose—

“Freckles,” Ember said, realization dawning. “She’s saying freckles.”

Arnar clapped his hands, delighted by this revelation. “Oh yes, that’s it. I didn’t… Yes, freckles. You know him?”

Ember didn’t reply at first. Her mind was racing—she had noticed a few errant mentions of “we” in Ish’s notebooks during the rare lucid moments when he described his environment after leaving the settlement, but she’d taken it as a scientific we. A voice for peer review. What if someone else had been there when he found the artifact? What if she could speak to them?

“Did they find anything? Where did she take him?”

A pause for the translation and then Arnar turned back to Ember. Both he and the little girl were looking at her strangely. She was trying to contain her intensity, but it was rippling off her like heat waves.

“She says that he took something,” Arnar said. “I can’t understand what. A strange stone. That’s the best I can do.”

Suddenly two weeks did not seem like very long to wait if it meant getting a chance to talk to one of the last people to see Ish alive. Someone who had been there when he found the artifact. She would have to discuss it with the others; they would not want to be waylaid, but—

“I must speak with her,” Ember said. “The second she comes back. We’ll wait.”

Arnar nodded. “I’ll see that you are informed.” He turned to go and began shooing Leis back through the kitchen, but Ember grabbed his sleeve before he could leave.

“Wait. What were they owed? You said the man didn’t pay. How much is the debt?” She rattled the Poolian coins in her pocket that Xi had helped her exchange the night before, and Leis didn’t need the translation to know what she was talking about. The girl held up four fingers and Ember counted four pieces of gold into her palm. “Tell your mother I honor my debts. There will be more than enough to make it worth her while.”

Arnar translated and Leis nodded, her fist closing around the money.

Just then, Dorinda and Lorne came down the stairs, the two of them bedheaded and in good spirits. Ember already knew why; she’d been listening to the feverish thump of their headboard against the wall all night.

Arnar pointed them toward the sideboard and then ushered Leis back into the kitchen. Lorne helped himself, heaping a plate so high with food it was in danger of tipping over. Dorinda poured herself some fruit juice and sat next to Ember, looking smug. The silver in her hair stood apart from the rest, tall and electrified.

“Sleep well?” Ember asked.

“Mmm. Something like that.”

“How nice for you,” Ember said, wiping her mouth. “Anyway, I just found Ish’s local guide. Sort of. She’s on a job, but she’ll be back. That was her daughter.”

“No shit.” Dorinda’s sleepy air of satisfaction instantly fell away. “I didn’t know we were even looking for a guide.”

“I didn’t either. I asked Arnar for a contact who might be familiar with the area’s antiquities and he brought me this woman’s daughter, who described Ish exactly as a previous client. How many men with red hair and freckles are wandering around asking about Pre-Crisis artifacts?”

“Hopefully not many. This could be important; she could fill in a lot of the gaps about what he did here.”

Lorne sat down beside them and Dorinda helped herself to his plate while he blundered into the conversation. “What’s this? Ish’s guide? But you only spoke to the daughter, right? That kid? Come on, Em, she’s a baby.”

“So what?” Ember had a soft spot for Lorne’s constant skepticism, but in that moment she didn’t want to hear it. “I didn’t prompt her. And the mother will be back in two weeks.”

“Two weeks?” Dorinda groaned. “We wanted to be shipping out in one, tops. That’s a week less to survey, Ember. A week less to dig. Are you sure it’s worth the wait?”

Ember paused. She wasn’t sure. But she recognized, not for the first time and certainly not for the last, that as the leader of this team, she did not have the luxury of indecision, not when it came to moments like these. Dorinda and Lorne were both older than her, and more experienced. Sen had a few years on her, too. Which was to say nothing of Xi and some of the mariners. Her authority among these people was delicate. She had to wield it carefully. With conviction.

“Positive,” Ember said. “We’ll have to run it by Xi. But think what we could gain by waiting—she might be able to tell us where he found it, or even take us there.”

She wanted to tell them that she had already been over and over Ish’s journals, trying to find clues to this very location, but of course she couldn’t give herself away. She watched as Dorinda and Lorne exchanged a look full of information that Ember could not decipher.

“Okay,” Dorinda said with a shrug. “It’s your call.”
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As eager as Ember was to get underway, she quickly found that she didn’t mind the delay. Novapool was swarming with novelty. Vegetables she’d never tasted, fabrics she’d never touched, and more languages than she had known existed. There was a richness of experience in this place, and it struck her that by contrast Commonwealth kept its people very poor indeed.

If time on the ship had moved slowly, then that first handful of days in Novapool passed in a bright, hot flash. Ember spent her time walking the winding streets of the settlement, from the docks all the way to the fields being tilled in preparation for a new crop. This circuit was short enough that she could walk the length of it in one day, but varied enough that every time she took this path she saw or heard or smelled something she’d never encountered before—a street vendor sautéing strange meats with so much spice her eyes watered as she walked past; a group of children shaking instruments that made sounds like a thunderstorm; a wagon rolling by that was full of live, caged snakes. She was transfixed by all of it.

As the second week stretched into the third, a few of the archaeologists grew restless. Ember could hear them complaining about the time that was being wasted when they thought she was out of earshot, but the idea of leaving now, when Ish’s guide could arrive any minute, was inconceivable to her. She told herself she was waiting for the information Mouna could offer to assist their current efforts, and she was, but wasn’t she also hoping for some kind of absolution about Ish?

Every day she checked in with Arnar, and every day he told her the same thing: soon.

Sen found Ember one morning as she was setting out on one of her walks.

“Mind if I tag along?” Sen asked.

Ember relented, even though she knew she was about to be chastised.

They didn’t talk at first. They walked to the docks in silence and wandered through the fish stalls, looking at the headless silver bodies laid out, the buckets brimming with pink entrails and fleshless spines, then they turned onto a road that cut through the heart of the settlement, past the dry markets full of shouting vendors and out into the fields, where laborers dotted the landscape and the air smelled of freshly turned earth and manure.

“So this is where you disappear to every day,” Sen remarked once the chaos of the settlement was behind them and they were walking alongside whispering rows of wheat.

“I suppose it is.”

They walked on. Ember waited for her to say whatever it was she was clearly trying to find the right words for.

“Any news on Ish’s guide?” Sen finally asked, knowing full well there wasn’t.

Ember shook her head. “Not yet.”

“How long do you want to wait? It’s been well over two weeks. Every day we stay here is one we lose in the field.”

“She’ll come back soon.”

“And if she doesn’t? How long are you prepared to wait, is what I’m asking. It’s what everyone is asking.”

Ember didn’t have an answer to this ready, but she knew she had to offer something concrete. Something firm and final. “One more week, then we’ll go.”

Sen let out a sharp breath, her frustration bleeding through. “That’s grinding February down to the nub, Ember. You know what that means.”

Ember did know. The window for travel was narrowing. If they waited too long, summer would interrupt their work before they even had time to break ground.

“We accounted for all that. We’ll still leave before the end of June. Before summer peaks, as planned.”

“You really think four months is enough for something like this? To get down there, chart the coastline, find a site, dig, get back? It was barely enough when it was five.”

“It was never going to be enough. You and I both know the site we’re hoping for will take years to process. Decades even. This is the part where we find what we need to justify the second trip, and then the third. Summit was active for almost twenty years. Of course a few months isn’t enough.”

Sen looked at her sideways, throwing up an arm to shield her eyes from the sun. “You really think Mouna has something to say that makes the wait worth it?”

“I do,” Ember said, her voice firm. By then, she’d had time to pore over Ish’s notebooks again, now with the understanding that someone else might have been there, and there were a few lines that she just couldn’t ignore. Initially, she’d written them off as more of Ish’s overwrought rambling, but now—she had to know. She had to talk to Mouna.

Sen threw up her hands. “Fine, Ember. Fine. But at least speak to the others about it. Let them have their say. You know they’re getting restless.”

Ember did know. She just didn’t want to deal with it. “One more week, Sen. That’s all I’m asking.”

“You’re not asking anyone, though, you’re telling us.”

“That’s true. I’m not asking. I don’t need to. This expedition is mine.”

Sen shook her head, pained but unsurprised. “That’s funny. I remember you telling me it would be ours.”
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On the very last day of February, two weeks later than she’d been expected, Mouna finally returned to Novapool. Ember had been avoiding the other archaeologists for days, knowing that they were growing increasingly anxious. Her insistence on keeping them here was being questioned behind her back, first in whispers, then in tones that were designed for her to hear. Even Xi had begun to seem eager to depart. Rather than confronting this unrest head-on, Ember took to waking earlier than everyone else in order to slip out well before the others descended for breakfast, a few hardboiled eggs in her pockets. When she returned, she would come back in through the kitchen, where Arnar labored over his cutting boards and was discreet enough to pretend he didn’t see her. She knew this routine wasn’t sustainable but kept telling herself that it didn’t have to be. It just had to tide her over until Mouna’s return.

It was after dark when Arnar knocked gently on her door, full of apologies for the hour but with news: Mouna was back. He had already made the necessary arrangements with Leis, knowing Ember would want to go right away.

He was right. Ember was on her feet before he finished speaking.

It was nearly midnight by the time Ember and Arnar walked into a part of the settlement Ember had never seen before. The streets were lit unevenly, just torches hammered into the dirt. She was glad that Arnar had offered to come with her; she would have been lost in more ways than one without him.

Leis answered the door. In this light, she looked older. Or maybe she was just at that age, when the difference of a few weeks could mean another inch. She wordlessly beckoned them inside, where a road-beaten woman washed her bloodied feet in a basin. Her hair was in a single black braid, so long the tip of it settled in her lap. The water was pinkish, and Ember could see where her toes had been worn raw by the insides of her boots. Ember and Arnar hovered just inside the door. No one asked them to sit and even if they had, there weren’t many choices.

Ember could see the gold coins she’d given Leis in a little pile on the table and knew this was the only reason Mouna was allowing her to be here.

“Thank you for seeing me so quickly,” Ember said. “I know it’s late and I can see that you’re tired.”

Arnar translated, while Mouna’s eyes stayed on Ember’s face. “I am told… emergency,” she said in Common, thinking about each word before she spoke it.

“It is. My team was meant to be heading south weeks ago, but we waited for your return because I think you might be able to help us. Your daughter told me about a man you worked for. Ish. Ishmael.”

“Ish.” Mouna sucked at her teeth in distaste.

“You know him, then? He was a… colleague.”

Mouna turned to Arnar with a quizzical squint, and he supplied the translation in Poolian. “Colleague,” Mouna repeated, trying it out. “Yes. And?”

Ember hesitated. “Well, he’s dead now. But he returned to Commonwealth with a device.” Ember made a rectangle with her hands. “This big. Black. Like a stone, but delicate. Do you know where he found it?”

Mouna glared at her. “He didn’t find.”

Ember wasn’t sure what to make of this. She turned to Arnar, not trusting Mouna’s Common. Arnar translated the description into Poolian, using the same gesture with his hands to show its size, but Mouna stopped him halfway through.

“I understand,” she said. “He didn’t find.”

“Who…” Ember felt her brain tighten inside her skull, not quite wanting to know the answer to this half-formed question. But didn’t some part of her already know? Hadn’t she always suspected? There was something about the way he referred to the artifact in his field notes that had never sat right with her.

“I find,” Mouna said.

Ember felt sick. She thought of the student he’d been, before everything fell apart. How brilliant he was. How ferocious he’d been about his—their—work. She’d wanted absolution from Mouna but all she’d found here was more shame. She should never have allowed him to go, let alone asked him to. “What do you mean, you found it? He said he found it. You mean you found it together.”

Mouna removed her feet from the basin and began to pat them dry with a rag. Leis sat before her, producing a clay pot of ointment for the sores. Mouna sat back in the chair and allowed her daughter to apply the salve, wincing at the medicinal sting of it. Ember saw that this was a well-worn routine and suddenly she remembered the crepe paper delicacy of her own mother’s hands as she oiled them, skin sliding over bone.

Mouna leaned her head back, eyes closed, as if she were too tired to keep them open. She spoke in Poolian for a long time, eyes still closed, and Arnar translated.

“She says he stole it from her. She says he paid her to bring him very far south, but he couldn’t manage much. And then when he couldn’t find what he was looking for, he went mad. He couldn’t… I think the word is… sustain himself. I think she means he wasn’t eating and drinking properly. Maybe a physical sickness also, I can’t quite tell. She says she thought about leaving him there but she isn’t a monster, so she dragged him back to Novapool and let him rest here, in her own home. Then, when he was getting better, he ran off with a treasure she’d found many years ago, very far south from here, much farther than they traveled together. And did not pay.”

Mouna’s eyes flicked open as Arnar finished and landed on Ember. “You see?” she said. “Liar.”

Leis set her mother’s feet atop a clean rag and rose to put away the ointment. Ember sensed that their welcome here was about to expire.

“I’m sorry,” she said, feeling lightheaded all of a sudden. “I didn’t know.”

Mouna only shrugged.

“Do you remember the place where you discovered it? The device? Can you find your way there again?”

“I can find anything,” Mouna said with a scowl, as if even the question insulted her abilities.

“Will you guide us, then?” Ember fished the pouch of gold from under her shirt, where it lay against her skin, and held it in her fist. She pointed at the coins already on the table. “We’re not thieves. I pay my debts. And his.” She shook the bag slightly so Mouna could hear how much there was.

But the woman was unmoved. She shook her head. “No.”

Ember felt the tension of the past few weeks break inside of her, a wave that suddenly reached its treacherous peak and then began to collapse in on itself. “Please,” she said. “Name your price. We’ll pay it.”

“No,” Mouna repeated. “Go home. South isn’t for you.”

“I can’t do that.” Ember’s hands might have been shaking but there was iron in her voice.

Mouna considered her for a long moment, hearing it, and then she murmured something to Leis in Poolian. The girl fetched a small cylinder from another room, wrapped in canvas and tied with a piece of fraying yarn that was from the same crimson skein woven through her braids. Mouna held this object, still looking at Ember, as if she hadn’t quite decided what to do with it yet.

She said a word in Poolian and Arnar translated it: “Map.”

Ember’s breath caught in her throat. She’d come here for a guide, but if she couldn’t have Mouna, a map might still be enough—something she could offer the others to justify the weeks they’d already given up. She nodded, extending the gold.

Mouna gestured for Leis to retrieve the money. “Gold for map of…” And then she made a hard edge with her palm and drew a craggy line in the air to illustrate the shape of a coast. Of the forgotten coast.

Leis made a sound of dissent in the back of her throat but Mouna quieted her by tapping her own temple and Ember knew she was telling her daughter that she didn’t need the map anymore. She knew this land by heart.

“Deal?” Mouna asked.

Ember was already reaching for it. “And the site where you found it is marked?”

“Is marked.”

“Deal.”
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IN THE MORNING, Ember spread Mouna’s map out on the dining room table and all the archaeologists crowded around, eager to see whether the weeks they had waited here had been worth it.

Machiel took one look and sucked in a breath through the small gap in their front teeth. They let out a long, low, “Wow.”

Lorne tapped a corner of the map, already searching for things to criticize. “Oh, but come on. Do we even know if this is accurate? This is… fairly crude, no? Machiel?”

Machiel bent over the parchment. “Maybe, but… also wildly helpful. See, she’s obviously surveyed all of this on foot. Look here, I’m assuming these numbers are paces, right? So if we’re going by sea, we can use her landmarks, here, here, here… all of these really, and then fill in some of the coastal information that might be missing or skewed. We’ll be observing by sea, using a different speed measure, of course, and so that will be recalibrated, and she hasn’t made any latitude measurements as far as I can see, but that’s so complex, I wouldn’t expect to see that. On the whole I think it’s going to end up being a game changer. It will only make my own attempt more precise. And look, she’s marked terrain details as well… No, honestly, this is terrific. I’d say this is signifying rough ground, this is an incline, et cetera. There’s quite a lot here for us to go on. And then this…” Machiel let their pointer finger drift down the stretch of coast to land on the symbol of a tall archway, lurking toward the very limit of Mouna’s explorations, way down at the bottom of the parchment. “This is interesting.” Machiel turned to Ember. “You’ve spoken with her, I gather?”

“I have.”

“What’s this signifying?”

Ember had already decided last night that she wouldn’t tell the others what she’d learned of Ish’s theft, but even so she paused to gird herself before she said, “It’s the ruin where Ish found the device.”

She owed him this at least. What was one more lie on a strand of many? A string of glass beads, tightening around her neck.

“And so we’re just taking all this on faith,” Lorne muttered.

Dorinda clapped Ember on the back, ignoring him. “You were right, Em. It was worth the wait. Don’t let this idiot get you down.”

Lorne feigned exasperation, but Ember could tell that underneath his skepticism, even he was excited about the map. “I’m not saying it’s useless; I’m just trying to be realistic.”

Ember smiled, vindicated, but also feeling Sen’s eyes on her. Sen had a way of knowing when she was holding something back. Ember said, “I’ve already been to the docks. Xi is getting us ready to depart tomorrow. Machiel, I assume you’ll be wanting to study this, so I’ll leave it with you.”

“Of course, but, what I’d like even more is to speak with her directly. What’s her name again? Ish’s guide?”

“Mouna.”

“Mouna,” Machiel repeated. “Yes, I’d love the chance to ask her—”

Ember cut in. “It won’t be possible.”

“Why not?” Sen asked, those dark eyes still boring into her. Ember hadn’t slept at all since Mouna laid the map in her hands the night before and she felt stripped bare by her own exhaustion. Finally, she forced herself to meet Sen’s gaze.

“She won’t speak with us any more than she already has,” Ember said. “She was very clear about this being all she was willing to contribute. The map was the best I could do. And believe me, she named her price.”

“You’re absolutely sure?” Machiel asked, wincing at this blow. “Just a few questions.”

“Positive. Look, there’s more than enough here to work with.”

“And why won’t she see us?” Sen asked.

A fair question. But Ember was too tired to handle it gracefully.

“Because,” Ember snapped. “She doesn’t like Commonwealthers, okay? She was barely willing to sell me the map.”

“I wonder why,” Sen mused under her breath.

Ember closed her eyes in frustration, then tried to regulate her tone. “Let’s focus on what we’ve got, okay? Let’s pack up. We’re shipping out as soon as Xi can manage. Hopefully by first light.”

The archaeologists nodded as one. They understood the urgency of this command, yet still they lingered, unable to tear themselves away.
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Once they were at sea again, the spirit of the entire expedition lightened, or so it seemed to Ember. The mariners were content to be back on the water, and the archaeologists were pleased to be moving toward their work once more. There was a familiarity among these two teams, a pleasant sort of communion after their weeks apart in Novapool, and an excitement about what was yet to come. Once they got a look at Mouna’s map, the mariners began to show a little interest in the outcome of the expedition. Bowen and Paul, those enormous golden twins, asked Ember about what she hoped to find and seemed impressed when she told them, while Min shared mariner variations of the ancient myths about the southern seas, versions that Ember had never heard before. Slowly, very slowly, the sturdy divide between mariner and archaeologist thinned. Keeping the coast in sight, they sailed south, tethered to land but buoyed by the waves, a combination that suited them all just fine.

As they sailed, Machiel set to work drafting a new map and everyone wanted to help. Machiel obliged by delegating small record-keeping tasks to each of the volunteers: taking notes on the logline’s readings where it trailed in the Halcyon’s wake to measure speed; recording depth; waking with first light to mark down the angle between sun and sea. They all took turns with these missives, eager for the sense of purpose it brought, but as the days passed and the coast unfurled before them like a ribbon, it was Cami who became Machiel’s most valuable assistant. While the others fluttered around the ship gathering data like bees collecting pollen, Cami was at the center of the hive, helping Machiel thread it all together into something cohesive.

Ember was hardly surprised. She looked on with pride as her former graduate assistant set her mind to absorbing the cartographer’s considerable knowledge. Her innate proclivity for archival completionism was well-suited to the art of mapmaking, and both Cami and Machiel seemed to recognize this compatibility straightaway. So while the other archaeologists took measurements above-deck, Machiel and Cami spread out their charts and instruments across the twin tables in the galley mess down below, where the salt spray could not reach the precious curls of parchment on which a new, more detailed version of the forgotten coast was slowly but surely becoming visible.

A few weeks into this leg, Ember went down to check on their progress and found the two of them so immersed in the data neither heard her as she came in.

“Hi,” she finally said, and they both looked up with a start. She peered over their shoulders at the two maps, side by side: Mouna’s and theirs. “It’s really coming along.”

“It is,” Machiel agreed. “Being able to start with this”—they tapped Mouna’s contribution—“has been incredibly helpful. Some of her landmarks are too low to the ground or too far inland to be much use to us without stopping every few days to hike in and have a look-see, which I know, I know, we don’t have time for. But that said, if you look here, at this mountain peak, and here, at the bay, I think it’s safe to say we’re no more than a week away from this ruin she’s marked. Her scale measurements have been remarkably precise, given that she was on foot and the terrain probably varied quite a bit.”

Ember nodded, not at all surprised to hear that Mouna’s map was accurate but pleased to know that they were getting close. “And what about you, Cami? What do you think?”

Cami flushed a gradient pink that began on her chest and rose up her neck to color her face as they both turned toward her, sputtering slightly to be put on the spot. She had been mostly quiet on the journey thus far, shrinking into the background as the older archaeologists took up all the space. At times, Ember was glad she had given her graduate assistant this opportunity; at others, she worried it was a mistake bringing someone so untested. But Cami had wanted to come. Ember tried not to dwell on the obvious parallels. It was completely different than Ish, she told herself. Completely.

“Oh, well, I agree,” Cami chirped. “Nearly there.”

“She has quite a knack for this,” Machiel said.

“I can see that.”

Cami blushed an even deeper red and hurried to change the subject. “Ember, when we do get there, do we know what we’re expecting from the ruins exactly?”

Ember shook her head, wishing, not for the first time, that she could go back in time and ask a hundred more questions, knowing also that Mouna probably wouldn’t have answered them. “No, she didn’t say anything else.”

They fell silent, considering the data laid out before them—this extraordinary cumulation of information and also, always, the sum of everything they did not yet know.
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A few days later, the storm hit. It began as a dark smudge on the horizon, but they had weathered plenty of storms before. No one worried; instead, they looked forward to the break in the temperature, to the respite of a little rain. It had been getting progressively hotter the farther south they ventured, although it was only March. Everyone knew it was about to get hotter still.

As the smudge came closer, the mariners prepared in all their usual ways. They reeled in the sails and tied down the objects that might shift in heavy winds or steep waves. John packed away the dinner he was only halfway through making and Manuel set the hydro-generator to take on the charge of the storm. The golden twins roamed the deck, double-checking that everything was secure, and the rest of them perched at the railing, watching the storm arrive as if they were waiting for the curtain to go up on a play.

They didn’t have to wait long.

One moment, the day was fine and the water was mild. The next, a wind so severe it stole Ember’s breath right out of her mouth rushed into them, loaded with rain that cut through the air like needles. At first, the mariners seemed delighted by this challenge, darting back and forth across the deck to manage the ship as the waves rose and the wind came at them with a force that could lift a person off their feet.

But soon enough, the excitement had left their faces, replaced by grim overwhelm. Ember began to feel afraid. Over the roaring wind, she could see but barely hear Xi let out a long string of curses as he fought against the helm, and finally understood that this storm was different than the others. She had never known him to look so distressed before. Xi shouted for the archaeologists to go below and no one argued.

Below deck, they huddled in their bunks, making themselves as small and compact as possible. Everything that wasn’t secured was being flung across the cabin, back and forth, back and forth. The violence of these objects was so severe that when one of Lorne’s boots hit Cami in the head, it drew blood before Sen managed to snatch it out of the air and tie it down by its own laces. Then the bunks themselves began to shift and to slide across the floor, smashing into each other.

In a chaos of howling weather and screeching metal, in which nothing and no one was solid or still, Ember glimpsed an unceremonious ending. For her; for all of them; for this preposterous idea of coming to the Continent and rediscovering the history that humanity had left behind when they fled north. For the first time, she wished they hadn’t come at all. This wasn’t the whisper of doubt from the first few weeks—it was true regret. An emotion she wasn’t familiar with. Clinging to the headboard of her bunk with both arms, she let out a wail that no one could hear.

It went on like this for hours. The waves, the wind, battering them all into submission. At some point, Ember lost track of how long she had been bracing against the churn of the sea, how many times she had been thrown against the steel frame of her bunk. Time had collapsed into the endless scream of the wind. She began to feel like she could not possibly endure another second of this violence, but then more seconds passed, and more minutes, and more hours.

Seawater gushed down the stairs and covered the floor, rising slowly, but rising all the same. Ember could see Cami crying while Machiel held a pillow to her wound, its white case turning bloodred. She could see Lorne and Dorinda, holding one another, quiet for once. And she could see Sen, on the other side of the bunk room, her eyes closed, her knees pulled in against her chest. Ember coiled herself to dart across the room to Sen, but before she could spring forward, a blind snapped shut over her eyes and blackness fell over them.

It took her a moment to understand that the lights had gone out.

“The hydro-generator,” she said, but of course no one heard her over the cacophony. And so she waited where she was, in the dark, in the loud, to see what came next.
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At the end of it, they took stock and were initially relieved. All six of the archaeologists lived, and all six of the mariners. A complete and mostly unharmed team was more than Ember had expected while she lay huddled in the dark, waves pounding the hull so hard that when they finally softened and she took stock of her own body, she realized she was covered in bruises from being thrown against the metal frame of her bed again and again.

And yet. While their party was whole, the damage to the Halcyon was formidable. Ember absorbed both of these things simultaneously—comforted that no lives had been lost, despairing that their vehicle was torn apart—and the disparity made her vision blur. She wondered if she had a concussion and guessed that she probably did. They probably all did.

Coming up to the deck for the first time, she was blind to the sudden blast of the sun. She stumbled on the lip of the stairs, and only later did she realize that it wasn’t just her balance that was off-kilter—it was the ship itself, tilting strangely in the absence of its largest mast.

She surveyed this damage with Xi at her side, pointing it all out to her, as if she couldn’t see for herself the straits they were in. The rest of the archaeologists wandered up in a daze, taking in the damage, while the mariners began to work at clearing away the debris.

Two of the three masts had snapped off in the wind; the hydro-generator was shot; the railings were mostly smashed to pieces; and one of the dinghies had escaped its tethers and gone tumbling overboard, never to be seen again.

They drifted on an eerily placid ocean. The sky was pale, almost white. Land was nowhere in sight.

“The masts,” she said to Xi, trying to keep her voice down. She didn’t want the others to overhear the panic in her voice. “How would we… um… address that?”

He frowned. “It’s not good.”

“There’s no backup?” She heard how stupid this sounded and winced.

“The generator was the backup.”

Ember let the information sink in for a moment. “But we can still steer, yes?”

Xi patted the stern’s wheel. “It’s about the only thing we can do. Which doesn’t help us much at the moment, considering that we are very, very disoriented.”

“So then…” She didn’t know what else to say.

Xi sighed. The shadowy depth of his exhaustion colored his face a sickly gray. “It’s a matter of currents. We ride the current we get and hope it brings us to shore so we can rebuild.”

“Rebuild?” Ember asked. “That’s feasible?”

“Sort of. We have some tools. Presumably we’ll have the timber if it’s a wooded area. And we have the skills—Paul and Bowen grew up working in shipyards. I know a thing or two. The generator is another matter. Manuel thinks it needs a new part, which is obviously… not possible. And the sails will be an issue, too; we lost quite a few. But. First we just need to get to land and then I think we can work the rest out. We can try anyway.”

Across the deck, Ember watched as Lorne cleaned and bandaged Cami’s head where his boot had gashed it open. His hands seemed too big for the little white bandage he wielded, but Lorne was no stranger to detail work. He patched her up with the same kind of gentle attention he might give to an artifact. Dorinda supervised, patting Cami’s arm when he finished and saying something to her that Ember couldn’t hear. Cami laughed in response. Ember was surprised to see a smile, let alone laughter after everything that had happened. That’s good, Ember thought. That’s something.

Machiel bounded up the stairs that led down to the mess and as they came toward Ember and Xi, a new fear rose in her. “The maps? Oh god, Machiel, please tell me the maps aren’t ruined.”

“The maps are fine,” Machiel said, hurrying to assure her. “I always wrap them when we’re finished. It’s not that.”

“Then what?” Xi asked.

“Well.” Machiel swept a hand toward one waterlogged horizon and then the other. “I have no idea where we are anymore.”

“Right. Xi mentioned,” Ember said slowly. “Not to be stupid, this isn’t my area, but—we have the sun, we have the stars.” She swiveled, pointing opposite the rising sun, hazy beneath a layer of fog. “Obviously land is that way, no?”

“Sure, we know where east and west are,” Machiel said, “but that doesn’t tell us our position. We don’t know where along the coast we’ve wound up. I’m guessing the storm swept us way, way off course. And without a reliable sextant reading or a clear reference point, I can’t calculate latitude.”

Ember frowned. “But when the stars come out…”

Machiel shook their head. “Does this look like good star-gazing weather to you? Maybe it will clear up, and if it does, that will help, but maybe it won’t. The seas are too rough to get a clean angle, we haven’t seen a horizon in two days, and the sextant is way too delicate an instrument to get tossed around as much as it was and still be reliable. Even if I managed to get a measurement off it, I wouldn’t trust it.”

“Ah.”

“We’ll figure it out eventually, but for now, yeah. It’s a problem.”

“With waves like we had last night—we could be farther south than anyone has ever been since the Crisis,” Xi reasoned. “Or anyone who’s ever… you know, lived to tell. This might not be the climate we were expecting. So, a heat issue. And a navigation issue. Not to mention damage to the ship. There are a lot of… issues.”

“Right,” Ember said, willing her voice steady.

Xi saw her face crumble and gallantly tried to wave off the direness of their situation. “But we’ll wash ashore somewhere, sooner or later. And then we’ll handle it. It’s just better to be wide-eyed about this. Come at it head-on, you know?”

Ember nodded as she looked past the broken railing and down into the water, stirred to a briny, bottomless green. They didn’t know where they were going to end up—that much was clear. The more uncomfortable truth was they never had.
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ON THE EBB OF THE THERMAL EPOCH

Prevailing models have long held that the temperatures below Commonwealth’s fishing grounds render travel to southern regions untenable. While historically reasonable, this assumption requires renewed scrutiny in light of emerging climatological and ecological indicators. Among the most compelling evidence is the settlement of Novapool, located in the southern maritime periphery, established and sustained at the edge of what was once thought uninhabitable land.

Local observations of cooling have also been documented in Commonwealth, where the occasional recurrence of seasonal snowfall—long absent from the historical record—suggests that glacial reformation may one day be possible. Such developments challenge the long-held assertion that the Thermal Epoch represents a terminal state. There is a compelling argument to be made that the atmospheric equilibrium is undergoing a measurable transition. The evidence suggests that the Crisis did not produce a static environmental condition, but rather a dynamic system whose trajectory continues to evolve.
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IT TOOK MANY days of drifting, but the currents did eventually carry them to shore. By the time Ember felt solid ground under her feet, it was early April and she, along with the rest of the crew, was driven half mad by the fear that they would all die aboard a floating ruin.

The cove Xi managed to steer them into had a sandy spit for the ship to run aground on and was sheltered on all sides by jagged cliffs. It was a surprisingly good place to assess the damages and begin repairs, considering that so much of the coast was nothing but wave-battered rocks, and although it was difficult to consider anything lucky by then, they at least agreed that things could have been so much worse.

While the others unloaded gear onto the beach, Ember and Machiel volunteered to climb onto the bluffs to look for a place to set up their base camp.

The climb was more exercise than Ember had had in the month since they left Novapool and within minutes she was slick with a mixture of sweat and humidity. She reached the summit a ways behind Machiel, who scrambled up with a lithe ease that made her feel slightly petulant. By the time Machiel pulled her up the last vertical stretch, she was gasping and sweat poured off her.

“I need to sit for a minute.”

“Sure, yeah. It’s steep. And our bodies have been through a lot,” they said, but this excuse was for her benefit. Machiel was breathing evenly. They turned in a slow circle to take in the vista. “It’s really something, isn’t it? See how the dunes shift toward the mouth of the cove? I’d say that suggests a strong coastal current, probably pulling sediment south.”

Ember followed their gaze, trying to see what Machiel was noticing in the land, not quite able to. From their perch, the two of them watched the Halcyon lolling on its sandbar like a broken toy. The darting shapes of the crew waded back and forth through the shallow water, hurrying to unload the necessary equipment, then preparing to haul it up the cliffside and out of the tide’s reach. Beyond the cove, the sky yawned, a palette of blues. Huge gray birds swooped overhead, inspecting the newcomers with confusion. She would be confused, too, she decided, to receive such bedraggled castaways. One of the birds landed on a nearby rock and cocked a yellow eye in their direction.

After weeks of enduring the nauseating churn of the sea and the white-knuckled fear of never reaching land again, Ember felt a wave of relief hit her and melted into it. She released a sigh that rocked through her entire body. Tears clung to the corners of her eyes. They had made it. But this was no time to claim victory—there was still so much to do.

“Do you see any of Mouna’s landmarks?” she asked.

Machiel shook their head. “No. Honestly, I think we’re farther south than Mouna ever came. I haven’t seen anything that would suggest this stretch of coastline is part of her map.” Ember tried to convince herself not to feel crushed by this. “But we’ll get our bearings, don’t worry,” they added, seeing the look on Ember’s face. “And where there’s one ruin there’s bound to be more.”

Eventually the two of them turned away from the horizon, toward the dense tangle of land. The trees were so high Ember had to tilt her head all the way back to see where their foliage met the sky. Even the undergrowth was taller than she was. She’d never seen a forest this big, or this old. She laid a hand on a tree trunk, its bark thick and ridged, and wondered whether this species used to have a name.

Small, darting creatures shifted and fluttered up high in the branches, while something bigger moved among the decomposing leaves. It occurred to her that she should fear this wildlife, but she felt only the blaze of curiosity. Unfamiliar sounds ricocheted through the scrub—a buzzing, chirping cacophony. There were brand-new shades of green everywhere she looked, and a rich, wet smell hung in the air, so vividly fresh Ember felt as if they must be the first humans to ever inhale it.

In Commonwealth, every inch of land was carefully managed: crops, livestock, homes, utilities. Even the forests were not truly wild—they were tree farms, planned and tended. There was only so much space to go around, all of it needed for the Common good. The wildest thing was the ocean that licked at their borders. But this. This was a place with growth so riotous it was as if humans had never existed at all.

Finding a campsite didn’t take long. While skirting the rim of the cove, Ember and Machiel came upon a high, flat patch of steaming green earth near a stream that they agreed would serve very nicely after a little bushwhacking. Ember felt almost guilty about guiding the rest of the team to this pristine place, knowing their presence would ruin it, but this was a situation with no place for such sentiments. They would have to destroy in order to survive.

The process of bringing all the gear up the cliffside was long and arduous, but with no knowledge of the tide, it was out of the question to camp below and no one was eager to sleep aboard a ship that had begun to feel more like a crypt. Besides, the archaeologists and mariners alike welcomed the terrestrial effort after so long spent waiting to see if they would ever set foot on land again. Their bodies were in need of labor, and the cliffs provided it.

The camp quickly took shape under so many hands. Soon the unspoiled earth was trampled black by their boots and the foliage was beaten down to make way for tents, crates of equipment, the splay of a dozen tired bodies, and, as darkness settled and a cool breeze found them, a fire. By the time the group was settling in for the night, their base camp was a slick of prehistoric mud, studded with debris from the future that they’d brought with them.

They ate dinner sitting on the firm, lush land they had traveled so far to mark with their sea-battered gaze, and this small triumph galvanized them. In the glow of many stars and no moon, they managed to put the fractured ship from their minds for just a few hours and instead celebrated their arrival on the forgotten coast. A few bottles the mariners had bought in Novapool appeared. More wood was stacked on the fire. Already, the wilderness of the Continent felt like theirs.

Ember tilted her head back to watch the fire’s sparks rise and intermingle with the stars. She might have dozed, until she heard her name and sat up with a start. But it was just Dorinda and Lorne telling Cami an old story about her from the Summit dig, back when Ember was fresh out of her time at university and still completing her last graduate credits on the job site. She’d probably been the same age as Cami was right now, which was maybe why they were telling it. Ember hated this story, but also knew that the more she objected, the more determined Dorinda would be.

“And so she says to me, ‘Dory, I think I’ve got bones over here!’ And obviously I go over and have a look. She’s absolutely vibrating, utterly convinced she’s found the long-lost graveyard of the Migrating Generation; only, when I get there, I see that what she’s got is part of a goddamn hydro-turbine just barely sticking out of the dirt.”

“Oh no.” Cami clapped a hand over her mouth in mirthful horror. Lorne was gleeful as he egged her on. “But Dorinda here doesn’t let on right away; she doesn’t miss a single beat.”

“Well, of course I have to see how far she gets with it,” Dorinda continued. “So I say, ‘Oh, Ember, that’s incredible. This is such an important find. We have to proceed so so carefully now. Look, you found it, so you should be the one to take it out of the ground.” Dorinda was gasping with laughter by then, trying to finish her story without succumbing to the giggles that were already bubbling out of her. “So after what, like four hours of painstaking excavation, she finally figures it out and comes charging over to me and—”

“Oh, stop.” Ember couldn’t let this part stand. “I worked on that thing for barely twenty minutes.”

Dorinda and Lorne were in outright hysterics by then, while Cami gallantly tried to restrain herself. “It happens,” Cami offered.

“Occasionally it does,” Ember agreed, pleased to see Cami enjoying herself, even if it was at her expense. Across the fire, she saw Sen smiling, too, and knew that she was remembering the same moment Ember was thinking of, although it wasn’t a part of Dorinda’s retelling. It was later that night, after the excavators had all told and retold this humiliating story of their newest member’s error so many times that Ember wanted nothing more than to disappear from the face of the earth forever.
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The Summit camp was quiet and lights were beginning to go out in the tents, but the young, disgraced Ember had tucked herself into the shadows around the diminished cook fire rather than go to bed and be confronted with yet another rendition of her own stupidity by the two women she was bunking with.

Sen noticed her there when she went back to the firepit to find a lost work glove. They hadn’t spoken much before then, but both knew the other’s name.

“You okay?” Sen asked, squinting into the dark.

Ember said, “Yes, fine,” in the kind of tone that did not invite any more questions. But Sen was immune to her sharper edges and didn’t take the hint. Nor did she mention the turbine episode. Instead, she enlisted Ember’s help in looking for the lost glove, and as they looked, Sen coaxed one personal detail after another out of her, asking first how she wound up at Summit and then why she’d chosen archaeology to study when she could have picked anything. Soon enough Ember was trying to explain the mysterious pull of her childhood—a thing she’d never told anyone before, not because it was a secret, but because she had never imagined someone else might find it interesting.

“I remember I used to steal little things from around the house, and I would bury them at this abandoned plot across the street where they’d torn down a house and then never built anything new.”

“Did anyone notice?” Sen asked. They were slowly picking their way around the concentric circles of the firepit’s makeshift seating as they looked for the glove, starting at the hot center and spiraling out into the cool, dark rim.

“Not at first. I’d clean them up and put them back after a few days—like nothing ever happened. But then I guess I took something that my mother missed. I can’t remember what it was.”

“And?”

“And she waited until I was at it again and when she saw me out there digging, she came out and pushed my face into the dirt and held it there until I promised to never touch her things again.”

Ember could see Sen stand up abruptly on the other side of the firepit. “Whoa,” she said. “What did you do?”

It had never occurred to Ember that this story was unusual, but in the ripple of Sen’s reaction she saw its brutality. Ember shrugged. “I kept burying things. Because fuck her, I guess. I was a weird kid. But yeah, something about the whole process—burying, uncovering, extracting. Felt like magic. Getting to see the complete cycle of a little history, and me as the only witness.” She paused. “That probably sounds stupid.”

“It doesn’t.”

“What about you? Why Summit?”

Sen told her more about herself than she told most people, but Ember wouldn’t know that until later, when she realized how guarded Sen was about her father’s Leadership role, how rarely she even mentioned the loss of her mother. Sen told Ember how angry her father was over her choice to take on work as a laborer, barely able to conceal his disdain for the idea of making a living with one’s hands, and the two of them bonded over this. The eternal disappointment of their sole parent. The rejection of the values they’d been assigned at birth. For the first time, it occurred to Ember that she could invent her own moral code—a set of ideals that had nothing to do with the beauty or wealth her mother coveted. And here was a person who just might share in that vision.

They never did find the glove.
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These many years later, it suddenly occurred to Ember to wonder if the glove had ever existed, or if Sen had simply seen her sitting there on her own, lost and ashamed, and innately known how to connect. It was exactly the kind of thing Sen would do for a stranger.

Their courtship unfolded slowly, over many weeks, in such a way that neither was sure if they were becoming friends or something more. Later, they would make sport of teasing apart this time while wrapped together, identifying the first moments of tentative touch, the timid signals that went either discounted or unnoticed. Laughing about how long it had taken them to know.

Now, washed up on a forgotten shore, the two of them stared at one another across the firepit and Ember was revisited by the uncertainty of Sen’s feelings for her.

Then Xi said something and Sen looked away, snapping their eye contact in two. Dorinda and Lorne stood up and made a tipsy show of saying goodbye. A few of the mariners followed suit—first John, then Min. The twins leaned back onto a few crates and dozed in the glow of the fire while Manuel and Xi passed a bottle of golden liquor back and forth over their still, hulking bodies. Gradually, conversations died down and the travelers who remained stared into the coals in silence, perhaps remembering other fires they’d sat beside, perhaps wondering what the next days would bring. Perhaps working hard to forget the situation they were in; perhaps thinking of nothing else.

Ember realized she was waiting to see if Sen would come sit by her, and almost as soon as she understood this, Sen got to her feet and gave the lingering crew a little bow before she disappeared into the dark.
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Over the next few days, the relief of landfall gave way to uncertainty. The damage to the ship was even worse than they had imagined, and although Machiel managed to calculate their latitude to within a degree or two, it wasn’t enough to determine where along the coast they’d washed up in relationship to Mouna’s map. The coastline here didn’t match anything she’d marked, and Machiel couldn’t say for sure whether they were north or south of the ruins.

On the one hand, it could take them anywhere between six months and a year based on Machiel’s estimate to return to Novapool on foot, assuming they did not get injured or eaten or even more lost than they already were. On the other, Xi and the twins figured that repairing the ship’s hull and masts was going to take at least four months but possibly more, if they could manage it at all. Manuel was unsure if he would ever be able to mend the hydro-generator without parts they simply did not have.

Whether they stayed and fixed the ship or abandoned it on the beach and trekked north, there was uncertainty in every direction. And no matter what they chose to do, their plan to be back in northern waters by the time summer temperatures peaked was wholly impossible.

Either way, returning to Novapool would take time.

Either way, it would require risk.

Over the course of many conversations and the better part of a week, the group came to a democratic consensus: They would stay, and they would attempt to rebuild the ship.

The mariners were in favor from the start, preferring to take their chances at sea rather than trekking along an unknown coastline. Machiel and Cami argued to keep their feet on the ground, insisting that if they could just orient themselves to Mouna’s map, they would be better off in the shelter of the old growth forest. Ember was inclined to agree with them—she also felt more capable on land than at sea.

But as the days passed and the arguments were refined, it became clear where the majority stood. In the end, Ember threw in her lot with the mariners. At this point, she reasoned, the worst thing that could happen—that hadn’t already happened—was a schism within the group.

Thus, the work of rebuilding the Halcyon began, and Ember, who had spent her entire career preparing to manage her own dig, instead became a laborer for hire on someone else’s project. At first, she bucked against the idea of taking orders—not just from Xi but also from Min and, most perversely in her opinion, Bowen and Paul, who were at least ten years her junior but who also happened to have a shipwright for a father and had picked up some much-needed skills working in the shipyards of Commonwealth. She understood the necessity of the arrangement and was not one to waste her energy opposing something so reasonable—she just didn’t like it. It was impossible not to grit her teeth when Bowen insisted on showing her how to position the rocks they were using to stabilize the ship in the shallows, or when Paul ordered her to sweep the wreckage for usable materials, as if they hadn’t already gone through every single piece of splintered wood.

She couldn’t stand that they were living on the fringes of the ancient world and all anyone could think about was how to leave. Rebuilding the ship was of course the most pressing issue—she saw that. How could she not? She just couldn’t manage to be even slightly interested in it. Finally, they were here! All she wanted to do was explore.

Still, she did as she was told and tried not to complain. The work was hard and it seemed to go on indefinitely. Each day ended with very little to show beyond the promise that the following day would be similar—in both its enormous efforts and its meager conclusion.

Once the ship was shored up on its sandbar, stabilized with a dam of rocks and logs to guard against the ebb and flow of the tide, the Commonwealthers turned their attention to the battered hull. They’d patched a number of small holes haphazardly while still at sea and had been lucky that the patchwork plugs held for as long as they had, but now they were breaking apart and the ship was taking on new water with every incoming tide. The twins declared that resin was needed to make a tar that could endure the saltwater, and Ember, already pining to be lost in the forest that stood tall and imposing above them, snapped up her hand to volunteer. Finally, a task that would not only allow her to roam, but required it.

The twins sent Cami and Lorne, too. They climbed together in silence, eager to escape the monotony of cutting and sanding patches for the ship, and then once they reached the bluffs, the three of them fanned out through the forest and began tapping trees to see what ran in their veins. Although Ember was fond of both her companions, she made sure to put as much distance between them as she could. She wasn’t in the mood to talk.

Even so, she could occasionally see the flicker of the others through the tree trunks and she could still hear the stiff tap of their tools as they opened the arteries of these enormous trees one by one. It was a slow business. Each cut yielded only so much, and some nothing at all. As they all trudged farther into the wilderness, Ember could feel the space between them widening and was relieved.

It gave her time to think. So much had changed over the past few days, weeks, months. This same time a year ago, she’d been standing in front of a class of first years, expounding on the basics of fieldwork, and now she was here. Deeper in the field than she had ever been. Consumed by it, even. The magnitude of this was hard to feel, and she didn’t see the point in dredging up an emotion that was not demanding her attention. She wasn’t unhappy here: that was the truth. Especially now, wandering among the trees, noting all the plants she had never seen before and breathing in the strange, sweet smell of the soil that rose up with every step. She had wanted this life for years. And now she had it.

She didn’t cut the same tree twice. This was for preservation in part, but more importantly, it was a constraint that gave her license to delve deeper and deeper into the woods, leaving behind the crash of the waves against the cliffs, the bustle of her team as they labored under someone else’s orders.

It was afternoon by the time she came to an enormous rut in the earth and stood, contemplating it, her head cocked as she considered its depth and width and length. Birds of many species, none of which she could name, watched her do this with unblinking eyes, marking her movements with the same sharp attention that she laid upon this unexpected shape in the earth. She looked for a long time before she realized what it might be. Or, more accurately, what it used to be.

“A road,” she whispered.

She descended into the rut and ran her hands through the moss that grew there. Dug beneath it with her fingers. Was this wishful thinking? Was she so tired by the monotony of repairing the ship that she’d made a ruin out of a simple dip in the forest floor?

Maybe.

Or, maybe not.
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The archaeologists stood at the depression’s lip, considering Ember’s claim. The mariners were there, too, but they were restless and confused about how something so ordinary had taken them away from their all-important work of restoring the ship.

“Could be,” Lorne said, giving his beard a thoughtful scratch. Ember could see that he was hesitant to confirm her hypothesis, but this allowance was more than she had expected from him. It made her believe her own instinct even more fervently.

“Entirely possible,” Dorinda countered. She hopped down into the shallow cavity to look more closely, scraping aside some of the earth to see what was beneath. “Look, it’s oxidized,” she said, pointing at the reddish-orange dirt she’d revealed. “There was some kind of pavement down here at some point. And I mean, look at this shape.” She gestured at the walls that rose up on either side of her. “This wasn’t just a road; this was a serious artery. I wouldn’t be surprised if we’re close to the site of a city.”

Lorne gave a little puff of annoyance. “That is such wild conjecture, Dory. Dirt oxidizes for all kinds of reasons. And we know next to nothing about the geological history of this place. It could just as easily be a dried up riverbed. We won’t know for sure until we poke around more.”

“Poke around?” Xi was standing beside Ember. He’d been amenable enough to come see what she’d found, but now she realized that he wasn’t about to willingly dismiss half his workforce for a project that, in his eyes, was utterly unnecessary to their survival.

“This is what we came here for,” Ember said, already defensive.

Min stubbed at the soft bed of evergreen needles with her foot, trying to find the dirt for herself. Up here, it was brown; rich and dark and very different from what Dorinda had uncovered. She toed the chunk of decomposing tree matter back into place. “Yes, but things have changed. Surely you see that,” Min said.

Ember tried her best to reason. “I do, but this is exactly the kind of thing we’d hoped to find. We need to carefully process a site like this, to see how far it goes, to dig in and around it to really understand what we’re seeing here.”

“See how far it goes?” Xi echoed, incredulous. They all contemplated the snaking form of the depression, tunneling deeper and deeper into the wilderness. No end in sight. “Seriously? This is too much, Ember. It’s too big. We need to focus on the ship. I’m sorry, but there are twelve lives depending on us repairing the ship. There are zero lives depending on you understanding what this is. Or was. We need every single pair of hands to pull this off. Or maybe you don’t realize how fucked we are.”

Ember was quiet for a moment, trying to prepare the next round of her argument, but then she noticed that everyone else was silent, too. Dorinda climbed back out of the trough. Lorne reached in to help her up the incline and she batted him away. Ember waited for one of the other archaeologists to protest, wondering suddenly if she was the only one who found this scenario unbearable. To be so close to what they’d come for and not even try.

“I hate admitting this, but he might be right,” Lorne said at last. “We have to be smart about our time. The heat is only going to get more intense, and we still don’t even know how far south we are. For all we know, we’ll fry to a crisp if we’re still here in August.”

Dorinda spat on the ground—in frustration or acquiescence, Ember wasn’t sure. Surely Dorinda, of all people, would have something to say about this. But it seemed that she didn’t. Ember looked around at the other archaeologists: they were all staring at their feet, afraid to meet her eye.

Ember had been anticipating this argument from the mariners, and she knew they were reasonable to make it. But hearing this logic from Lorne struck at something tender. She hadn’t expected this consensus from her own. “So what you’re saying is we should ignore the whole reason that we came here?” She wasn’t sure who she was talking to.

Xi shook his head. “For some of us, this is just another job.”

“Not a fucking crusade,” Bowen added.

Ember glared at them both, about to say something she would probably have regretted, when she felt Sen’s hand settle in the gap between her shoulder blades.

“Don’t,” Sen whispered, so softly only Ember could hear. And even though she wanted to dissolve into a fit of epic proportions, in that moment, feeling Sen’s hand on her back, she wanted even more to be the woman that Sen was asking her to be.
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SITE CNTN-1

The site in question is unusually uniform in shape: concave, likely developed by planar compression, extending an as yet unmeasured distance. The exposed substrate reveals a concentration of sharply defined oxide deposits, rendering a fluvial explanation—e.g., a riverbed—unlikely. The dispersion is too localized and vivid to be the result of natural processes, suggesting prolonged interaction with an artificial surface, now likely decomposed. Subsurface excavation is recommended.
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SOMETIME IN MAY, Manuel gave up on the hydro-generator entirely. He’d been working on it steadily since coming ashore, but after weeks of troubleshooting, he finally had to admit that without tools he didn’t have and parts he couldn’t make, it would never run again.

It was dusk when he told the rest of the castaways this. He tucked his chin down into the great black nest of his beard as he spoke, his eyes fastened on his own rough hands. They were all crowded around their smoldering firepit with precious bowls of rice from their stores and fresh snapper from the sea in their laps. John was already rationing their dry goods in anticipation of having to stretch them into the summer months.

Xi laid a hand on Manuel’s shoulder and thanked him for trying. A few of the others echoed this, but their gratitude rang hollow. They had all watched Manuel laboring over the metal husk of the generator every day for well over a month. There was no question that he had done what he could. They didn’t blame him for this failure, at least not overtly, but a shroud of hopelessness was swiftly spreading itself over their small camp as the implications of giving up on the generator settled: there was no scenario now in which they could escape the shore before summer hit. Suddenly the rice in their bowls seemed overly extravagant. They would have to guard their rations even more carefully now.

Previously, Bowen and Paul had reasoned that with a working generator, the task of raising two new masts might not be entirely necessary. One of the three was still standing, and the addition of the hydro-generator could have conceivably been enough to get them back to Novapool if they stayed close to shore. But that plan, risky as it may have been, was no longer an option. From here on out, everything would have to be done the hard way.

Ember could hear Paul cursing under his breath; Bowen laid a hand on his arm to quiet him. As the silence widened, Manuel got to his feet and walked off into the trees. Min moved as if to follow him, but Xi, who had known him longest, shook his head.

“Give him a minute.”

Ember picked bones from her fish and laid them in a neat pile in the dirt, waiting for the dread that was undulating through the camp to find her, too. The pile mounted as one minute ticked by, then another: the most delicate graveyard she’d ever seen. She watched the Commonwealthers visibly deflate around her. Some were quicker than others to feel the impact of what this meant. Cami brushed away tears. The twins whispered in grave tones. Dorinda collapsed into Lorne’s bulk and he wrapped himself around her. Their distress was evident. Immediate. But Ember felt something else—excited was the wrong word. Or was it? She waited to see if the urgency of the situation would reach her. But time passed and it didn’t.

Perhaps the difference lay in the fact that she was not at all eager to leave. There was so much more she wanted to do here. She didn’t want to be stranded forever, nor did she want to depart before she had found what she came here to find. She carefully tipped the pile of fish bones into her palm and flung them into the fire.

“What now, then?” she asked of no one in particular.

The twins looked up in unison and Bowen said, “We need to find the right trees as soon as possible and get them curing. Two masts, two trees.”

“Perfectly straight,” added Paul.

“Not too thick.”

“Right, but not too spindly either.”

Ember was exasperated by the way they were always finishing each other’s sentences. Speaking as a single annoying unit. The twins went on to explain that cutting, shaping, and installing two new masts would be the most labor-intensive, most time-consuming, most dangerous part of their work. It was a matter of first finding the right trees among a forest full of unsuitable candidates, then cutting them down with minimal damage. It was a matter of getting them to the beach and shaping them and drying the wood before they sealed them. It was a matter of raising them—which was to say nothing of making new riggings and sails from the rags left over after the storm.

Their audience listened to this expansive list of tasks and nodded wearily. The Commonwealthers had already discussed the challenge of cutting a new mast, or two, when they first arrived, but then their hopes that the generator could be salvaged had come to the fore and they allowed themselves to imagine that everything was not quite as bad as it seemed. Now they were confronted with the reality that in fact it was worse.

All told, the twins estimated that the enormity of this task, in addition to finishing everything else the ship required, would take them into the heart of July. A shiver went through everyone gathered. If there was one thing Commonwealthers feared above all else, it was the Continent’s looming promise of heat.

And they weren’t wrong to worry.

Throughout the ages, the climate of the earth had changed and changed and changed again. Everyone knew this. Change was the way of the world. And everyone knew that roughly three thousand years ago, humanity had fled as far north as they could go in the wake of literal fire and brimstone. Now, even after countless generations had lived and died since that exodus, even while the world visibly began to cool, the ancient fear of the Continent’s inferno remained.

It was a fear based in fact, yes, but also one that lived beyond logic, written somewhere in their bones, locked into the genes that passed from parent to child. Not a single one of them knew for certain whether what they felt was premonition or memory or reason.

“July,” John said, spitting out the word as if he had tasted something rotten. He ran a hand over his mostly bald head. On board the ship, he had been meticulous in keeping it shaved down to his brown scalp, but lately he’d let this ritual go and a wreath of dark fuzz was beginning to sprout. “Fuck.”

Min asked, “Are you sure?”

“July at least,” Bowen clarified.

“Maybe longer,” added Paul.

“We’re going to need to start hunting and gathering even more than we already are.” John stared down into his half-eaten dinner. “I’ll take stock of what we have. Do some math. If we can use the dry goods sparingly…”

Ember watched the castaways quake at the idea of enduring the summer months here, archaeologists and mariners alike, and worried that their panic would be the thing to kill them. They were already beginning to crack and they’d barely been here for a month. The heat might be deadly, this was true, but it was also true that over the past few decades, snow had begun to fall in the northernmost mountains of Commonwealth. Sometimes ice formed on the northern fjords during the darkest, coldest part of the polar night. Things were changing, as they always did.

Ember wanted to remind the other Commonwealthers that the zone of habitation was expanding—just look at Novapool. But she stopped herself; even she had to concede that this shore was a mystery. It had been abandoned for a reason. Ember watched her fish bones turn orange in the fire, spikes of molten vertebrae, then melt into the flame until there was nothing left but ash.
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The hunt for the perfect trees began, but as the twins had predicted, this was no easy task. Every time Ember thought she’d found the right one, she’d bring the twins to look and they would shake their golden heads, pointing to an infinitesimal bend in the trunk or its incorrect width.

A team of wanderers was chosen—Sen, Manuel, Cami, and Ember—all of them looking for the masts that would bring everyone home, while the rest of the Commonwealthers stayed back at the beach and patched the last of the holes in the hull or, in John’s case, undertook the considerable labor of feeding a dozen bellies. Each task they set their hands to, no matter how simple, was inevitably prolonged by meager supplies and rudimentary instruments and the sheer unknowability of their environment. Animals invaded their camp, tearing apart tents and stealing food. Storms undid their careful repairs. And one night John inadvertently poisoned them all with a tuber he’d misidentified. Everything felt hard. Spring dragged on toward summer, and no matter how hard they worked, no matter the hours they logged, the ship seemed no closer to being seaworthy.

Still, it was easier to breathe in the woods. Ember was relieved to be away from the constant gaze of the mariners over her shoulder, telling her how to do this or that. Occasionally she would catch glimpses of the others through the maze of unsuitable trunks—swift darts of fabric and skin—but the forest was dense and deep and these sightings were rare. She never called out to them, preferring to search alone. Sometimes she saw animals scamper past. Species she didn’t have names for. Sometimes she only heard them, scrambling above her. Once, she saw a creature so large and so still she mistook it for a tree. Then it shook its tangle of antlers at her and bounded away.

Every evening when she returned to camp, she felt the weight of the Commonwealthers’ collective fear settle over her like a hot, heavy fur. But in the woods, she could allow herself to forget the plummeting morale of the castaways without feeling guilty that she didn’t mind their predicament nearly as much as she should. She could be free in the fact that she wasn’t unhappy here. Ember was busy exploring a lost world—not in the way she had intended, but not far from it either. Not so very far at all.

One afternoon as she roamed, she came across a lively stream she hadn’t seen before, and there was Sen, dipping her feet in the shallows. Ember intended to keep going, but then she found herself lingering. Eventually it seemed rude not to announce her presence. Ember called out a hello from a distance and Sen waved her over.

“Water’s cool,” she said, gesturing that Ember should join her. So Ember sat and removed her shoes and then her socks and rolled up the cuffs of her pants to her knees.

“Oh,” she gasped with pleasure as she submerged her hot feet, “it is.” She stirred the creek bed with her toes and a shimmering curtain of silt rose up. It had been a long time since she and Sen had been alone together. Not quite knowing what else to say, Ember asked, “How are you doing? Overall?”

Sen laughed. “How am I doing,” she repeated. “I have no idea how to answer that. How are you doing?”

“I’m fine, actually.”

Sen squinted at her, and Ember noticed the severity of the lines that crinkled around her eyes. Had they deepened since their departure? Or was it just that Sen was still twenty-five in her mind, the two of them forever frozen?

“You are fine, aren’t you? I can see that. What’s the secret?”

“The secret to being fine?”

“That’s the one.”

Ember considered this for a moment. “It’s having nothing in particular to go back to. It’s losing a partner and a job and a house all at once.”

“Or throwing them away.”

This seemed harsh, but Ember supposed Sen was right. “Or that.” She made little infinity symbols in the water with her feet and felt a fish dart past her ankle. She snuck a glance at Sen, and, feeling suddenly bold, she said, “I miss us.”

Sen refused to meet her eye, staring instead into the rushes that grew beside the water. Ember waited her out. Finally, Sen replied, “I miss us, too. I’m just not sure it’s a good idea.”

“This is still about how I left Summit?”

“Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Don’t say it like I’m crazy to think it mattered. That it continues to matter.”

“I’m not—”

“You were.”

They sat in silence for a long while. Ember was afraid that Sen would leave before she could figure out what to say, but Sen stayed where she was, picking the rushes blade by blade and flinging them back into the creek, where they bobbed and flowed downstream. All Ember wanted to do was fix it; she just didn’t know how.

Say something, she commanded herself. Something is better than nothing.

“What I meant is, I never understood how much I hurt you back then. But I think I understand now. And I’m sorry that I was careless with you. Truly. You didn’t deserve that.”

Sen was silent for a long time. The water trickled past, chiming against the rocks. Stripes of sunlight fell over their bare legs in gold bands, like ephemeral jewelry. Beside them, their shoes and socks lay in a little heap. It was beautiful here, but the idyllic scene did nothing to honor the decade-old turmoil that had risen to the surface. The current should be roaring, and yet it was as smooth and slow-flowing as ever.

She looked over and realized Sen was crying. Tentatively, Ember reached for her hand, unsure if she would be batted away, but she wasn’t. Sen let Ember take her hand and they sat like this for a long time.

“Tell me what you need,” Ember said.

“I’ve never heard you say that before.” Sen looked at her and even though her eyes were red and her nose was wet, Ember thought she was more beautiful than she’d ever been.

“I’m saying it now.”

“Okay. I need you to choose me,” Sen replied.

Ember hesitated, not trusting that it could actually be this simple, but Sen heard a no in the pause and got up to leave. “It shouldn’t be this hard.”

“Wait.” Ember reached up to grab her hand, pulling her back down. “I do choose you. That’s never been the problem.” Even as she said it, Ember knew this was not the complete truth. It had never been the whole problem, was what she should have said.

“Oh? And what’s the problem, then?”

“Timing,” Ember said.

“I’m going to try to believe that.”

They moved closer to one another and Ember felt the glimmer that she had been searching for since the voyage began ripple between them. This gossamer tether. One body recognizing another. Two minds locking together like a hinge that moves and bends but does not separate.

Sen took Ember’s face in her hand and kissed her, easily, as she had done a hundred times before, only now it was so much more dangerous because there was a crack in what joined them. A fragility that could only bear so much. And both of them knew this.

Ember kissed her back until they were both gasping, breathing each other’s air, drinking each other down as if they had been dying of thirst and not known it until this very moment.
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ON CALENDRICAL RESONANCE

Across societies separated by geography, language, and technological means, a recurring phenomenon emerges: the segmentation of time. The division of days, months, and years is rooted in celestial rhythms: the sun’s arc, the moon’s phases, the drift of the constellations. Calendrical systems are instruments of coordination, yes, but also of ideology: they encode assumptions about recurrence, continuity, and control. To standardize time is to assert its knowability.

Still, periods of disruption—be they environmental, political, or epistemic—produce anomalies: lost days, doubled years, durations reset or abandoned or revised. These aberrations in the record can be difficult to detect. The question, then, is not only how time has been measured, but why certain measurements persist while others vanish. What, or who, sustains a calendar?
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AFTER SO LONG apart, Ember and Sen moved toward one another with deliberate, gradual steadiness. Sometimes they walked the forest side by side looking for the right trees. Sometimes they hiked alone. They didn’t plan to tell the rest of the group that the space between them had shortened, nor did they intend to keep this new proximity a secret. It was a matter of letting it unfold, of allowing the timing to be whatever it was. Ember could feel Sen’s uncertainty, her hesitance, and so she advanced in careful increments.

A week after the two of them met at the creek, Manuel identified a tree the twins deemed suitable for their tallest mast and the work details shifted accordingly. Manuel and Sen and Ember and both twins spent several days cutting the tree down, taking turns with the axe, making sure it would fall cleanly, while the others continued their patchwork on the ship’s hull down in the cove. Felling a tree of that size was an enormous task, but by the time the forest was beginning to dim on their last day, Sen laid the final blow to its trunk and the tree gave an enormous crack as it broke away. It fell with a slow, almost feathery grace that belied the force of the impact when it hit. Ember felt the ground shift beneath her; a spray of bark and branches shot upward. She threw up an arm to cover her face and when the debris had settled, the five of them hiked back to camp, leaving the problem of how to get it down to the shore for the following morning.

That night, Ember and Sen sat together by the dying cook fire, lingering after most of the others had gone to bed. They were sore and sticky from the work, too tired to wash, with blisters where the axe handle had rubbed their hands raw and needles caught in their hair. Sen got up to retrieve a jug of drinking water and as Ember admired the shape of this woman who might or might not be hers—illuminated by firelight, smudged with mud and sap—she felt a surge rippling down her spine. She wondered if it were possible for all the years that had separated them to slip away.

“Ready for bed?” Sen asked her, brandishing the water jug. She was backlit, an outline dusted in orange and gold, and although Ember couldn’t make out her face, she understood the question perfectly.

Dorinda raised an eyebrow, said nothing.

“Ready,” Ember replied, feigning nonchalance, and followed Sen to her tent, which was set on the bluff, tucked among a spindle of crooked trees and pointed toward the ocean. It was as private as it could be, which wasn’t very. Nearby, Ember could hear Machiel cough and turn over. Sen undid the flap and climbed in, the fabric of the tent rustling to accommodate her. As Ember kicked off her shoes, she looked out over the edge of the cliff to where the bay was lit by a freshly cut slice of moon, as sweet and pale as green melon. The water, buffed to a sheen, stretched out into the distance, empty except for the bobbing shadow of the ship. It seemed to nod at her. A yes with every wave.

Ember ducked inside the tent, where Sen was waiting. They undressed each other quickly, shedding their many skins of cloth and dirt and doubt until both were bare and, Ember hoped, unburdened by what had come before. They faced each other on their knees, and Sen’s fingers traced the sweat-salted line of her hip as if to reacquaint herself with a forgotten coastline. The delicacy of her touch was electric. Ember felt time collapse, as if the only moment that existed was this one. Uncertainty became urgency. They fell toward one another. Roughly and gently, quickly and slowly. In a tangle of hair and hands and legs, they fused and pulled apart and fused again, taking the time to reintroduce themselves to one another’s bodies. Some things had changed, but not many.

In the warm, slick afterglow that neither wanted to end, they lay in a heap, not quite knowing which limb belonged to whom. Ember sipped clumsily from the water jug without sitting up, letting the liquid spill from her mouth and pool in the shared hollows of clavicle, belly, inner thigh.

“Do you think we’ll make it?” Sen asked.

“You and me?”

She laughed darkly. “No, all of us. The expedition. Do you think we’ll make it back to Commonwealth?”

“I—” It suddenly occurred to Ember that she had not spent nearly enough time considering this question to have an opinion, but she knew this was not what Sen wanted to hear. “I certainly hope so,” she said. Through the open tent flap, Ember could see the silver of cresting waves far below them, rolling out toward the horizon. She could hear them breaking against the beach. A little while later, she asked, “Do you?” but by then Sen was already asleep.
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A few days later, Cami disappeared. The patchwork on the ship’s hull had just been completed and the Commonwealthers were now splitting their efforts into hauling the first mast down to the shore and finding the second. Cami hiked out in the morning to help with the latter effort, and somehow no one even realized she was missing, each group assuming she was with the other, if they thought of her at all. It wasn’t until later that evening, when dinner portions were being spooned out and the extra serving sat unclaimed, that anyone noted her absence.

John tapped his serving spoon against the lingering bowl and called out, “Who hasn’t had any yet?”

Ember was already halfway through her dinner, a soup made primarily of beans from their stores, mushrooms collected from the forest, and clams that John had dug from the beach that morning.

It was highly unusual for someone to not claim their share of dinner. They were all working hard and needed to refuel by the end of the day. And in addition to the needs of their bodies, there weren’t many pleasures to be had. John’s food was one of them.

“No one?” John asked.

The Commonwealthers looked at one another, slow to comprehend. Ember did a quick scan of their confused faces and marked who was missing.

“When’s the last time someone saw Cami?” she asked. No one answered at first, all of them looking around, gape-mouthed, a slow horror blooming. Cami was well-loved. She was the youngest of them, and also the most doted on. Ember set down her bowl, no longer hungry.

It soon became clear that no one had seen her since the morning and a jolt of panic set in. Ember blamed herself—as the leader of the forest team, she had not been careful enough, had not even done a midday headcount. The forest was tranquil, yes, but there were predators roaming that none of them had names for. She thought of all the animals she had met, and all the ones she hadn’t. Footprints they had seen, scat they had found. She should have been more vigilant.

But she’d been too preoccupied with Sen, with exploring the terrain. If Cami… but no. She closed her mind off from that possibility. She could not even consider it, not yet. The Commonwealthers rushed to light driftwood torches wrapped in rags and dipped in resin, then fanned out into the forest to look for her.

It wasn’t completely dark yet, but it would be pitch-black within the hour and the moon wasn’t bright enough to pierce the thick canopy of the forest. Ember could see the bobbing torches between the trees, could hear everyone calling Cami’s name again and again as they combed through the woods, but she saved her breath. She knew that if Cami were near and able to respond, they would have already heard her. And she knew that Cami, like herself, was eager to delve ever deeper into this wilderness, using the excuse of scouting for trees to roam farther and farther afield. No, if they found her—when they found her—Cami would not be close to camp. Of that she was sure.

Ember’s feet skimmed over the forest floor in a full-out sprint, her torch raised in one hand, the other guarding her face against the grasping branches. She wanted to cover as much ground as she could before it got too dark to run—which would be soon.

As the last slivers of daylight slipped away, Ember was forced to slow her pace. By now, she could no longer see the bobbing lights of the other torches through the trees. She began to call Cami’s name, occasionally pausing her crash through the underbrush to listen, but all she heard were the faraway echoes of her comrades and the night-buzz of a forest teeming with life. The torch was smoking and hot resin crept down to singe her fingers. She let them burn and kept looking.

Without the movement of the stars to judge by, Ember wasn’t sure how many hours passed as she searched. Her voice was hoarse from shouting and her arms were weak from holding her flame aloft. The night was deep and dark, and the torch was guttering by the time she heard it: a little mewl, so soft and so far off it would have been easy to dismiss it as an animal. But Ember could hear something desperate in it. Something human. She went toward the sound, shouting Cami’s name, and finally, finally she got a response.

“Here!” came a small, cracked voice. “Here!”

“I’m coming,” Ember shouted. “Just keep talking to me! Keep telling me where you are!”

“Be careful,” Cami called back, and Ember could hear her whimpering in pain. “There’s a drop.”

Ember approached, treading cautiously, until finally she found a gash in the earth where Cami had fallen in. She planted her torch in a soft patch of mud nearby and leaned out over the opening, wary of its crumbling edges. The hole swallowed what little light the torch shed; all she saw was dark. “I’m here,” she called down. “We’re going to get you out of there, okay?”

“Okay.”

“Are you hurt? What happened? How far is the drop?”

“It’s far.” Cami was almost whispering. “Ember, I’m scared. I think I broke my ankle. You’ll need rope, it’s too deep to jump.”

Ember cursed inwardly that she hadn’t thought to bring anything except the torch and her own two hands. Inside the cavity, she heard rocks shift. “Don’t move, you might make it worse. This might… this might take a little while. I need—Fuck, I need to go back to camp.”

“Don’t leave me,” Cami cried, panic rising in her voice.

“Okay, okay. I won’t leave you. Let’s just… hold on, okay, let me think. This is going to be all right.”

She could hear Cami weeping. “I’m going to light a fire, okay? So everyone can see where we are.” Ember hurried to make a stack of needles and twigs and lit it before her guttering torch could extinguish itself, then fed it until it roared, the flames licking at the lower branches of the trees above them.

Once the fire was as big as she could make it, she crept back to the mouth of the cavern. “They’re going to be here soon, Cami, and then we’re going to get you out of there. Can you see anything? Do you know what you landed on?” Ember tried to see for herself, but all she could make out were the afterimages of the flames still burned onto her retinas.

“I can see a little now, with the fire. It’s… I think it’s man-made, Ember. I can see an arch, some stonework. Maybe… steel? I don’t know what it is, but I’m pretty sure it’s what we’ve been looking for.”

A wave of something approaching joy rolled through Ember, even as she tried to beat it back. Cami is hurt, she reminded herself. The situation is dire.

And yet there was no denying it—she was elated.
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By the time the Commonwealthers all gathered at the mouth of Cami’s underground discovery with the necessary supplies, Ember’s signal fire was burning low and dawn was touching the treetops. No one had slept. A milky blue light washed over the stricken faces of the group as they slowly lowered Ember into the hole.

By the light of a fresh torch, she saw that Cami’s ankle was indeed broken. The gruesome twist of the joint made the sour dregs of the evening meal she had never finished rise in the back of her throat, but she pasted on a smile. Cami looked younger than she ever had. She was shaking and smeared with blood, sitting in her own stale urine, grimacing in pain, but she was conscious and that was something.

“How are you doing?” Ember asked, hurrying to open a water flask.

“I just punched right through. One minute I was walking and the next minute I was falling.” Cami began to sob and then pulled herself up short, clutching her rib cage and gasping.

“Easy, easy,” she said. “You probably broke a few ribs, too. Don’t move if you can help it.”

Cami lowered her voice to a whisper, as if speaking too loudly would make the pain return. “I thought I was going to die down here.”

“You’re not going to die, I promise. We’re all here, it’s almost over. Drink some of this and we’re going to decide the best way to get you out.”

Ember held the water to Cami’s mouth and half of it dribbled down her chin, but she drank some before she pushed the bottle away.

“But, Ember, look.” She gestured, not to her wounds, but to their surroundings.

Ember looked, relieved to be commanded. She had been trying very hard not to be distracted by the space they occupied, to focus instead on this very human, very urgent problem as she dropped down into the cavern, but with Cami’s permission, she allowed herself to take it in.

What occurred to her first was its overwhelming smoothness. The walls sloped upward to meet the ceiling in a swooping archway made of a sleek material she guessed had to be carved stone. What else could sustain such a grand shape this far beneath the ground’s surface? The light of the torch made the slope flicker with shades of warm umber and illuminated a long, dark tunnel that ran so deep she could not see the end of it. In the other direction, a blunt terminus.

Overhead, the jagged gash where Cami had fallen from was outlined in the cool luminosity of dawn. Dorinda’s silhouette appeared.

“Ready?” she called down.

“Right, right. One second.” Ember untied the rope from her makeshift harness and watched as it disappeared back up through the hole. She turned back to Cami. “It’s an extraordinary find.”

Cami smiled weakly. “Worth it, then.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” Ember said, but of course she agreed. It was absolutely worth it. It was worth almost anything. She didn’t know what this place was exactly, but she already suspected that it was the find of a generation. It was all she could do to keep her focus on Cami.

Dorinda rappelled down and they set to work making a rudimentary splint for Cami’s ankle before they hoisted her back up. This process was slow and delicate and by the time Cami was loaded into her harness, her face was wet with tears and she looked like she was ready to pass out. Ember had already given her something for the pain, but it hadn’t had time to kick in. Ember and Dorinda called out encouragement as they watched her ascend, whimpering and limp, crying out with every yank of the rope. When she had disappeared through the hole, the two women looked at each other.

“Poor kid,” Dorinda said.

“But look what she’s found.”

“I know, it’s… What is it?”

“I’m not sure.” Ember picked up her torch from where she had wedged it between a few chunks of fallen rock and raised it high. She examined the chalky dust on her hands. “I think… This is crazy, I thought this had to be stone, but I think it might be manufactured.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Look.” Dorinda crouched beside Ember, examining the debris. Ember laid an eroding chunk of the material in her friend’s hand and Dorinda turned it over, rubbing the residue between her fingers, breaking off little pieces.

“Could be early concrete. Or some kind of mortar. It’s crumbling so easily. How old do you think this place is?”

“Extremely old,” Ember said. “Three thousand? Definitely Pre-Crisis. Whatever this material is, shaped stone or poured concrete, it’s a man-made space. At the very least, heavily altered. Look at the lines. Nature doesn’t do that.”

Dorinda nodded. “I don’t doubt it. It’s just… this is an enormous piece of infrastructure to be that old. The engineering involved… it’s a feat. Not even Commonwealth knows how to build like this. I wonder how far it extends.”

They both looked toward the black yawn of the tunnel, so deep it swallowed their light with no trouble. Ember was of course desperate to explore, to see what lay at its end. If it even had an end. But overhead, they could hear the scuffle of Cami being received—her little yelps of pain, everyone’s concerned murmurs. Lorne ducked his head into the tunnel.

“Hey, who’s next? We need to get the kid back to camp. Obviously we’ll come back to”—he swiveled his neck, taking in the shape of what they’d found—“see what the fuck we’re dealing with here. But she’s in shock and we need to set this ankle sooner rather than later. She’s not looking so good.”

“I’ll go,” Dorinda said, catching the rope when Lorne tossed it down. She hooked herself in and shouted that she was ready.

Ember watched her rise. Grateful to be alone here, if only for a moment, she slid a crumbling piece of the debris into her pocket to examine later and took one last look at the impossibly smooth expanse of the tunnel before she tied the rope off and let Lorne haul her back up in time to see dawn reaching its delicate fingers into the night-soaked forest.
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When Cami was safely ensconced in her tent, fed and watered, her ankle set and splinted, the Commonwealthers gathered around the ashes of last night’s cook fire and took stock of their situation. Animals had made easy work of their abandoned dinners, tossing the bowls and cutlery every which way, but the crates John kept his ingredients in were impenetrable. The campsite might have been a mess, but nothing material was lost except sleep and the second half of last night’s meal. Cami’s injuries were another matter. They discussed the situation as they began to clean up.

“We need to press on with the ship as soon as we’re done here,” one of the twins announced. “I realize everyone is tired but we can’t waste the entire day. We really need to find our second mast as soon as possible if we want to try and make it out before summer peaks. We have to strip the bark and start shaping to give the wood as much time to dry as we can.” Ember thought it was Paul who said this, but she didn’t really care. She was too tired to discern between the twins just now.

“Give me a fucking break. No one has slept and Cami is traumatized,” Dorinda hissed, speaking low so as not to wake Cami. “Besides, we gave up on that timeline a month ago.”

The other twin bristled. “No one gave up on anything. If you want to be boiled from the inside out, be my guest. We’re planning on getting the ship ready as soon as humanly possible.”

Ember could see that Lorne was about to explode on Dorinda’s behalf. He rose, asserting his height. “You snide mariner fucks can—”

Min all but snarled at him. “Try it, old man. We’re working our asses off to get you home and this is how you wanna do it?”

Xi held up his hands. “Sit. Sit. Everyone. Paul, Bowen. You’ve done extraordinary work getting us this far this fast with the repairs and everyone here is grateful for your expertise. But there is a time to push and a time to pause. We need to take a beat here.”

Sen physically pressed Lorne back into a sitting position on the ground. He let it happen, his reddened face slowly returning to its normal shade. Min let out a chuff and crossed her arms.

“There’s also the matter of what Cami found out there,” Ember said. “I think we should discuss it, and how it will affect our work details going forward.”

“What’s there to discuss?” Bowen asked. “It’s a fucking cave.”

Ember stared at him so hard he cracked. The twins were such handsome men and yet right now, full of fear and brandishing this flailing, clumsy power, they looked grotesque to her. Like gilded gargoyles. She slid into the voice that used to make first-year boys quake, a tone that was the closest thing to ice they would find in this overheated place. “It’s far from a fucking cave. It’s a man-made tunnel, and finding something like this is why we are here. Now, incredibly, we’ve come across it without even looking. At great physical cost to one of my team. We’re going to see what else there is to find down there. One way or another.”

Xi rustled beside her. “Ember…”

“No. Enough. We can do both. We didn’t pursue the road, but this is different. It’s not something I can just ignore. We’ll help you haul the mast. We’ll help you raise it. And we will also do what we came here to do.” Ember paused, suddenly realizing that she wasn’t actually sure how the archaeologists wanted to move forward with the tunnel, but as she scanned their faces, she saw that she was not wrong to speak on their behalf.

Machiel was nodding vigorously. “Right, no one is saying we’ll just abandon the repairs, but surely we can come up with some kind of rotation. To have found a site like this and decide not to explore it—that’s not why we came. It’s certainly not what I signed up for.” The bleached-blond section of their hair had grown out since the Halcyon’s departure, and now it looked as if they’d been dipped in gold.

The wind was stiff that day, coming in off the ocean in hard, hot sweeps. Ember looked to Sen, who nodded in agreement, her shirt billowing and snapping with each gust. “Ember’s right,” Sen said. “We can do both.”

“Dorinda?” Ember asked.

“I agree,” Dorinda said. “It’s not something we can ignore. We just need to find a way to balance it—fix the ship and see what there is to see. Cami broke bones finding that thing. We have to take a look.”

Lorne nodded as she spoke. “Exactly so,” he said.

The twins cursed at this, and the wind carried their words away. Xi and Min looked at one another with a palpable sense of resignation.

“Above my pay grade,” Manuel muttered, raising his hands in surrender when Xi gave him a questioning look.

John just soldiered on gathering up last night’s dishes, forks in one hand, bowls in the other.

Finally, Xi said, “There has to be a way to press forward on the repairs without abandoning the archaeologists’ objective. Ember, maybe you and I can sit down tomorrow morning and talk it through. In the meantime, I think we need to take at least a few hours to rest.”

Ember nodded, cautiously pleased by this outcome. One of the twins spat into the blackened firepit. The other muttered. But one by one, the Commonwealthers left and went back to their tents to rest until there was only Ember and Sen.

“Thank you,” Ember said. “For being on my side.”

Sen cupped Ember’s face in her palm. There was no one around to see her do it, but even so Ember felt a small thrill, perceiving this gesture as if from a bystander’s point of view.

Sen said, “It’s easier to be on your side when you’re right.” Before she could withdraw her hand, Ember reached up and captured it with her own.

“Then I’ll just have to keep on being right. From here on out.”

Sen laughed, not unkindly, and took her hand back. “Don’t make promises you can’t keep, Agni.”
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Ember and Xi went down to the beach the following morning. The sun was brand new, coming up over the waves like the bud of a crimson flower bulging at the apex of its stem. The camp was still quiet when they left and they tread softly so as not to wake those who were still sleeping. John was already up, putting a pot of water on to boil. The cook nodded at them as they slipped past.

“How is Cami doing?” Xi asked when the two of them were far enough away to speak freely.

“I checked on her last night before bed, but she was asleep. I think fine? Dorinda has first aid training and she says it looks like a clean break. I guess we’ll have to wait and see.”

“Good, good. That was some fall. And some find.”

Xi half slid, half walked down the cliff path ahead of Ember. The terrain was steep and uneven after so much use. Every few steps knocked loose a shower of pebbles and clumps of hard earth that smashed into the rocks below. A reminder of how far they had to tumble if they lost their footing.

“Yeah, it’s something,” Ember agreed. “I’m glad you can see how important it is that we pursue it.” She wasn’t entirely convinced that he did see how important it was, but she decided it would be best to leave no room for dissent.

“Well, that’s—” Xi’s foothold suddenly gave out and he shifted his weight back just in time, grabbing at a thick-stemmed weed to steady himself. They watched the debris cascade down the cliffside, then inched their way down the rest of the trail in careful silence, focusing on each step.

When they reached the bottom, they walked out onto the hard-packed sand, still wet from the night’s tide, and paused there to watch the sun bloom over the water, petal by petal.

Xi shook off his near-fall and continued his thought. “So, I respect that you’re wanting to rearrange some of our efforts,” he began. “And I think we can find a middle path. I talked all this over with Paul and Bowen last night and their main objection is of course how late in the season it is. Which… they’re not wrong about that, Ember. We were meant to be leaving at the end of this month for good reason.”

Ember sighed. She’d been afraid of this. “You and I both know that’s a timeline we can’t maintain, no matter how much muscle we throw into the ship. It’s not feasible.”

“I don’t disagree. And honestly, they don’t either. But it’s primarily a question of sequence. Obviously none of us know for sure how debilitating the temperatures are going to get. Clearly they’re increasing. But given the limits of our information, I think we have to be prepared for worst-case scenarios. Which means strategizing our labor accordingly, in the event that we are incapacitated for some or part of the summer. Working down here on the sand is going to be full sun. And we can’t afford to be contending with heatstroke and making mistakes and whatever else in, say, August. There can’t be any fuckups when it comes to installing the new masts. I need you to believe me when I say that we will need all of our wits about us to achieve this repair. It’s not a small thing.”

Ember watched a crab skitter across the sand. “What are you proposing exactly?”

Xi removed his hat and swept a palm across the thinning swoop of his sweat-damp hair, then replaced it. “I’m saying I think we need to prioritize the ship’s repair for now. Not forever. But for now.”

“Xi—” Ember was already shaking her head.

“Hear me out. I’m not finished. That cavern is going to be one of the coolest places you can be when summer really hits. Whereas hauling logs down to the beach is just about the most strenuous thing we could be doing in full sun. Think it all the way through. We have a limited window here before the season really shifts. I think we need to spend it working on the ship. Get the masts ready, get them drying—that’s something that will actually benefit from the heat and it will take time. At least a month, probably six weeks. If we can get the masts ready to go, then we can pivot, or break off into smaller groups while they cure. But if we split off now, I don’t think it’s going to serve our goals—which, last I checked, are to bring your discoveries home. Not just to find them.”

Ember was quiet, absorbing this. The crab was zigzagging across the sand now, as if it couldn’t make up its mind where it belonged. The color of its shell perfectly matched its environment—if it wasn’t moving so much, she wouldn’t even have been able to see it.

Xi eyed her, feeling out the pause. When she still hadn’t said anything, he went on. “And, I think we have to be mindful of the group dynamic. Spirits. Morale. Whatever you want to call it. Paul and Bowen are… They’re under a lot of pressure. More than any of us. They’re not used to having lives in their hands like this, resting on the back of shit they only half remember. Without their skill set, we’d all be utterly fucked and they know that as well as I do. Most mariners aren’t shipwrights. I know I’m not. I can do a few things but this kind of repair is beyond me. I think it’s in our best interest to make sure they’re being heard and feel that their expertise is being respected.”

At this, Ember bristled. “It’s not my job to make sure the twins feel like big men, if that’s what you’re saying. Their skills are useful obviously, and so are yours and so are mine and so are John’s. And Machiel’s and on and on. We’re not picking favorites here.”

“No, you’re right, we have to consider them all, individually and holistically. Which is what I’m getting at. Ember, don’t take this the wrong way but I don’t think you’re seeing how much worse this could be. I’ve been at sea with a lot of different personalities, okay, over some really extended periods, and what happens is you start to get a sense of how much people can take. And how much they can’t. Do you hear what I’m saying? Minds tend to break before bodies. And when one person goes… others follow.”

By then, the sun had broken free of the horizon and was turning the beach a rosy gold. Ember and Xi stood, watching it climb. When she looked back down at the sand, the crab had skittered off—or maybe it had only gone still against the monochrome sand. Ember sighed. She couldn’t deny that Xi was making sense. Probably more than she was.

“Okay, I hear you,” Ember said. “We’ll get these fucking masts done. A good faith gesture. But once those trees are curing, we’re reorganizing. That’s my timeline.”

Xi, seeming relieved, offered his hand. They shook on it. “Good, I think that’s fair,” he said.

“You’ll talk to the mariners?”

“I’ll talk to them.”

In the distance, they could hear John beating his serving spoon against a pot—the alarm they’d all become accustomed to—and they hiked back up the cliffside to eagerly claim their bowl of mush, knowing that it was finite and they were lucky to have it.







 


FROM THE PAPERS OF PROF. EMBER AGNI

Mariner oral history, as recorded by E.A.

CIRCLE GODDESS VARIATION

And so the people trod on Zoryavka’s back, leaving footprints where no footprints should be. Zoryavka felt their tread, and the king of gods rose, burning with anger. First he called upon Ognivoy and his black death, to swarm the sky. Then he called forth the red winds of Moravka, who breathed fire over the land. Oceans poured forth from Zoryavka’s mouth and in this way the world was overcome. Only Envora, the circle goddess, took pity upon the people who had walked too far and showed them the way north.

Ed.—possible variation on Aeskar Clan myth?
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THE HEAT PRESSED in on them relentlessly. It began as a discomfort, something to complain about, but in July it became menacing. A thing to fear. Manuel developed a permanent heat rash that crept up his arms and onto his cheeks, giving the skin beneath his dark beard a reddened glow. Bowen fainted on the beach toward the end of a long day and Lorne started sweating so much that he couldn’t seem to replenish fluids at the same rate he was losing them. Even Dorinda, who had always seemed indestructible to Ember, was suffering from nausea and a headache that never went away.

No one felt quite like themselves anymore. Symptoms of heat exhaustion followed them from one day into the next, with only the slightest relief when the sun went down and the temperature dropped a few degrees. A collective memory lurked in each of the Commonwealthers, with scorched breath and a blazing stare, reminding them of why their ancestors had left this place—whispering what would happen if they stayed too long.

So the Commonwealthers labored on beneath the sweltering sun, trying desperately to rebuild their ship. But neither the peril of the mounting heat, nor the task of leaving it behind could hold Ember’s thoughts for longer than a few minutes before her mind slid back into the darkness of the underground chamber. All she could seem to think about was how many more days before she could follow her obsession back into the thick forest.

By the time July was half gone, they’d felled a second tree and hauled both of them to the cliffs, where they would be shaped and dried before the gargantuan effort of dragging them down to the beach, then hoisting them up onto the ship. The twins were somewhat appeased by this progress, but everyone was tense.

For her part, Ember felt the surge of her fixation with the tunnel finally crest and break over her, like a wave she had been anticipating ever since she first flashed her torchlight across Cami’s discovery. Even as the heat had pressed down on them these past few weeks, Ember had barely felt it; the weight of her obsession had been so much heavier. Now, with the path back to their discovery finally open to her, she could breathe again. As the arduous work of scraping the bark from the trees and shaping the wood beneath began, Ember reasserted her intention to return to the cavern soon, and the rest of the archaeologists rallied to her cause. Min and the twins cited once more the need to press forward on the masts with as many hands as possible, but their protest was half-hearted. Ember wasn’t asking for anyone’s permission.

And so in spite of the plan’s critics, preparations to separate began. Because the tunnel was so far from the cliffs, the archaeologists agreed that they should set up a small satellite camp rather than spend so much time hiking to and from the site each day, wasting energy that could be better spent underground. A week’s worth of rations were packed up—a few dry goods from Novapool, but mostly a healthy assortment from their collective hunting and gathering labors. By then, the Commonwealthers had grown adept at finding sustenance, either on land or by sea. John had figured out what was safe to forage with only a few missteps and Xi was a talented fisherman. Dorinda and Lorne knew how to make their own traps. They would all miss the dry goods when they were gone, but no one would go hungry.

Tools that could be spared from the repair effort were identified. Tents were broken down and loaded up. None of this took them long. Within a day and a half, the archaeologists were ready to go.

The most difficult part of their departure was leaving Cami behind. It was her find, after all, earned by way of a snapped ankle, at least two broken ribs, and more than twelve hours spent wondering if she would ever be found. A steep price, by all accounts. But she was still in no condition to be moved. It couldn’t be helped.

Once all the preparations had been made, the five remaining archaeologists shouldered their heavy packs and said goodbye to Cami where she sat, propped up in the mouth of her tent, seeing them off with a brave sort of cheerfulness that Ember could tell was already wavering and would likely disintegrate completely as soon as they were out of sight.

“We’re going to tell you every little thing when we get back,” Ember said to Cami. She lingered, crouched down beside her old graduate assistant, and let the others enter the forest ahead of her.

“I know.” Cami’s smile was wide and brittle.

“And John is going to take good care of you.”

“I know.”

Of this, Ember had no doubt. John and Cami had become fast friends since she was restricted to the camp where he also spent most of his time, making the meals and cleaning up after them. They were an odd pair, but they seemed to appreciate one another. They were two decades apart, but somehow it made sense. Cami was relieved for the distraction of his chatter and John was delighted to have an audience.

On an impulse, Ember took the piece of crumbling cement she’d slipped into her own pocket in the cavern all those weeks ago, a shard she’d held in her fist every night since as she fell asleep, and laid it in Cami’s hand. “Here. No one’s forgotten that it’s your find.”

Before Cami could respond, Ember rose, her knees crackling, and hurried on into the trees after her team. As she stepped onto the forest path, she found Sen waiting for her just around the bend. She could see the burly shape of Lorne trundling through the underbrush up ahead and they followed at a leisurely pace, keeping a small distance from him so they could enjoy a sliver of privacy.

“That was thoughtful of you,” Sen said, hooking her arm through Ember’s.

“You don’t need to sound so surprised.”

“But I am a little. Thoughtfulness is not your defining quality, Em.”

“Well.” Ember found that she could not argue with this. “I feel for her. This site is hers. And we both know what it’s like watching someone else take the reins on something that you saw first.”

She glanced over at Sen’s face and knew that she was also remembering their Summit find. Ember could still feel the awe that settled over them as they swept away dirt to reveal the first green glitter of the slab. And of course, the pang of disappointment as it was carried off by someone else to clean and study and claim. It was well over a year later before Ember even got the chance to examine it in the cool bright lights of a lab.

Sen made a small sound of agreement. “True. It was still kind of you.”

Ember understood what she meant. As a younger woman, Ember would never have bothered with such a gesture. Maybe it was evidence that she had changed. That she wanted to. Or maybe it was just easier to give when it cost her nothing. A flicker of generosity, briefly preserved by Sen’s attention, gone as soon as she looked away.

Up ahead, an animal, long and lithe and covered in a smooth coat of black fur, bounded across the path. It emerged from one side of the forest and disappeared into the other with one perfectly silent leap.

The names for practically everything on the Continent were lost. Yet some long-buried piece of Ember remembered this arcing shape, this bounding movement. She knew so little, but recognized so very much.

“Did you see—” Sen said, her mouth hanging slightly open in the wake of the smooth black creature.

“I saw.”
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They found the site again without too much trouble. Machiel had made careful notations about the landmarks surrounding it, and the charred remains of Ember’s signal fire were easy to spot on the otherwise verdant forest floor. When they reached it, all five of the archaeologists stood in a loose circle around the cavity where Cami had fallen and contemplated their next move.

Ember was eager to descend and begin their exploration at once, but there were the more pressing matters of making camp, finding a nearby water source, and discussing a plan of action. By the time all of this had been done, the light was nearly gone and everyone was hungry. They made a new fire over Ember’s old one and lined it with rocks to keep the flames contained. Sen cooked a few handfuls of grain and a big skillet of the mushrooms, fiddlehead ferns, and ramps.

“We’ll have to be careful about leaving food out,” Ember said, and described the creature she and Sen had seen. By then, their home on the cliffs had been raided by curious animals enough times for everyone to know this, but it didn’t hurt to remind them.

After they ate, the archaeologists talked deep into the night about what the tunnel might have been built for and what they expected to find at its terminus—assuming it even had an end. Ember was relieved to discuss something other than the ship for once, and to allow the many, many thoughts she had been nursing since the night Cami fell flow out of her, thoughts that were received and respected and expounded upon by her colleagues. She glimpsed a version of the expedition that had vanished the moment the storm hit them—one in which the singular focus of discovery was the driving force behind their days rather than the rudimentary mechanics of surviving the return trip.

Everyone delighted in laying out their theories, and eventually two lighthearted teams formed. Dorinda and Machiel thought that they were dealing with a crypt, whereas Lorne and Sen had decided that it was either an old sewer or a water duct. Ember thought it was none of these things, but she nodded along with both sides anyway, intrigued by their arguments, feeling excited by the possibilities being named.

“The shape alone!” Lorne cried. “It’s an enormous pipe. How could it not be an aqueduct?”

Machiel shrugged, unconvinced. “You just answered your own question—it’s too big. Bigger than any subterranean aqueduct would need to be. But as a one-off, as the tomb of some really esteemed family or something. That, I could see. It feels… I don’t know, ceremonial.”

“‘Feels,’” Lorne scoffed, rolling his eyes. “We haven’t even had a proper look-see yet. If they had discovered hydropower, it makes perfect sense why they’d need it to be so big.”

“What do you think, Ember?” Dorinda asked. She was picking her teeth with the stem of a leaf, the weathered brown of her face turning rosy in the firelight. “You haven’t said much.”

Ember hesitated. “Well,” she began, then paused.

“Go on,” Lorne said. “Shoot us all down if you must.”

“No, those are plausible theories.”

“But?” Dorinda prompted.

“Honestly? My guess is that it’s neither. At the end of the day, I think that whatever they built this for is beyond us. We just don’t have the scope to see it yet. Infrastructure on this scale… I mean, clearly it’s more advanced than anything we’ve ever seen from Pre-Crisis tribes. It certainly supports the theory that we’re dealing with a mature civilization.”

“Clearly,” Lorne mumbled.

The group was quiet for a moment.

Machiel spoke first. “So you think it’s unknowable, then?”

“Such a cop-out,” Lorne said.

“Sorry, have we met? I didn’t say unknowable. We’re just thinking too small. We don’t have enough of the pieces. Yet.”

Later that night, Ember lay awake, imagining all the mysteries they had yet to discover and name and know. She barely slept, feeling the pulse of the tunnel beneath them, asking her to come down and meet it.
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In the morning, Ember and Dorinda descended. Everyone had agreed that they would explore the tunnel in rotating pairs. Machiel set out to take a survey of the surrounding area while Lorne and Sen remained at the mouth of the cavern, working on a more sophisticated pulley system to make hauling objects in and out easier—be it archaeologists or buckets of earth or whatever else they might need to transport.

Ember went first. The smell that rose up from the cavity was just as she remembered it—mineral and must and soil—and then the purity of the darkness washed across her senses as they lowered her in, like a bottle of ink being emptied over her head. The flame of her torch smoked and crackled in protest, powerless against the bottomless dark that surrounded her. She felt consumed by it, even from within this little cocoon of flickering light.

Her feet touched the ground and she spun around to get her bearings, taking stock again of the shape of this place, to see if it was as she remembered it or if her obsessive handling of that first encounter had warped her recall. But no, the tunnel was exactly as impressive as it had been the first time. The gentle slope of the walls. The sheer girth of it. In one direction, the empty promise of a dark vacuum, in the other, the crumbling, caved-in reminder that everything could collapse at any moment, for no reason beyond how very old it all was. Rock fragments shifted underfoot. A steady drip drip drip rang out somewhere far away. At least they didn’t have to decide which path to take. There was only one that was open to them.

She sent the rope back up for Dorinda, who landed with a soft clatter against the uneven ground. Ember reached out to steady her and help her unhook from the harness. Overhead, Sen leaned in to wish them luck and remind them that their time started now, pointedly asking if Ember had remembered to wind her wristwatch.

When Ember called back to tell her that of course she had, the sound of her voice ricocheted and fractured all around her, like the reflection in a mirror breaking into a hundred new shards. She made a mental note to speak more softly going forward.

They’d already agreed that they would switch out with Sen and Lorne in three hours, and so Ember and Dorinda quickly established a plan of action, not wanting to waste a single second of their allotted time.

“I think we should focus on seeing how far this goes,” Ember said, gesturing with her torch toward the emptiness that stretched out ahead of them, throwing sparks into the darkness. “Distance over detail. What do you think?”

“Agree. If we find something worth stopping for, we’ll stop, obviously, but we don’t have years to process this inch by inch. We have days. Maybe weeks. It can’t be minutiae; we have to go big picture.”

Ember nodded, pleased that they were on the same page. She wouldn’t admit it out loud, but she’d always looked up to Dorinda; it was easy to admire her sharp edges and easy authority. There was a time when she’d hoped to emulate the shape of Dorinda’s career. Her manner. Her skill for controlling the tone of a group so effortlessly. But Dorinda had scaled back her ambitions after Summit shut down and Ember hadn’t seen her name in any of the peer-reviewed journals in years. She’d always wondered what had happened. Dorinda had been primed for ascension in the field: her own dig, a comfortable university post, maybe a book. But then she’d disappeared for too long. Had popped up only occasionally, as far as Ember knew, at outpost digs in support positions. And now she was here, working under the woman who had once been her protégée. Ember wondered, suddenly, if it bothered her.

“Is it just me, or are we going down?” Dorinda stopped walking and made a slow circle, assessing the pitch of the direction they’d come from versus the one they were headed in. “It’s so gradual, but I think it’s definitely declining.”

Ember had noticed it also. “It’s not just you.”

“Should that worry us?”

Ember considered the increasing weight of the earth above them, the enormity of what lay between them and daylight. It would either crush them or it wouldn’t. One ton was as deadly as two. “I don’t think so,” she said. “You?”

“I’m good to keep going.”

The two of them walked on, their torches held high, feeling the heat on their hands. The tunnel was enormous, the height of at least four Lornes stacked on top of one another and just as wide. In some places, the smooth shape of the concrete was crumbling to roughness, the craftsmanship of its creation giving way to erosion, but overall it held steadfastly to its shape. Even after all this time.

“It feels endless,” Ember said. They had been walking for at least half an hour, leaving little pieces of reflective tape on the walls every hundred paces to get a rough measurement of distance. Ahead, they could sense a shift in the air’s movement and began to hope for some change in the terrain, but they kept going and nothing new materialized.

“So,” Dorinda said after a while. “You and Sen.”

Ember was loosely aware that Dorinda and Lorne had caught on to her rekindled relationship with Sen. It wasn’t like they were going out of their way to hide. Maybe a few of the others knew about it, too; she wasn’t sure. This didn’t bother her—them knowing—but she didn’t want to discuss it either. She made a noncommittal sound of assent and was otherwise quiet, waiting to see what Dorinda was getting at.

“It’s just… you two went down this road already.”

Ember marked the disapproval in Dorinda’s tone and a flare of defensiveness rose in her. “That was a long time ago.”

“Not that long.”

“A lot has changed. For both of us. I’m not sure why it matters to you.” The flame of Ember’s torch hit a vein of resin that popped hot sap onto her wrist. She flinched, knowing it would leave a spatter of burns, but kept the torch steady.

“Well, I care about her. About you both. But you’re right, it’s none of my business. I’m not sure why I—”

“Just say it, Dor.”

“Well, I worry about her. I’m not sure you realize how hard it was, last time. When you were just gone like that. Right in the middle of shutting down Summit, when you two had all those plans. I mean shit, Ember, her dad had just died. I was confused, too, for what it’s worth. Like why would Ember just leave like that? We all wondered, not just Sen, all of us. You get to be family after a while. We worked that site together for what—five years? Lorne and I were there for more than ten. We trained you. We looked after you. That’s a long time. You’d think a person would say goodbye after all that. Would say… something.”

Ember kept her eyes on the dark stretching out in front of them. She didn’t like the way it sounded when Dorinda laid it out like that. Had she really not said goodbye? Had she really just left them? “I had an opportunity at the university. As you know. I didn’t realize I needed to explain myself to you.”

“Okay.” The skepticism contained by this single word was unmissable.

“What do you want from me? An apology?”

“Forget it. Just feels like… I don’t know, history repeating itself.”

Ember stopped short, angry now. “History doesn’t repeat itself, that’s such a lazy take. Come on.”

“Doesn’t it? Look around, kid.” Dorinda swept an arm out to gesture at the tunnel walls and the slow, crumbling work of time. “Funny thing about history is, it always looks different depending on where you’re standing.”

Ember both did and didn’t know what she meant. “This isn’t… What are you even talking about? Sen and I—we’ve talked all that through. There were some things I could have communicated better, but this isn’t—What the fuck, Dor, I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

“No one said you did. I’m just pointing out that maybe you two need different things.”

“What Sen and I need has nothing the fuck to do with you.”

Dorinda just shook her head, clearly exasperated by the antagonistic turn the conversation had taken. “I wasn’t trying to start some shit, Ember. This is a high-stress situation, is all. We need you both sharp. And I actually care about you. Both of you. That’s it. That’s all I’m trying to say.”

They had stopped walking and were facing each other now. Ember could see the shadows deepen on Dorinda’s face, hollowing out her eyes, her cheeks, the dip of her throat, as if the darkness was a disease she had caught and now it was spreading.

Ember let out a gust of frustration and continued walking. “I’m good, Dor. Sen is good, too.”

She heard Dorinda trailing behind her. There was a long, loaded pause, and just as she heard Dorinda gathering her breath to reply, the tunnel ended.

The ground sloped down, the walls widened, the air shifted and then—spaciousness. A chamber so wide they could barely see where it ended. Whatever Dorinda had been about to say vanished from both of their minds.

Ember could barely speak. “Whoa.”

A platform loomed out of the darkness on their right, about shoulder height, and above, the ceiling vaulted to a spectacular, almost inconceivable height. The quality of sound changed, and the air took on a new scent—something riper, more complex.

“Holy shit,” Dorinda whispered.

Ember took a long, deep inhale, tasting a few thousand years of stasis on the back of her tongue.

They hovered at the mouth of the chamber, not because they didn’t want to advance, but because there was so much to see, and even more to disturb. Ember took out her notebook and found a place to wedge her torch that kept the flame aloft while she wrote.

“I’ll record,” Ember said. “Go.”

Dorinda started calling out what she saw. “Platform, right side. Square tiles on the walls, probably… ceramic? Very uniform shapes. Very exact. White and black and… I don’t know, maybe green. Hard to tell. Vaulted ceiling. Architecturally… ambitious. Um, let’s see. Pillars. One, two, three, four… six that I can see. Iron? Writing… oh my god, Ember, writing. Hard to say what language until I can get closer. Could be something completely new. Looks like… yeah, I think a continuation of the tunnel on the other side of the chamber.”

They went on like this until Dorinda had exhausted her observations, and still neither of them had even entered the space they’d found. Finally, Dorinda grabbed hold of Ember’s wrist to check her watch. “We should head back, they’ll be worrying. Fuck, we’ve really overstayed.”

Ember nodded in agreement, but it took a long time for her to move. If Dorinda hadn’t been there to urge her back to the surface, it would have taken her longer still.
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That surge of awe she’d felt arriving in the chamber for the first time followed Ember for days—a rush of momentum that gusted through her even when she was motionless. It was the sheer size of the space. The detail. The colors and materials and words and architecture—none of it like anything she’d ever seen before.

The rest of the archaeologists felt it, too, each of them engaging with the site in their own way. As the linguists in the group, Dorinda and Lorne set to extracting the wall tiles with characters painted on them to bring back to Commonwealth for further study. The script was unfamiliar to all, despite the half dozen ancient languages they shared between them. This alone was a discovery that could redefine their understanding of the Continent’s history. It was indeed the find of a generation and as deep inside the earth as they were, they had still only barely scratched the surface.

Machiel measured and mapped the entire space, while Sen and Ember excavated the sediment that lined the floor, collecting so many pieces of rock and tile and cement and iron and compressed resin that eventually they stopped packing them up for transport back to Commonwealth and began stacking them in the corner—artifacts reduced to clutter, relics swallowed by the sheer volume of their discoveries.

Yet as powerful as all of this evidence was, doubt began to gnaw at Ember. What if none of it made an impression on Leadership’s skepticism? So far, the writing was their best chance, but she feared that unless they could find even more, their efforts would be in vain. They needed something that made the story of this place and its people undeniable—something even the next Committee couldn’t dismiss with a practiced, indifferent nod. A coda; a key. They needed an artifact that could disrupt the stubborn notion that Commonwealth was the peak of civilization. No, more than that—they needed something that would shatter it.

As the days stretched on, Ember felt the whisper of her unease growing louder. They were surrounded by the remains of something vast and important, but had found nothing that contained its entirety. Because how could they convey the sheer ambition of that tunnel with a map? How could they describe the effort of its creation with a sketch? How could these scattered fragments impart the scale of grandeur? Beneath all her tireless work, a truth lurked, unspoken and as heavy as the crumbling cement pressing in around them: if Ish’s device hadn’t been enough to convince Leadership, then maybe nothing would be.

In the end, all his sacrifices had meant nothing to Commonwealth. What if theirs were worth just as little?
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Aboveground, the temperatures became almost unbearable, even under the tree canopy. Dewy mornings turned to steam, the forest dripping with its own heat before the sun had fully risen. At night there was some relief, but not much. The air held the sun’s rays tight, well past twilight, and the archaeologists developed a permanent thirst, their bodies screaming to replace the streams of sweat that rolled off their skin.

But as hot as it got above, in the tunnel a damp coolness prevailed. Rappelling down into the cavity felt like entering another world entirely. All the archaeologists agreed that there was an indescribable otherness to the air underground. A shift in sound. Smells no one could put a name to. Even time moved differently down there—collapsing, stretching, folding in on itself. At the end of every shift, when Ember emerged back into the daylight, it was as if no time had passed at all.

Despite her doubts, these weeks underground were the most peaceful Ember had ever experienced. All she had to do was forget about Commonwealth and focus on the space.

By then, she and Sen had given up trying to be subtle about sneaking into one another’s tents and simply shared one. Each night she slept beside a woman who felt like home, while each morning she returned to the forgotten world she had spent her adult life seeking. It was not lost on her, how perfect it all was. She never wanted it to end. And also knew that eventually it had to.

The archaeologists stretched their provisions as long as they could, foraging for whatever the forest would provide to supplement the dry goods from Commonwealth, but eventually a supply run became necessary. Halfway through the month, Machiel hiked back to base camp to ask John for another bag of grain.

When they returned, Machiel’s face was tight and drawn. It was evening and the four archaeologists were sitting around the fire, cooking the last of their provisions. Machiel dropped their heavy pack and sat with a grim, belabored sigh.

“The mariners are getting restless,” they said. “The twins especially. They think we’re wasting time here. Paul said—” Machiel scrubbed a hand over their sweat-shined face, debating whether to repeat it. “He said if we wanted to ‘play in the dirt,’ we should have stayed in Commonwealth.” They glanced at Ember. “The twins are pissed. They won’t push it while the masts are still drying, but the second they’re ready, our time here is up. Min wasn’t thrilled either.”

Ember wasn’t surprised. “What about the others?”

Machiel shook their head and began to unpack the provisions they’d brought: grain, a few fish wrapped in oilcloth, root vegetables. “I didn’t talk to Xi or Manuel, but at least John didn’t seem to mind. Probably more Cami’s doing than anything. She’s in good spirits, considering.”

Ember threw a handful of dead grass into the fire and watched it ignite. “Yeah, well.”

Sen laid a consoling hand at the base of Ember’s neck. “It’s okay. We’ve already found so much, Em.”

“Doesn’t feel like enough.”

No one disagreed. Would it ever feel like enough? There was an endless amount to find here.

After Machiel’s return, the archaeologists quickened their pace in the tunnel. August approached, the second bag of grain ran low, and the urgency that had always been humming beneath the surface of their work began to thrash like a fish on a hook. Ember dug with an overblown fervor, plunging her trowel deeper, scraping harder, as if there was something that would change her life just inches beneath her tools. Time was slipping through her hands, and the more she dug, the more impossible it felt to imagine ever stopping.
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On an afternoon that was surely one of the hottest they’d endured, Ember and Sen took their shift aboveground while Dorinda, Lorne, and Machiel worked below. Even beneath the forest’s canopy, Ember could feel the intensity of the sun’s gaze.

Sen said she would make a trip to the creek nearby to fill their water bottles and Ember made a half-hearted offer to go with her.

“No, stay in case they come back early. Don’t want them to think we’ve left them down there.”

“You’re sure?”

“I’ll just be a few minutes. Finish your records.”

Ember leaned back against a tree trunk, documenting their morning shift in the tunnel. There were so many details to keep track of. Ember knew that what seemed trivial now could very well be the missing piece later, when they were back in Commonwealth putting it all together. Nothing was extraneous. Everything mattered.

“All right, I’ll be here, then.”

She watched Sen disappear into the forest and tried to focus, but sweat kept dripping onto the page, smudging the ink into black rivers. The heat was oppressive, singeing the soft pink of her lungs with every breath. Eventually, she leaned her head back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. The notes could wait. It had been a minute since she was alone, and it felt good to sit quietly and remind herself of where she was. To reflect on what it had cost her to get here. The years of effort, the leagues of travel. The sacrifices of all shapes and sizes. Faces flickered through her mind. Names. All the things she had buried, all the promises she had broken.

She opened her eyes and saw a thin tendril of smoke rising from above the trees and wondered what the mariners were making for dinner. She pictured them at their campsite overlooking the cove, John’s big stew pot set over the fire; Cami wiping the sweat from her forehead while Xi told one of his rambling stories. A rare moment of ease.

But something about this wasn’t right.

The thought was small at first. A broken shell rolling in the tide of her heat-drowned mind. She squinted, trying to figure it out. The smoke looked off somehow.

A crack splitting the clean blue bowl of the sky.

Then, all at once, she knew what was troubling her.

It was the wrong direction. The cliffs, the ship, the mariners. They were all behind her. The smoke was rising from deep inside the forest. From a place they hadn’t explored.

She sat up, squinting hard, trying to make sense of it. It was too thin for a forest fire. Too distant to be a wandering mariner. She finally allowed herself to accept the simplest answer of all.

There was someone else here.

She barely had time to process it before Sen returned, stepping into the clearing with an armful of refilled water bottles. Ember leapt to her feet and took Sen by the elbow, yanking her around to see.

“Look,” Ember barked, pointing.

“What? Look at what?” Sen was wide-eyed, sensing that something was wrong but unable to place the source of Ember’s unrest. “Are you okay?”

Ember reached for the horizon, but the smoke was already fading, as if whoever had made it was snuffing it out in a hurry. She kept pointing, her hand beginning to tremble with the weight of her own doubt. But no, it had been right there. She had seen it.

“There! Smoke. Someone made a fire out there.”

Sen followed her gaze, frowning, then set the bottles down and gently pried Ember’s hand off her arm. “Em, I don’t see anything.”

“It was right there.” Ember knew how desperate she sounded.

Sen looked at her, and Ember caught a flicker of pity. “Okay, I believe you.”

But Ember could hear hesitance in her voice. The pleading edge of uncertainty. And she knew that if Sen wasn’t persuaded, no one else would be, either.
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Among the more perplexing finds are the resilient sheets, sleeves, and capsules composed of fine but indelible compounds that I believe to be synthetic, not unlike the compressed resins we have already seen in Commonwealth. There is no clear structural utility, and the uniformity of their construction suggests machinery. It is possible we are looking at precious remnants of Pre-Crisis rituals—reliquaries, seed storage, religious offerings, perhaps—but as we progress, their ubiquity begins to suggest another possibility. I have to wonder if, rather than uncovering objects of reverence or deep meaning, we are in fact handling the opposite. Objects devoid of significance. In a word: trash.
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MIN ARRIVED AT the archaeologists’ camp later that week, bearing the message they had all known was coming but somehow still felt surprised by: the masts were ready to be raised, which meant that it was time for them to rejoin the mariners by the cliffs for that final push. Their work at the tunnel had abruptly come to an end.

Min was breathless from both the exertion of the hike and the excitement of delivering what was, in her mind, objectively good news. Over the months since they’d left Commonwealth, her dark buzz cut had grown out enough to flop over her eyes, where it was now pasted to her forehead in swirls of sweat.

“The twins say we could be underway before the end of August,” she announced, fanning her flushed cheeks with her hand and grinning, assuming the archaeologists would be as pleased as she was. But Ember could feel the muscle of her heart tightening like a fist even before Min had finished speaking. Every part of her body bucked against this revelation, and it was all Ember could do to keep herself from cursing out loud.

“So soon,” Machiel said, and although they were trying to match their tone to Min’s excitement, Ember was relieved to see that they wrinkled their nose as they said it, as if catching the scent of something rotten. The afternoon’s excavation shift had just ended, so all five of the archaeologists were present to greet Min when she arrived. Ember watched the first mate’s announcement land on each of their faces, and in every reaction, there was a contradiction, an underlying tension: relief to be within reach of going home, frustration to be called away from their discovery, and a simmering fear that they might never get another chance at the history that lay concealed beneath them. But they knew better than to try to explain any of this to Min.

Instead, they peppered her with questions about what had gone on at the cliffs in their absence—buying time to process, gathering information. Dorinda asked after Cami, while Lorne wanted to know how the twins had managed to successfully dry the masts in such extreme humidity. But Ember could barely bring herself to listen as Min described the kiln they had built, the measures they had taken to dry the wood. Her mind was too busy trying to map out how she could convince the mariners to let them dig just a little longer.

It was the beginning of August, and the crescendoing panic of feeling the temperatures rise had gradually evened out into dull, lethargic acceptance as the blazing plateau of summer enveloped them. By now, the brutality of the heat was familiar. And as ferocious as the season had become, as constant as their symptoms of heat exhaustion were, no one had died. The heat’s consequences had been felt but caused no irreversible damage. In fact, an argument could be made that their bodies were gradually adjusting to the punishing conditions. In the end, the heat might not be the killer they had all feared it could be.

What were a few extra weeks in a climate they’d already mastered, in a season that was already peaking? The temperature would decline eventually, and wouldn’t that be a more fortuitous time to set sail anyway? Fewer storms, cooler winds. Ember tried this argument out in her mind, tinkering with the phrasing, the timing. Surely the archaeologists would be on her side. She would say it now. No—give it a few hours. No, the sooner the better—

Sen nudged her. “Are you okay?”

“Hmm? Oh, fine.” Ember realized she had been silent for a little too long. The conversation had long since outpaced her. What had she missed? Now the archaeologists were settling into their nightly activities of preparing food and catching up on notes. Dorinda left to show Min where the creek was so she could wash the grime of her hike off before dinner. She had decided to stay the night with them rather than risk getting caught in the forest after dark.

“I don’t love this,” Lorne said once Min was out of earshot. “We’ve just barely gotten started.” Ember breathed a sigh of relief that someone else was saying it first.

Machiel nodded in solemn agreement, brushing a handful of uncooked rice into a simmering pot of water. “It went by too fast.”

“But at least we’re not going back with nothing,” Sen said. “This is a really significant starting point. The tiles, the building material samples. I mean, that writing alone. And no one has seen a formation this old since at least Summit.”

She wasn’t wrong, but Ember was far from reassured.

“I agree with Lorne; it’s too soon,” Ember said, hoping to stoke the flame of this flickering unrest. They would need to present a united front if they were going to try and bargain for more time.

But then Sen began to talk about tests she wanted to run on the cement samples back in Commonwealth and Dorinda jumped in to propose a new research directive for their next trip—as if a return was guaranteed.

Ember bit the inside of her cheek. For all their discoveries, she still wasn’t sure they had found enough to convince Leadership that another expedition was worth the risk. How could she pack up and go back to the cliffs when there was so much more to find? When this might be their only chance to find it?

All her careful restraint began to unravel. Memories of the smoke she’d seen rising from deep in the forest surged forward, pulsing with urgency.

At the time, the others had been quick to conclude it was an anomaly—a heat shimmer, a trick of the light, a forest fire quickly smothered by the inescapable humidity. And Ember, recognizing that she was thoroughly outnumbered, had dropped the matter.

But now the gravity of what she’d seen revisited her.

Before Min appeared, Ember had been begrudgingly willing to keep her focus on the tunnel and wait for some form of corroboration to appear. But the leisure of patience was abruptly coming to an end. Surely they couldn’t leave such a tantalizing possibility unexplored?

Min and Dorinda returned from the creek, fresh and wet-haired. Machiel ladled out dinner—a medley of tubers and wild barley. Min made it clear that she was eager for everyone to hike back with her in the morning, but Ember shook her head. It was now or never.

“We need more time,” Ember said. She tried to explain: there were sentences in their notebooks only half-written, areas of the underground chamber in the midst of being processed.

Min didn’t bother tempering her frustration. “We’ve given you time. How much more could you possibly need?”

Ember wanted to say weeks. Months. But she could feel how delicate the dynamic between the mariners and the archaeologists had become. “A few more days. Just to close it out, pack up what we found. It’ll take at least two trips to carry everything out.”

Min made a sound of exasperated surrender. “Whatever. A few days. I’ll tell them. They won’t like it, but I’ll tell them.”

“You don’t want to come down and see the chamber in the morning before you go?” Lorne asked. “It’s really something.”

Min shook her head. “They’ll be worried if I don’t get back soon.”

Ember squinted in the first mate’s direction, searching her sun-scorched face for some spark of curiosity, some small sign to suggest that even if she didn’t want to descend into the tunnel, she was at least intrigued by the idea of it. But Min’s forehead was placid and untroubled by Lorne’s offer, by her own rejection of it, even as he went on to describe the magnitude of what they had found.

Ember wondered if this would be Leadership’s response, too. The untroubled brow. A rush to leave the forgotten shore behind as soon as possible. Due diligence achieved, hands washed of further consideration. And after all that had gone wrong, perhaps even Hyra would be dubious of the return on investment.

Min nodded patiently as Lorne tried to explain the import of the tunnel’s construction—the materials, the engineering, the chamber’s mysterious purpose—but it was clear that none of it was landing.

Ember remembered how hard she’d had to fight to get to the Continent. How much it had cost her. Had cost everyone around her. And suddenly she knew, with vivid clarity, that the tiles would not be enough to earn another chance at this shore. This trip was all they had. Unless she found something undeniable before it was time to clear away the ballasts and press out into the ferocious sea, she would probably never set foot here again.

[image: ]
The archaeologists returned to the cliffs a few days later, hauling their precious finds through the forest over the course of several laborious trips. Before they left for good, they sealed off the tunnel—bracing the entrance with cut timber and rubble, careful not to put pressure on the fragile ground above. They were anxious to preserve the delicate environment within for a future visit, assuming that one day they would be back to resume their exploration. Ember did not share their optimism, but it seemed cruel to say so.

As the two groups merged and became one again, an excitement about the return voyage took root in even the most reticent of the other archaeologists. Lorne, who had been bemoaning their too-short excavation ever since it began, was suddenly consumed with admiration for the progress the mariners had made in their absence and was eager to help see the work completed. Machiel and Xi and Cami were already discussing how their northern course could best accommodate mapmaking needs, while Dorinda couldn’t stop talking about wanting to examine the fragments of ancient script in a more sterile setting, where she could begin to piece together meaning. Even Sen was beginning to cast her eyes toward the horizon, sitting with Cami and mending sails while they chatted about the younger woman’s dissertation.

Ember tried not to begrudge anyone their enthusiasm for what came next, but it was hard not to notice that she was the only one still clinging to this shore. To their unfinished work here. It was natural, she reminded herself, that the rest of her team would be looking forward to a homecoming. It was going on eight long months since they’d left Commonwealth behind, and that was already far longer than any of them had planned to be gone. She knew it was selfish to wish for additional time here when she had already been given more than was promised, but of course she did want more.

Plans for carrying the masts down to the beach, leveraging them onto the ship, and then securing them in place were discussed and revised and discussed again. It was important that all or most of these final tasks happened in quick succession, before the tide came in, and so the twins were anxious for everyone to understand their role and be prepared to carry out the work without issue.

The stakes of this maneuver were almost unbearably high. Once the ship was back on the water, there would be no spares, no do-overs. The masts were as enormous and sturdy as the trees they had begun as, but also as terrifyingly delicate as toothpicks; a hand-shaped compromise between strength and flexibility. Everything depended on getting this one last thing right.

Archaeologists and mariners alike tended to the labor of last-minute preparations before their final push to raise the masts. They slathered the wood in tar and left it to cure in the sun; they hammered in the rigging hardware and clapped iron bands around every knot, every imperfection; they altered the ropes and sails to fit new heights.

The heat was both better and worse on the cliffs. Without the protection of the forest’s canopy, the sun shone fiercely down on them as they worked, but then in the evening a breeze came in off the ocean that almost felt cool.

The momentum of all this work was contagious—the collective efforts, the risk, the condensed timeline. Ember was surprised to feel herself becoming invested in the process, even if the outcome of leaving was still something she dreaded. Gradually, she came to accept their inevitable departure. Everyone else already had. She didn’t have to look forward to it to understand that it was upon them.

They started with the smaller of the two replacement masts, and it was indeed an effort that required each and every one of their party, even Cami, who sat propped up on the dunes, her ankle resting gingerly on a lump of sand, calling out directions from her heightened vantage point. From just before dawn until the last gasp of daylight they worked: carrying, leveraging, heaving, hoisting, hammering. And in the end, they were successful. All twelve stood back at the end of a long and impossibly hard day to admire their work—a mast, tall and straight and stout, where before there had been only fractured remains. They nursed their scrapes and bruises and cheered.

That night, after everyone had collapsed into their beds, Ember lay fitfully, unable to sleep. Finally she gave up and slithered out of the tent she shared with Sen. By then, everyone knew they were together—even the mariners, who had resisted remarking upon it, understanding that in close quarters it was not polite to draw attention to such delicate unions.

Outside the tent, the moon was high and bright, paving the water with a luminous road that stretched all the way to the horizon. The air around her stirred, and even this small movement felt luxurious against her skin, a surface that had absorbed so much heat that day it was almost feverish to the touch.

Ember went to the edge of the cliff, looking down at their ship, which was now straining against the rising tide. To her left, the center mast lay beneath a tarp, prone and ready. The twins were eager to raise it tomorrow, but Xi had convinced them to allow a day of rest—ever the voice of reason, the champion of morale. He was the leader who was quietly holding them all together. She was grateful to him for doing what she could not.

Ember found herself imagining how easy it would be to roll the mast off the lip of the cliff. To watch it smash against the rocks below. It would certainly give her more time, which was what she wanted most. Time to delve ever deeper into the tunnel. Into the forest. Time to uncover the truth about this place—as if there were only one, a single entity that she could hold in her cupped hands. She considered the mast for a prolonged moment, then turned back toward the sprawl of tents. No. It was too treacherous, even for her.

And there, hiding in the thickness of the forest, she glimpsed an unexpected flicker of light. Her whole body tensed, waiting to see if her eyes were playing tricks on her. But there it was again. So faint and so quick she might have missed it if her gaze had been pointed just a little bit to the side. Her mind raced, that familiar game of reaching for possibilities, discarding them, reaching for more, and finally coming to rest on the most obvious one of all.

Where there is smoke, there is fire.

If she could see that flash just once more, she would give chase—no matter that her feet were bare, no matter that she was wearing only a ragged singlet and her underwear. One more glint of confirmation and she would launch herself over the dark firepit and into the woods, to find what she could find.

Her body was coiled. Ready.

But the light didn’t come again. She stayed there for a long time, just in case, until a sheet of cloud slid over the moon and her eyes readjusted to this new shade of darkness. She kept her vigil, even when her legs began to ache from readiness and the exhaustion of the previous day’s labor finally found her. It was easy to ignore these sensations. She would have stayed there all night, frozen in place, waiting, but when it began to rain, she remembered herself.

The drops were warm against her scalp. She listened to the hesitant impact of the rain against the taut fabric of the tents, just a few spatters at first, and then a few more and more and more until it was a flood. Still, she kept her gaze on the trees. Without quite realizing it, the skepticism of the other archaeologists had slowly eroded her belief in the ribbon of smoke she’d seen from inside the forest, but now, her certainty was renewed. There was someone else out there.

She let the rain wash over her and through her, turning from a pleasant patter to a pulsing, driving force, and gradually came to the understanding that whatever, whomever, the light belonged to had sought cover—and so should she.
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The rain continued, pounding down into the Commonwealthers’ camp with persistent ferocity, and their one day of rest became two. Even the twins had to accept that raising the second mast would need to wait. For once, John had more company than he could want for in his little cook tent—they had nowhere else to go, and nothing else to do but sit near his fire and share either conversation or silence.

It wasn’t the first rainstorm since they’d arrived, but it was the longest. Most storms passed within a few hours, maybe a day at most. This one lingered. The ground grew thick and slippery. In some places the mud was ankle-deep. Ember and Sen’s tent grew curtains of condensation in the night that sprinkled down on them when they began to shift the next morning. There was no leak. It was just that the air inside was so laden with water it grew too heavy to hold; it had to rest somewhere.

The rain was harmless at first. Inconvenient, maybe, or uncomfortable, but harmless. Then on the third day something in the sky shifted and the rain turned mean. Dangerous, even. The wind began to churn and the waves climbed straight up into the sky. Something beastly had arrived.

The Commonwealthers didn’t understand that their situation had changed until a fallen branch whipped through the camp and hit John full in the chest as he labored over their midday meal, flinging live coals into the air and knocking him off his feet. They hurried to help him up and then began to appraise this newly dire situation over the howl of the storm—as if there was still time for logic and planning, as if the wind would wait for a democratic process to unfold. Some of the Commonwealthers wanted to head for the woods and take shelter among the trees until the wind died down; others wanted to seal themselves into their already-pitched tents at the edge of the bluff. For all the pros and cons of these two choices, standing huddled as a group while getting pelted with rain and debris from every direction was the third and undoubtedly the worst of all their options.

Another branch thundered past. A gust of wind armed with sand and rocks.

They scattered for cover before a consensus could be reached, some of them running back into the trees with whatever tarps or scraps of protection they could grab, while the rest took shelter where their tents were already staked and hoped the larger pieces of debris would not find them. Ember didn’t have time to see who went where. The space between the unpleasantness of incessant rain and the severity of a natural disaster was too slender to mark. One moment they were wet and inconvenienced, another, they were beaten and terrified.

She could hear someone shouting but couldn’t make out the words; the wind was louder than any human voice, drowning them all out with its screams. But even amidst the chaos, Ember was eerily calm, as if all of this was unfolding at a great distance. Maybe it was shock. Maybe it was relief that the sky was throwing up one last barrier to their departure. She felt Sen’s hand on her wrist and although the wind was snatching the words from the soft bow of her mouth, Ember understood from the pressure on her arm that Sen was pulling her to their tent. She went easily, not minding where they ended up.

Sealed inside the thin canvas, they lay on their stomachs, damp pillows pinned over their heads. In this meager cocoon, pressed against one another, Ember’s ears still rang but she could hear a little.

“Where the fuck did that come from?” Sen shouted, and Ember could see that she was shaking.

Ember reached out and grabbed her hand—to hold it, but also to hold it still.

“We’ll be fine,” Ember said.

“You’re sure?”

Somehow Sen’s desperation in this moment surprised her. It would never have crossed her mind that this woman, who she had seen chop down a tree single-handedly, who knew how to survive in the wilderness with nothing but a book of matches, who could do every single thing Ember could do only better, might need her comfort. Her reassurance.

“Yes, definitely,” Ember said, and tried not to feel exasperated by the bareness of Sen’s need. “We’re going to be fine.”

Overhead she could hear the storm still raging. It was hard to discern what was debris crashing down to earth and what was the scream of a human and what was the empty, roaring wind when it all sounded the same.

In her arms, Sen continued to shake. And although Ember knew that she should try and help Sen through this moment, the truth was, she didn’t want to. Somewhere in the back of her mind she understood that this was not the behavior of a loving partner, but she couldn’t help it. A distance she had not seen coming began to unspool, leagues and leagues of it, until even though their bodies were locked together, Ember was already gone.
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After the wind died down, the Commonwealthers emerged from their tents, from the forest, from wherever they had chosen to seek shelter, and one by one they returned to the center of their camp to take stock of the damage. A few of the tents were just gone, ripped away from their stakes and flung up into the clouds, but it took Ember’s eyes a moment to register these material absences. First, she counted faces.

There was Dorinda and Lorne, coming through the trees, Lorne bellowing, “Did you see those thunderheads?”

Xi cautiously emerged from his tent, which was ragged and ripped open but was at least still there, having been pinned down by his body. Manuel and John and Cami all crawled out from another one of the tents, the two mariners helping prop Cami up, one on either side, so that she didn’t have to put any weight on her still-mending ankle. Min appeared from the woods, with so many leaves in her hair it looked intentional. Sculptural. Ember almost smiled at this; then she saw Machiel: crying openly. Sobbing, really. She had never seen their face contort in this way.

Crying because of what, though? Relief? Residual fear? No. Something else—she watched as a few of the others clustered around them and then saw the grief rippling through Machiel pass into everyone else. But she still couldn’t hear what they were saying. Couldn’t see what they were pointing to. Who was missing? She could feel Sen behind her, cowering in the mouth of their tent, and didn’t turn back to help her up. Instead, she went to the edge of the cliff and saw what Machiel had seen.

Down on the rocks, one twin cradled the other, his mouth open in a soundless wail. Nearby, the ship tilted in the still-frothing shallows, its makeshift bastions dislodged, its hull clearly taking on water. The mast they had just raised hung loose, like a stalk of cut wheat. It took Ember’s eye a long time to absorb all of the information that lay splayed out below—the broken body and the grieving brother. The ship and the furious sea.

Over the course of the next few hours, she pieced together the details of what had happened in the thick of the storm. Bowen had seen the ship being smashed up against the rocky cliffs by the waves and run down the steep path to… do something. What, exactly, no one was sure. Paul had followed, had seen Bowen fall. A slick of mud, an unsteady rock.

By the time the Commonwealthers got down to the beach, Paul could barely speak. They all knew the treachery of that path; they didn’t need his account in order to see it unfolding on the backs of their eyelids as crisply as if they had been there.

This pair of losses—Bowen and the ship, both—were too catastrophic to reconcile at first. The Commonwealthers, paralyzed by grief, gathered on the beach around Paul and his brother’s body in silence. They were wet and hungry and covered in mud, but no one could summon the energy to address any of these maladies. The air was strangely, unfairly cool, the heat having finally been cut in two by the knife of the storm.

Ember was just as stunned as everyone else, just as distraught by the loss of life, but she couldn’t manage to keep her eyes off the ship. The ragged loll of it. The tilt. The splintered remnants of their hard work. Their departure had gone from imminent to remote in less than a day. She knew it wasn’t right for her to be glad of this, understood that this was very wrong, heartless even, but she was. Glad.
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For Ember, the rest of August unfolded in fragments, time moving in lightning cracks of crystallized awareness, interspersed with long swathes of dark, dissociative gaps.

There was the night after the storm, when she lay next to Sen, neither of them sleeping, both of them thinking of Paul sitting vigil over his brother’s remains just a few paces away.

There was Manuel coming out of the woods holding a brace of dead rabbits by their hind legs, tied feet to feet like an upside-down bouquet, and the realization that she couldn’t remember the last time she’d eaten.

There was the taste of the stew John made from the rabbits, greasy and gamy and full of nutrients Ember’s body begged for but her mind had no interest in.

There was the tide finally ebbing and the debris-scattered sand it revealed. There were the tiniest strawberries she’d ever seen suddenly sprouting at the edge of the bluff. There were the wet sounds of too many people crying at once.

And then there was the color of the soil where they buried Bowen—so rich and fertile it looked black. Paul wanted to wrap him in something, but they couldn’t spare any of the good oilcloth if they were going to have enough for their sails, and so they tucked him into the remains of his own tent, which had been found caught in the branches of a tree, torn to shreds. Ember watched the black earth accumulating over the garish orange of the fabric and wished they could have found a more dignified color for his shroud. Something less cheerful.

Enough for their sails—it was the first time anyone had mentioned the work that lay ahead of them. The possibility of moving past this moment and into the next.

As the days piled up, the Commonwealthers all but dragged themselves back down to the beach, to the ship, where they tried to reassess. No one wanted to lean so hard on Paul’s expertise, but it couldn’t be helped. They had questions, and he was the only one with answers now. There was more patchwork to be done on the hull. Water to be bailed out. A new tree to cut.

If there was a single blessing to appreciate in the aftermath of the storm, it was that their largest mast was undamaged. It was right where they’d left it, right where Ember had last seen it the night before the storm: as solemn and rigid as a corpse. No one dared call this lucky.

Ember tried to follow everyone else’s lead during this period, knowing that she couldn’t say what she was thinking out loud.

Which was: Now the excavation can continue, and isn’t that some small consolation?

No—this, she kept to herself. The Commonwealthers needed to pour their grief into the Halcyon, into the elusive idea of going home. Ember understood that this was the call they were responding to, even if she didn’t hear it.

For now, she tried to follow along. She filled the gashes on the hull with tar and wooden patches. She hauled bucket after bucket of seawater up from the belly of the hold. She roamed the forest, searching for a tree that might bear the brutal power of the wind and carry them north. No one could accuse her of not doing her part. But even as she undertook these labors to take them away from here, her mind was crafting a reason to stay.







 


FROM THE PAPERS OF PROF. EMBER AGNI

Manifest, p.1 of Halcyon Field Cargo

SITE CNTN-2

To be submitted with Item Transit Forms A–D.



	ITEM(S)
	DESCRIPTION
	PRELIMINARY NOTES (E.A.)



	001
	Various ceramic tesserae, glazed white, green, blue
	Decorative or communicative? Fragments of language evident



	004
	Threaded cylindrical object, partially fused at base, broken edge
	Marks suggest attachment or rotation; possibly a fastener



	006
	Assortment of compressed resin fragments
	As seen in Summit; numerous shapes, sizes, colors



	009
	Charred organic mass, oblong, wrapped in fine metallic paper
	Likely a food object



	011
	Metal tokens, oxidized, bearing shallow concentric impressions
	Money; consistent with known currency but possibly a new denomination



	014
	Multicolored textile with elastic properties
	Garment remnant



	036
	Soil samples from trench 4B
	Check for spore activity




Note: #s 081, 093, 007, & 066 missing from field log. Possibly misnumbered. Cross-reference before shipment.
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THEY HAD HOPED the heat might subside by the beginning of September, but it didn’t. After the brief balm of coolness following the storm, the sun regained its power and the air was just as humid as it had always been. It wasn’t lost on anyone that they should have been back in Commonwealth by now. In an alternate timeline, they were examining their finds and resting their field-weary bodies in soft beds, but in this one, they were still stranded on a forgotten shore. No longer an even dozen. Measuring their stores of rice and grain by the spoonful now, rather than by the cup.

Ember observed the other Commonwealthers growing increasingly listless from grief and exhaustion and the monotony of their labors as if she were watching animals in captivity, marking fluctuations in appetite, sleep, mood, speech. It wasn’t that she was immune to the emotional shift of their collective, just that she had begun to exist at its edges. A creature that did not belong in the same enclosure. She circled the perimeter, testing the limits of their confinement, aching to break free from the constraints of the group and find the wilderness that beckoned just beyond it.

In Ember’s mind, the real work waited somewhere deep in the forest—maybe in the tunnel, maybe even farther afield. Feeling certain that there was more to discover, and now, more time to discover it, buoyed her. For everyone else, the work was already at hand and the knowledge that it was all the same work they had done before made their efforts that much heavier. It was impossible not to be dispirited by the repetition. They had come so close to their departure, but now the months ahead were uncertain, stretching out before them like fat, prehistoric lizards in the sun, languid and unbothered by their plight.

They would be lucky to leave before the new year. No one wanted to say as much; everyone knew it to be true.

Ember waited for the right moment to suggest that her efforts were better spent elsewhere, but there was still a hallowed quality in the attention the Commonwealthers paid to the ship, as if every task were dedicated to the memory of Bowen. Ember didn’t know much about tact, but she at least knew enough not to disturb this strenuous eulogy. Not yet.

One night as he served dinner, John told them that in order to have enough seaworthy rations to make it back to Novapool, he would have to stop cooking from the stores they had brought with them. It wasn’t exactly a shock. The Commonwealthers had known all along that their dry goods were dwindling. Since the beginning of their time on the Continent, they had done their best to supplement meals by hunting and gathering, and as their skills in those areas increased, so did the ratio of dry goods to fresh. Food was not hard to come by once they became accustomed to seeking it out. They had all the necessary tools—traps for land, rods and nets for the sea—and by now they had ample practice, but even so, John’s news landed with unexpected intensity. There was a fresh layer of panic taking root among the Commonwealthers. Ember could feel it spreading. Unrest moved from person to person, from one pair of hands to the next. Time felt tighter and tighter. Each day was its own noose.

During this period, Ember began to drift farther away from the other Commonwealthers, both figuratively and literally: the distances she roamed as they searched for new masts, and the distance she inhabited even while she slept next to Sen, worked alongside Dorinda, accepted food from John’s sturdy pot.

She found herself drifting back to the remains of their campsite by the tunnel, without quite realizing what she was doing or where she was going. She was meant to be scouting the forest for a suitable mast with these hours. Using them instead to pursue her own fixation felt like she was stealing from the other Commonwealthers. And in a way, she was. This swindled time wasn’t particularly well-spent. When she reached the entrance to the tunnel, she had to confront the fact that there was nothing she could do there—no action that could further her interests. The opening was still sealed, packed tight with timber and rubble, and even if she cleared it on her own, she wouldn’t be able to get in and out without assistance. But the site drew her back anyway, day after day, as if no matter which path she chose through the forest, they would all lead her to the same place.

As she spent more and more of her time roaming the woods, the viability of the tree trunks for shipbuilding purposes ceased to occupy her thoughts completely. Subtler presences took hold. At first, her attention wandered without aim: to the birds and their colors and their calls; to the shapes of leaves or the height of brambles; to the way the underbrush sometimes parted for her as if in invitation, and sometimes closed like a locked door. But the longer she looked, the more certain details came to the fore. A pattern she hadn’t seen before began to emerge:

Notches in the tree bark.

Clean cuts among the reeds, as if from a swinging blade.

One stone balanced on top of another.

Evidence. How had she not noticed these things before? The more she saw, the more fervently she believed that the Commonwealthers were not alone here.

After a while, Sen began to catch on to the fact that Ember was always the first to leave base camp and the last to return.

“You’re coming back late,” Sen remarked one evening when the light was all but gone and the others were beginning to worry over her unclaimed dinner ration. Ember had just emerged from the trees, shining with sweat. She didn’t have anything to show for her day—not a berry, not a mushroom. Certainly not the location of a tree worthy of their ship.

“We were about ready to go after you,” Xi said. He was careful not to glance at Cami, but everyone was thinking of her disappearance.

Ember fabricated a story about a wrong turn and a misplaced landmark to explain her absence, and although Xi seemed to accept this, she could feel that Sen remained unconvinced. Ember collected her bowl of cold fish and seaweed, refusing to meet Sen’s searching gaze.

There was no point in honesty. She’d already tried to share her suspicions with Sen. With everyone. It had only earned her concerned whispers and thinly cloaked looks of skepticism. A few notches in the reeds wouldn’t pierce their doubt. Ember knew that if she divulged the clues of habitation that she was piecing together it would only undermine her credibility further, so she kept her observations to herself. But privately, a new purpose was emerging. For all her years spent trying to speak for the ancients, she had never considered what it might mean to find out that they could speak for themselves.
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The next morning, Ember woke well before dawn. She hadn’t meant to, didn’t want to, but once she opened her eyes, sleep fell away and could not be clawed back. She carefully extracted herself from the tangle of bedding she shared with Sen and slipped out of their tent, the ripe wad of yesterday’s clothes under one arm. She paused in the loose flap of the doorway, one foot in, one foot out, and listened to be sure that Sen was still breathing evenly. Once she was satisfied, she gently replaced the flap and went to dress on the bluff under the star-strewn sky just before daybreak wiped it clean.

She shook out her clothes, letting the sea air fill them. Her skin was already sticky, and the fabric stuttered against her body as she squirmed into the sweat-stiff shape of her pants. Her socks were particularly rancid, but it couldn’t be helped; she pulled them on. Washing her clothes in the rock pools had ceased to be a chore she often concerned herself with. From here, she could see the Halcyon: the debris from the broken masts; the place where Bowen’s body came to rest; the section of the path that had given way beneath him.

The cove glittered, full of the sky’s reflection. She sat for a while, admiring it.

There was a rustle behind her and she turned, expecting to see Sen coming to join her, but it was Cami.

“You’re up early,” Cami whispered.

“So are you.” Ember could see that Cami was still being cautious with her steps. She sat, gingerly. Ember pointed to her ankle. “How is that feeling?”

“Pretty good. It still aches when I put weight on it for too long, but it’s fine. I’ll live.” She winced at her own turn of phrase.

A rim of fire appeared on the horizon, a red so deep it was almost purple. Out of the corner of her eye, Ember saw how the light caught Cami’s hair and turned it a brassy gold. She realized she hadn’t sat and talked with Cami in a long time. Weeks, months. She’d lost track of the last time they’d exchanged anything of substance. Feeling that she should address this lapse somehow, she tried to imagine what Saffiya might say in her place, or even Sen. One of the women in her life who was actually good at this. “How has everything been going for you here?”

Cami looked at her with something like suspicion. “Why?”

“I’m just asking how you are. I haven’t… been very attentive.”

“That’s okay. We’re not on campus anymore. This is a job, I understand that. I’m either going to sink or swim. I never thought you were going to hold my hand. To be fair, even when that was the arrangement, you never did.”

“Well—” Ember wasn’t sure how to defend herself. Whether to try.

“I’m not complaining,” Cami added. “I see now, this is what you’re good at.” She swept her hands outward to encompass the seemingly infinite distance before them.

“Thank you. I think.”

“Me, on the other hand. All I’ve been good for is breaking bones.”

“You’ve been good for much more than that,” Ember said, and it was true—she could see by now how integral Cami was to the team. Her archival skills, as well as her presence, binding archaeologists to mariners and mariners to archaeologists.

She remembered when Cami first walked into her office and introduced herself as Ember’s new graduate assistant, back when every statement ended in a question mark and every other word was an apology. It struck Ember that this girl, this woman, had become more complicated than she’d ever allowed her to be. More capable, more durable, and far bolder. Sitting here, seeing all of her, it was possible that Cami almost reminded Ember of an earlier version of herself.

“Why did you pick me, anyway? To come, I mean.”

Ember thought about it. Why had she? Cami was a formidable archivist, but there were others just as good who were older, more experienced. She wasn’t a bad choice, but she wasn’t an obvious one, either.

“I guess…” Ember fumbled for something tactful, but then gave up and told the truth. “Because I thought you’d stay out of the way. You’re good, don’t get me wrong. You wouldn’t be here if you weren’t good. But I wanted someone…”

“Malleable?”

“Sort of. There are a lot of big personalities on this team, and I needed someone loyal. Someone who would follow my lead and not have too many opinions. No offense.”

“Ah.” Cami nodded, obviously hurt, trying to swallow it.

“But you’ve surpassed my expectations. Really.”

Cami nodded, relieved to be more than just a piece of unfired clay in Ember’s mind. “You think Leadership will let us come back?”

“After all this, you’d still want to?”

Cami thought for a long moment. “Honestly, I’m not sure. But I still haven’t even seen the tunnel. Not properly.” She absentmindedly rubbed her tender ankle.

Ember suddenly saw the opportunity she’d been waiting for and grabbed it with both hands. “We’ll have to fix that before we go.”

“Really? But the ship. The mariners…”

“Let me worry about that. I don’t think the others would begrudge you a chance to see your own discovery. The mast will take time to cure. We’ll choose our moment.” Ember glanced over and saw Cami beaming at her.

“Thank you.”

“It’s nothing.” Ember felt a prickle of guilt and shoved it away just as quickly. Did it really matter if she used Cami for her own ends? They wanted the same thing. She told herself to let it be that simple.

They were quiet as they watched the sun climb. By then it had broken free from the horizon and during that quick ascent its fiery girth had collapsed down to a concentrated pinpoint. A hot white orb that saw everything.
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Kahn Expedition Report, draft

CNTN-2

The CNTN-2 complex represents a significant departure from previously documented Pre-Crisis architectural typologies, exhibiting structural elements that challenge existing models of infrastructural or civic development in the region. Given the absence of human remains or mortuary assemblages, classification as a funerary site remains unsubstantiated. Likewise, while some architectural elements might align with transport or water management systems, the absence of definitive hydraulic features necessitates alternative hypotheses.

Ongoing excavation priorities include:


	[image: ] Expanding perimeter to identify associated structures.

	[image: ] Targeted sediment coring to establish depositional history.

	[image: ] Refining epigraphic translation efforts to determine site function.



Further interdisciplinary collaboration with structural engineers and materials scientists is recommended to assess architectural load distribution and potential site functionality. Additional funding allocations should be considered for comprehensive geophysical survey implementation.
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BY THE TIME the replacement mast was shaped and laid to dry in the kiln, it was October. The hardest labor was behind them, but there was still plenty to do to make the Halcyon seaworthy again. The heat was unrelenting and although the grief over Bowen’s death had become familiar, it had not lessened. It was difficult to trust in the progress they had made, knowing as they now did that it could all be yanked away in an instant, but as the weeks passed and they saw the fruits of their labors, the Commonwealthers slowly began to relax into the knowledge that they were getting closer to a departure.

Ember bided her time, waiting for the repairs on the hull to be finished before she suggested a return to the excavation site, knowing that Cami was the perfect excuse. While Ember seemed to generate friction no matter what she did, Cami was loved by all. No one would deny her the opportunity to see her own discovery. In this certainty, Ember found a measure of patience. And in the meantime, she did her part.

Ember and Sen took one of the first night shifts at the kiln, where the heat was relentless, rising in thick, glassy waves. The Commonwealthers would tend to the coals in pairs, feeding the fire and turning the log, switching off every few hours. It was sooty, monotonous work, but Ember didn’t mind. She was already planning to announce her and Cami’s departure the following morning.

The kiln was made of two sections. The basin, built of charred river rocks, with two openings on either end to allow for oxygen to flow and to give the Commonwealthers direct access to the fire. And the basket above: a latticework of toasted driftwood that supported and protected the newly cut mast while it absorbed as much heat as possible without igniting. Its pale, freshly shaped surface had already begun to darken, sap seeping out of the grain in amber beads.

A piece of oilcloth was stretched taut high above the entire kiln, held up by four sturdy posts to protect the kiln from the autumn showers that rose up out of nowhere and disappeared just as quickly. Each time it rained, the Commonwealthers tensed, but nothing thus far could compare to the brutality of the storm that had hit them in August.

Ember sat on the ground, her back up against one of the posts, and whittled a piece of driftwood. The scent of scorched resin hung over everything. Bitter, but pleasant.

Sen knelt to slide a piece of fresh driftwood into the glowing mouth of the basin and then stood, brushing the dirt from her knees. In the dark, her expression was unreadable. Their shift at the kiln had just begun and the silences between the two women were not the comfortable pauses they used to enjoy. Both felt the ambiguous tension, stretched taut; neither knew how to dispel it.

“You’ve been quiet lately,” Sen said.

“So have you,” Ember countered. She’d known a conversation like this was coming.

“It sort of feels like you’re… somewhere else.”

“I’m right here.”

“You know what I mean.”

Ember did know what she meant, but agreeing felt impossible. The distance that had been opening up between them over the past few weeks seemed unbreachable. “I don’t really know what you want from me, Sen.”

Sen raised her hands. “I’m just trying to check in with you. We’re in an unthinkable situation. I’m only asking how you’re doing.”

“I’m fine.” Ember was aware she sounded childish, but she couldn’t help herself. Sen was asking for the kind of honest introspection that always seemed to be hovering just beyond her reach. She didn’t know how to talk about how far away she felt from Sen, so instead of trying, she kept scraping away at the driftwood, letting her blade follow the grain however it wanted to, then changed the subject. “Cami wants to see the tunnel before we go. And I think it’s only fair that she should. I’m going to tell everyone tomorrow. See if we can take a group and go back. We’re winding down on the hull, and this mast certainly doesn’t need all twelve of us sitting here and watching it cure.”

Ember hadn’t planned on telling Sen this now, but once she had, a sense of relief settled over her, just having said it out loud.

“Oh.” Sen was quiet for a moment, considering. “That makes sense. You’ve been thinking about this for a while?”

“A few weeks.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I just did.”

Sen exhaled through her teeth. “I mean why didn’t you tell me sooner. I mean… why aren’t we a team anymore?”

Ember pressed her blade harder against the driftwood, not sure what to say and so searching for the path of least resistance. “We are.”

“It doesn’t feel like it!” Sen all but shouted, and for the briefest moment the veneer of her composure cracked. Inside, Ember saw the woman she had loved for almost her entire adult life and the charge of animosity suddenly left her.

Ember set aside her carving, feeling a shift in this small release but also aware that nothing was resolved. “I’m sorry, okay, come here,” she said, opening her arms. Sen sat down beside her and let herself be held. Ember could feel Sen’s back shuddering slightly, unexpressed sobs rippling down her spine, and she hugged her hard until she stopped. “Better?” Ember asked when Sen had gone still.

Sen pulled away to wipe her eyes. “Better,” she said, but although they had reached out to one another across the expanse that separated them, the distance was still there.

“I just don’t fucking get you sometimes.”

“Honestly, I don’t either.”
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In the morning, Ember told the gathered Commonwealthers that she would return to the tunnel with Cami and no one argued. It was as she’d suspected—the repairs on the ship were well in hand by then, and it was easy to root for Cami seeing her own discovery. Ember’s eyes darted from face to face, waiting for their objections. But none came.

“For at least a week,” she said. Still, nothing. “Maybe a few.”

It was almost too easy. In light of the mariners’ goodwill, the other archaeologists expressed interest in returning, too, and before long the group had devised a schedule so that the labor of tending to the kiln was divided evenly, while giving everyone a chance to pursue their own interests in their last few weeks on the Continent. Assuming everything went to plan, they expected to raise the masts by December and be gone before the new year.

A few days after the decision had been made, the first group of archaeologists—Ember and Sen and Cami and Machiel—hiked back into the forest and remade their camp at the edge of the site. Everything was as they’d left it: the entrance sealed with rubble and timber; the tamped down grass where they’d pitched their tents; the blackened firepit. It took a few hours to make camp and dismantle their makeshift seal, and by then the light was fading. Ember could feel the tension in her shoulders melting just to be near the site again. Or maybe it had more to do with being away from the ship. Whichever it was, her mood lightened.

Cami and Machiel made dinner while Sen set a few of Dorinda’s snares in the underbrush, hoping to get lucky with rabbits or squirrels or some of the other animals they didn’t have names for but that tasted just fine. Ember roamed the nearby forest gathering firewood and sturdy straight branches to use for making torches, relieved to be away from the coast and the constant reminders of their departure.

In the morning, Ember descended first. The smell of the tunnel rose up in musty plumes as Sen lowered her down into the chasm. She waited to light her torch until her feet hit the rocks below, letting that moment of pure darkness linger just a little longer than it needed to.

“Be careful,” Sen called down to her.

She squinted up at Sen’s silhouette, wishing she didn’t feel quite so annoyed. “I know.”

In the spitting glow of her flame, she reacquainted herself with the tunnel and watched Cami rappel down next, struggling with the ropes, uneasily searching for the ground with her outstretched feet. Ember steadied her as she landed. Cami was breathing heavily with the effort but also with something else—and Ember realized she was remembering being trapped down here. She laid a hand on the younger woman’s arm.

“You can leave anytime you like,” Ember said. “If today isn’t the day—”

Cami shook her head. “I’m good,” she insisted, holding on to Ember to balance herself as the rocks shifted beneath her. She touched her torch to Ember’s.

Their flames bloomed; the light expanded.

“Be back in five hours or I’m coming after you,” Sen shouted down at them. A joke? Ember wasn’t sure. Sen’s voice boomed, too loud for the constraints of the space.

“Five hours,” Ember repeated to mollify her, and made a show of winding her watch. The archaeologists were all used to Ember stretching the time limits by then. She started walking.

“So if the theories are aqueduct and burial chamber…” Cami hurried to catch up with her. “Then which do you think?”

Ember sighed. She wasn’t particularly fond of either theory. “I suppose… neither. The tunnel is for movement; the chamber is for stillness. You’ll see.”

“What do you mean, though?”

“The spaces just feel disparate. The tunnel lends itself to ductwork, right? It’s transportive, utilitarian. But the chamber lends itself to something more hallowed, more in line with a burial site. The thing is, I don’t see anything in those theories to connect the two spaces. If it’s a crypt, there’s no need for the tunnel to be so long or so wide or so tall. Maybe it was to allow building materials through, but I just… it doesn’t work for me. And likewise, with the channel idea, sure, that makes sense for the tunnel, but then it comes out into this glorious space with all the arches and the… you’ll see. It’s a space that’s meant to be admired.”

Cami was in lockstep with Ember now. “Well, maybe it’s both, then. Transportive and also meant to be seen. Maybe it’s not transportation for resources, but for people. Moving from one place to another.”

Ember was quiet, considering.

“That’s probably stupid of me to say.”

“No, it’s definitely not stupid, Cami. It certainly solves some of the problems, doesn’t it?”

“Like an underground canal, or a road, or something like that.”

“Not bad,” Ember replied, keeping her tone measured even though her mind was suddenly racing with new possibilities. Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? She could hear the sound of their footsteps beginning to change, to grow taller, more expansive. The air shifted ever so slightly. “Nearly there,” she said.

As the mouth of the chamber came into view, Ember could hear Cami gasp beside her and smiled, seeing it fresh through her young companion’s eyes. The torchlight flung shadows as tall as buildings up against the walls—towering shapes that reached up to touch every crevice, every arch. Ember imagined this enormous space filled with people. Passengers, frozen between one moment and the next. And for a split second, she might have glimpsed an echo of how it had all been. An earthen roar, a blast of heat, the clamor, the crush: a great many people moving as one.
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After they all ate lunch together, Sen and Machiel took the afternoon shift below. Ember sat against a tree, whittling while she watched the dark mouth of the tunnel for the telltale flicker of sparks.

Beside her, Cami spread out her many notebooks and dutifully recorded every speck of information she had gleaned from their morning shift, falling headfirst into the task. Ember was glad for Cami’s absorption. It allowed her the opportunity to sit still and look at the way the light filtered through the leaves. Her head felt clearer out here than it did on the bluffs. Something to do with the closeness of the trees, maybe, or the cool, aged air of the tunnel, its residue still a pleasant weight in her lungs. She watched her own thoughts swim by, like fish under a glassy current, and was content to let them glide past, witnessed but unbothered…

Until she realized that these thoughts were all headed in an unexpected direction—not down into the excavation site, as they normally would have, but deeper into the explored forest. She shook her head, trying to dislodge this westward pull on her attention. Ember understood that they were lucky to have found the site. It was rich in material and custom and engineering, it was well-preserved, and it was spacious, with depths they had yet to uncover. The archaeologists could spend years there, if given the chance. Decades, even. It was more than enough. But for some reason Ember was stuck on what they didn’t have and what they couldn’t see.

Now that they were back to digging for such a brief window, she knew she should retrain her focus on the chamber like everyone else—on the slow, steady excavation, the careful removal of the tiles, the architectural sketches. After all, she’d been strategizing about how to get back here for weeks. But now that they were here, she couldn’t shake the fact that her undeniable proof lay elsewhere—somewhere deeper inland. And she knew this might be her last chance to find it.

She watched as Cami consulted Machiel’s site map. They had drawn the two layers stacked on top of one another on the same sheet of parchment—the subterranean layout on the bottom, the terrestrial plot on the top. Cami had pinned the curling edges open with stones on the corners and now she studied it intently, pencil clamped between her chapped lips, chin in hands, elbows in dirt, trying to see something that no one else had seen.

“How’s it going over there?” Ember asked.

“Oh.” Cami looked up, swiping her hair out of her eyes. “Fine. I’m just… I’m trying to picture it.”

“Picture what?”

“How they did it. How they made it.”

Ember nodded, not quite listening. She was glad for Cami’s absorption—it meant no one was paying any attention to her. “You mind if I walk a little? They won’t be back for another hour at least.”

“Sure.” Cami didn’t look up.

Ember got to her feet and ambled out of camp, the shape of Machiel’s plot still fresh in her mind. She decided to walk the aboveground perimeter. There wouldn’t be time to do all of it today, or even half, but that didn’t matter.

She went to the southwestern corner first because it was closest, where Machiel had marked the edge of their survey with an X painted on a towering tree, its silver bark curling away from the wood like ancient scrolls. Every hundred paces along the survey line, Machiel had marked another tree, and so it was easy enough to mindlessly follow the trail. But soon enough, she wandered farther afield, leaving behind the container of Machiel’s perimeter to venture deeper inland, into the unmarked wilderness.

The forest felt different out here, beyond the bounds of their study. It looked the same and yet—

Cami’s voice suddenly pierced her thoughts, faint but impossible to ignore amidst all this quiet.

“They’re back!”

She’d thought she would have more time. Ember heaved a sigh of frustration and shouted, “Coming,” but lingered a little longer. The shadows were already lengthening, and the fast-approaching darkness beckoned to her.
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Unattributed Notebooks

VOL. 5, P. 67

There’s something here I can feel it but also maybe nothing but probably most definitely something and I suspect it is hiding from us although I believe I’ve felt this way before and can remember all the ways in which I might be running into some familiar problems just in terms of my health or what have you but even so I am convinced that we are not alone—

E where are you I feel certain that you’ll meet us here if I can just hold out a little longer I know there was a potential baby you mentioned but I think you realize what you have to do there because you would be a terrible mother let’s not kid ourselves no pun intended

Likely author: I. Bedou
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THE HEAT FINALLY broke in November and days on the Continent began to feel easier. As the excavation resumed, the distance between Ember and Sen diminished. Ember was reminded of how good it felt to work beside her, to share this passion for discovery with someone she loved. On their first night at the remade camp, Sen reached for her, and Ember reached back. An effortlessness returned to the way they touched one another. The mounting strain between them slackened; in its place, a pleasant simplicity pooled, like spring water pressed up from somewhere subterranean.

And it wasn’t just the two of them. A newfound air of levity visited all the Commonwealthers. Now that time was no longer a tightly controlled commodity and the weather was turning, a palpable sense of relief settled. The archaeologists were excited to get a second chance at the excavation site, and even the mariners began to show an interest, occasionally hiking out to visit and asking to see what lay underground. Ember was happy to show them and even happier to see their wide-eyed wonder at what had been concealed beneath their feet all this time.

When even Min was convinced to descend and admitted that what she saw was important, Ember began to find a measure of hope that Leadership might accept their finds after all. Maybe she had been wrong to spend so much time worrying that what they’d discovered here would be insufficient.

When Ember wasn’t in the tunnel, she was exploring the forest above. She’d grown fond of walking Machiel’s perimeter and would often venture beyond it when time allowed. The land was somehow becoming even more lush now that the heat had lessened. All the plants that withered in summer were suddenly flowering and fruiting. The soil was black and saturated, urging everything to grow taller and wider and thicker. Ember, who had never shown much interest in foraging duties, picked up a few pointers from Cami and John so that she could take a carrier bag and pretend her walks were for gathering sustenance. It wasn’t even a lie—filling her bag as she explored was easy. And there was something undeniably pleasant about eating the food she had picked herself at the end of a long day.

On an afternoon when everyone else was occupied, Sen suggested they trek out to a swimming hole Machiel had found at the beginning of the summer—just the two of them.

“Are you asking me on a date?” Ember teased.

“Shush,” Sen replied. “Hurry up before I change my mind.”

It was a pleasant day for a hike. The sun cut through the heavy tree cover to reach the forest floor only occasionally, casting tall, golden columns of light wherever it managed to slide through. They walked in comfortable silence, speaking only to point out small piles of scat, or to propose stopping to eat a few handfuls of fat berries.

When they got to the swimming hole, their clothes were damp with sweat and it was a delight to shed them. It had been years since Ember had seen Sen’s body in this way—from a distance, in its entirety. Their most intimate moments together on the Continent until now had been stolen in their tent or in the woods, half-dressed. But here, Ember could see all of her. The brown slope of her curving hips. The thick muscles in her thighs. The sweat-slick notches of her spine, rippling beneath the skin as she bent over to step out of her underwear. And Ember could feel Sen looking at her, too. She was momentarily self-conscious of her body, but when she arranged her arms to cover the places she was ashamed of, Sen took hold of her wrists and gently pinned them behind her back.

“Don’t hide from me,” she whispered, tasting the salt that had pooled in Ember’s clavicles. And so Ember let herself be seen, there on the river rocks, relaxing into the knowledge that she was very much wanted.

They took turns making each other come, again and again. There was no time limit and no reason to be quiet. Out here, there was no one to hide from. Ember couldn’t remember the last time she’d had sex like this, so completely uninhibited. Maybe she never had. She let herself sink into it, not worrying about how she looked or sounded, focused only on her own body, and on Sen’s, and on the fusion of the two.

When they were both finally sated, they slipped down into the cool water. Even then, they could not bring themselves to fully separate, holding hands or arms or ankles, whatever was closest. Ember floated on her back, her legs shaking slightly from the many waves of pleasure that had just crashed through her, turning slowly in the water’s gentle current as she gazed up at the underbelly of the treetops. Sen floated beside her.

It was late by the time they got dressed. On the walk back, the golden columns of light were gone and thick blue shadows were creeping along the forest floor in their place.

“What do you think about the return trip?” Sen asked.

Ember was surprised by her voice. It had been a while since either of them had said anything. “What do you mean?”

“It’s almost December. Do you feel ready?”

Ember considered what readiness might feel like. “Not really. I’m not sure I’ll ever feel ready.”

Sen, assuming that Ember’s hesitations rested on whether the archaeologists had found enough to convince Leadership to send another expedition, said, “It’s already undeniable, Em. We’re bringing back a new language. We’re bringing back proof of impossibly advanced engineering. It will be plenty. They’ll see that.”

Ember nodded and gave Sen a tight smile. “I know.”

Sen put an arm around her shoulders as they walked. “Then why so glum?”

Ember tried to answer this without exposing the tender realization, sprouting now, in real time, that she didn’t want to go back to Commonwealth at all—not because of the dig, not because of what Leadership might or might not do. But because she knew now what belonging to a place felt like. The rigidity of Commonwealth had never made sense to her, with its sharp corners and hard edges, but within the queer, curving wilderness of this time and this space, she was finally herself.

All she said was, “I’ll just miss it here.”

Sen nodded as if she understood, but Ember knew that she didn’t.
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Toward the end of November, Ember began to feel like she’d had her fill of the excavation site. It was so unexpected, it took her a while to identify her own disinterest. It wasn’t that she wanted to go back to the cliffs—far from it. Instead, she found herself wanting to go deeper into the living wilderness of the Continent. The site underground had yielded nothing but repetitive finds for weeks, whereas no matter how many times she walked the same part of the forest, it always felt brand new.

She began to yield some of her excavation shifts to her colleagues, feigning generosity, but all she really wanted was to be alone among the trees. These exchanges were simpler than she anticipated. No one questioned her. Of course Cami should get a little extra time at the site. Of course the mariners should be allowed to see what they’d come all this way to find. It was surprisingly easy to slip away.

She couldn’t explain the shift in her interest, not even to herself. After she’d fought so hard for more time to dig—suddenly, she didn’t want it.

On one of these afternoons, she walked to the edge of Machiel’s survey line and then beyond it. There was nothing unusual in that. It was a route she’d taken a dozen times before. One of her favorites. The forest here was always showing her a different side of itself, from one day to the next. Tree limbs reached up and out, bristling thickly, all of them draped in the patchwork cloaks of many-textured mosses. A carpet of decomposing leaves crackled underfoot. Birds trilled over one another, too many competing songs to parse. She tracked the creek west from where they crouched to wash their bodies and their clothes and their dishes, following it to the quick-flowing stream that fed it.

She had her notebook with her, as she always did, and occasionally she would pause to scribble something down about animal droppings or plants she didn’t recognize. As she prepared to sketch the lacy frond of a tall fern, she lamented, not for the first time, how thoroughly Commonwealth had been stripped of its wilderness.

And then she saw something near the bank of the stream that made her breath catch. It would have been easy to miss—there was so much to look at here. But her eye went straight to it, like the magnetic tug of true north. She dropped to her knees for closer inspection.

It was a footprint. Multiple footprints.

The tracks were faint, but unmistakable. She studied the shape of them. It seemed impossible, and yet, she knew of no other animal with feet like this. With an arch and a heel and five little toes. It was human. It had to be. And a Commonwealther wouldn’t be out this far without their boots on. Would they? She thought of her afternoon at the swimming hole with Sen, the satisfying squelch of mud between their toes before they dove in—but that was at least a few hours’ hike in a different direction. No, none of the other archaeologists came out here as far as she knew. This was something, someone else.

Ember followed the tracks down to the water, where they disappeared into the frothing current and did not reappear on the opposite bank. She stared at the shapes in the mud, waiting for the shock to land. But it didn’t. All she felt was confirmation of something she already knew. Something she had known for months.

She reached down to touch the indents of the toes as tenderly as if she were touching Sen, then traced the curve of the arch. She wondered how long this evidence had been here. A few hours? A day? It had rained two nights ago—it couldn’t be any older than that. She flipped the page in her notebook and started sketching, knowing that this crude rendition would never be enough to convince anyone. They would have to see it with their own eyes. She’d have to convince them to return with her quickly, or else risk the forest swallowing up this precious evidence. And if they didn’t believe her at first—well, that didn’t matter. She was prepared for their doubt. She’d get them to come, one way or another.

Something moved in the trees and she froze, glancing up, scanning the underbrush for a figure. Nothing. But that did not mean no one was there. Was it possible they were still near, crouched down among the briars? Peeking out at her from beneath the forest’s cover? The thought sent a ripple of unease through her, but she wasn’t afraid. She was alert. All these long months spent circling this possibility and now it had stepped forward to meet her.

She got to her feet and realized she was shaking. Tucking her notebook back into her pack, she tried to steady herself. Took a few deep breaths. Watched the tremors in her hands subside. She needed to be calm when she got to camp. Reasonable. She began to hike back, already thinking about how she would share this news with the others. Which words to use, which to omit. She’d been through all this before with them. They wouldn’t be easy to convince.

Except this time, she reminded herself, it will be different.

This time, she had proof.

But when she broke through the trees and spotted Sen sitting in front of the tent they shared with a familiar heap in her lap, the news died in her throat.

Ish’s notebooks.

Whatever she had meant to say about the footprints was expelled from her mind, as if by a physical blow. Sen looked up as she approached, and the expression on her face was cavernous. A dark, hollowed-out stare.

Ember stumbled over her own feet, her body suddenly wanting to be very, very far away from here, while her mind ordered her to go forward and meet this moment with as much grace as she could.

But grace was not even remotely available to her.

It had been so reckless to bring the notebooks. To keep them so close at hand. Why hadn’t she left them in Commonwealth? Why hadn’t she hidden them better? Better yet, why hadn’t she burned them the second she’d understood that they would be her undoing if anyone found them?

She couldn’t even begin to find the words to excuse herself, so she just stood still, waiting for Sen to say something.

“Are these what I think they are?”

For a brief moment, Ember wondered if she could lie her way out of this. Say the notebooks were something she’d picked up in Novapool. The work of a stranger. But no. Her own presence was scattered throughout the pages. It was impossible to make this confrontation anything other than what it already was—a reckoning.

Ember nodded.

“You said he didn’t… you said… you told me he was…” Sen was plainly struggling to choose which offense came first. Was it the fact that the notebooks existed at all? That Ember had kept them, not only from Leadership, but also from the colleagues who had trusted her enough to follow her to this lost Continent? Or was it the fact that Ish was so clearly unwell? That his obsession with Ember was laid bare? That she had sent a deeply troubled youth into an unquantifiably dangerous environment without a spare thought for what it might do to him? It almost didn’t matter which thing was worse. Altogether, it was unforgivable.

“I know,” Ember said, trying to at least save Sen the task of saying all of this out loud. Or maybe, saving herself from hearing it. “I know. I should have showed you. At the very least I should have showed you. But you have to see why I couldn’t bring them to Leadership. You must see. It would have discredited us both, him and me. And the artifact, too.”

Sen shook her head in disbelief. “Of course you should have showed me. But more importantly, he should never have come here. This is… Tell me the truth, Ember. Did you know he was so… unwell?”

Ember hesitated, trying to figure out if there was a way to say no. If Sen might forgive her the rest if only this one thing were not true. But then she saw Cami across the campsite, still working with Machiel on their maps, and she knew that Sen would find out one way or another. Too many people knew about Ish flaming out at the university. It wasn’t something she could hide forever.

“In a way, I knew,” she said softly. “I honestly thought he was better, but yes, I knew he’d struggled in the past.”

Sen pressed both palms into her eye sockets, as if she could blind herself to this information, but of course it was indelible.

“I have to think about this,” Sen said after a long pause. When she removed her hands from her face, her eyes were rimmed with red.

“You’re not going to…” Ember didn’t want to say tell; it would sound so childish. But it’s what she meant.

“I don’t know yet. You’ve put me in an impossible fucking position. All of us, actually. This entire endeavor.”

“I’m sorry,” Ember whispered.

“That would have meant something to me once. But it is nowhere near enough at this point.”

Ember nodded, solemn but somehow thinking of the footprints again and knowing for certain that she should not be, knowing for certain that if there was only room for one thing in her mind it had to be what was right in front of her, this moment with Sen, this terrible mistake she had made, and yet—
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That evening, they had a fire. Xi was visiting and had spent the afternoon touring the excavation site with Lorne and Dorinda. He couldn’t stop talking about how impressed he was with what they had found. This normally would have been very gratifying for Ember, but of course nothing was normal about that night. She was all but torn in half by the dual discoveries of the footprints in the woods and seeing Sen with Ish’s notebooks. One or the other would have been enough to set her spinning, but both at once threatened to undo her entirely.

They’d eaten already, some fresh fish that Xi had brought from the cove, and were circled around the flames, listening to Xi’s update about what had been happening at their coastal camp. Something about another one of those very large animals ripping apart Manuel’s tent because he’d been secretly snacking in it. The story was obviously a good one, a funny one, but Ember could barely hear it. She was watching Sen, who stared into her own lap, examining her hands as if she’d never seen them before.

Dorinda gave Ember a nudge in the ribs.

“Are you okay?”

“Fine,” Ember said, a little too quickly.

“You don’t seem fine,” Dorinda whispered. “And Sen definitely doesn’t seem fine. What’ve you done now?”

From a great distance, Ember could hear that this last part was intended as a sort of joke, but up close it was too accurate to be anything except excruciating. She didn’t answer, and Dorinda got the hint, reverting her attention back to Xi, who by then had Lorne rumbling with laughter.

Ember wanted to go to bed, but she wasn’t sure if she was still welcome in the tent she and Sen shared. They had a second one lying around somewhere, but it wasn’t even pitched. She tried to imagine how she could manage to put up a tent and not draw the attention of this entire congregation to the fact that she and Sen could barely look at each other. She wondered if it would be easier just to sleep in the woods—

“Agni,” Lorne called, “you coming down to the site tomorrow?”

Ember realized that they were all looking at her. “Ah, tomorrow?”

“Or have you found the lost city of Nu Yor out in the forest and just not mentioned it to anyone?” Lorne giggled at his own allusion to this children’s bedtime story, utterly unaware of the tension that surrounded Ember like a thick cloud of gnats. “Because if you don’t want the shift, I sure wouldn’t mind—” Dorinda kicked him, but he barely noticed.

Ember thought again of the footprints. This was her chance to tell them, wasn’t it? The tracks might still be there in the morning if they got lucky with the weather tonight. Or they could go now. If she could convince them to stumble through the darkness on the word of someone who—

She looked at Sen and for the first time all night, Sen returned her gaze.

On the word of someone who did not seem to know what honesty was.

“Tomorrow, sure, I’ll be there,” she said faintly, but Lorne had moved on by then. Xi was telling everyone how good the masts were looking, how soon they would be ready to raise them, to set sail, to get off this godforsaken Continent and make their way back north. The archaeologists cheered. In just over a month it would be a year since they left, and they were all ready to go home.

Most of them, anyway.

Ember used this opportunity to slip away from the campfire. She extracted a spare blanket from her and Sen’s tent and then crept into the woods, bedding down in a spot that was close enough to still see the sparks of the fire and hear voices, but far enough that she could no longer discern words.

She remembered those last nights with Jerome—lying beside one another like live wires, as if to touch each other would be deadly.

She couldn’t bear it. Not with Sen.
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In the morning, Ember took her shift underground even though she didn’t want it. She didn’t quite know what she wanted anymore, and it seemed easier to follow the schedule than to come up with another reason not to. But between the echoes of the tunnel and the musty damp smell of the chamber and the crick in her neck from sleeping—or, more accurately, not sleeping—under a tree all night, she couldn’t seem to shake the feeling that something was horribly wrong. The longer she stayed down here, the more it felt like she was being buried alive.

Machiel and Cami were with her, and they were so busy talking to one another they didn’t notice that she had nothing to add. She chipped away at the earth, listening only enough to know that they were discussing the trip back. Machiel’s map of the forgotten coast was still incomplete after the storm upended their planned route, and they were hoping to fill in the gaps as the Halcyon sailed north. Cami was eager to understand how they planned to do this, and Machiel, pleased by her interest, was happy to explain their process. On another day, it might have been gratifying to hear the two of them consulting on the finer points of mapmaking.

But not today. It was all Ember could do to keep her body going through the motions at hand while her thoughts whirled, trying to accommodate the implications of yesterday’s revelations.

She realized Machiel was talking to her.

“What’s the deal with turning over the maps when we get back?”

“What?”

“Kahn Logistics. The maps. What do we owe them?”

Ember just looked at Machiel through the ripples coming off one of the torches, their face distorted by the heat, and was suddenly reminded that despite everything she had already given to this venture, despite her sacrifices and Ish’s and everyone else’s, there was still more due. A balance yet unpaid.

Would it ever be settled? Would it ever be worth it?

“I’m not sure exactly,” she said, hearing how careless she had been with all of these costs.

Machiel made a sound of surprise but didn’t linger on it. “I guess we can figure all that out when we get back.”
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That evening, the bustle of the campsite was the same as it always was. But somehow even in its predictability, it felt strange to Ember. Xi had left earlier in the day, so it was just the six of them again, falling into their usual patterns of sustenance and labor and rest.

Lorne and Dorinda already had dinner going by the time Ember, Machiel, and Cami returned from the creek, scrubbed clean of the ancient dirt that had settled into their pores. Sen was gathering firewood.

Ember sat and received her bowl of wild tubers and greens, trying not to watch Sen moving around the edges of the campsite but unable to control herself. The tension between them was thick and unspoken. She wondered if everyone else could feel it, too. How could they not? It was practically a seventh entity, holding its mouth open in a silent scream.

But no one commented on it tonight, not even Dorinda. They discussed Xi’s updates on the masts, on the timeline for setting sail. Everyone knew it would be soon, and none of them seemed to mind. They’d had their time—more of it than they’d bargained for—and soon enough their work would continue back in Commonwealth.

When the fire was low and the dinner was eaten, the archaeologists began to make moves toward bed. Ember watched Sen rise. She thought she was going to walk right past her, but then Sen paused. Ember would have had to turn around to see her face, and she had the distinct feeling that if she were to do that, whatever delicate overture Sen was about to make would vanish.

“You and I should talk,” Sen said, keeping her voice low. “Unless you’re planning on sleeping in the fucking woods again.”

“I didn’t want to… presume.”

“Stop. No one asked you to do that. Are you coming or not? There are things we need to discuss.”

Ember could feel Sen’s rage hovering just behind her even though she couldn’t see it. “Yes, coming,” she said, but as soon as the words were out of her mouth, she was thinking about how to escape.

She listened for the rustle of Sen getting into their tent, and then she stood up. Circled the fire, once, twice, and walked to the edge of their little clearing.

Then beyond it.

She didn’t have a destination in mind; she just needed some time to collect her thoughts, and so she kept going. The dim glow of the fire disappeared, but she found her way by memory. By touch.

Ember was keenly aware that she needed to turn back and face whatever conversation Sen wanted to have—was willing to have—head-on. But she couldn’t bring herself to do it. So she kept going, deeper into the forest.

It took her a while to realize she was following the creek again, but of course she was. Up to the stream that fed it. Back to the footprints.

It was too dark to see if the tracks were still there. A few scraps of moonlight broke through to shine on the surface of the stream. Just enough to see the shapes of the trees, the crest of the banks, the movement of the water.

And there, on the other side of the creek: her eyes registered a figure. Standing upright, on two legs. Unmistakably human.

Ember squinted, unsure if she should trust herself, and although she couldn’t see their eyes or their face or any features at all, she was suddenly certain that they were staring back at her. And then—was that a gesture meant for her? Was she being beckoned?

A spark of electricity traveled up her spine. She stood, rigid with possibility, straddling a path that could take her either toward or away. Forward or back. An unmade decision hovered.

She could turn around. Return to her colleagues, her friends, the woman she wanted so desperately to be worthy of. Or she could keep going, deeper inside the mystery of this place, toward an unknown so expansive it eclipsed everything she’d ever believed to be true.

In one direction, there were promises she had made and people she was beholden to. There was work and there were consequences and there was love, too—though maybe not enough of it to survive what she had done. There was Commonwealth, with its stifled hearings and milky-eyed vision and unyielding structures.

All this time she had felt the churning engine of ambition propelling her forward. The unshakable determination to make a name for herself, one every curator would remember, and to see it written on the coveted placard. But now that the accolades were finally within her grasp, her ambition stuttered. She had been right about everything—about the ancients and their technologies, about the gradual cooling of the Continent, and now, about the population that had somehow endured. Yet even in the midst of all this rightness, she felt her desire for vindication die on the vine.

In this place, the recognition she’d always sought didn’t feel real. Maybe it never had been. Maybe it was just the mechanism to get her here—because what was her name worth among all this vast namelessness? Across this expanse of unmeasured minutes and unmapped land, where a thousand questions bided their time in the darkness, yearning for answers that would only yield a thousand more? The fragile, man-made shell of her ambition had cracked open to reveal a golden yolk of curiosity.

The kind of hunger she could actually feed.

On the other side of the stream, the figure turned and melted back into the forest. She could almost hear the student union bell chiming, funereal as it echoed across the ocean, shutting one hour to open the next.

And before Ember fully understood what she was doing, she had plunged into the water after them. The current came up to her knees and then her thighs and then her waist as she stumbled over the river rocks. Soaked and breathless, she clawed at the opposite bank and launched herself into the inky wilderness.

She took care to move fast enough that her thoughts were always one or two steps behind her body, never quite able to catch up. It had to be this way. If she left herself too much space, she would have to face what she was destroying. Who she was hurting. And she couldn’t bear that.

So she pretended that the decision had not yet been made, kept telling herself that she would take just one more step.

A little farther. A little farther.

But then dawn came and she was still running.
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12—

FOR A LONG time, she was aware only of the motion of her legs. The pains in her feet as they pounded the earth. The branches whipping her cheeks. If she could have lived inside that fugue forever, she would have.

But eventually thoughts of the other Commonwealthers did begin to filter through the thick cloud that had wrapped itself around her consciousness. Her mind was always going to match pace with her body eventually, and when it did, the consequences of what she was doing sliced into her as violently as the sharp brambles that tore open her skin as she passed. At times, she nearly convinced herself that the decision had not already been made. That she could still turn around. That none of this was permanent. But the more ground she covered, the more remote the possibility of finding her way back became. The consequences stung when they arrived, one by one, piercing that initial surge of blank momentum. She bowed her head and kept going. The only way was through.

Her thoughts were of Sen mostly. Ember could see her face as easily as if it were in front of her, with that tender pucker of worry creasing her forehead. She could hear her own promises as easily as if she were speaking them for the first time—that she wasn’t going anywhere, that this time she’d do it all right. But just as Ember’s exposed skin caught and tore and bled, it also gradually toughened—and so too did the significance of her own betrayal begin to crust over into something dull and unremarkable.

Yes, she had once again ruined everything.

Yes, it was unconscionable, and yes, it was inevitable.
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The longer she spent in the forest, the easier it became. She was made for this place. Belonging seeped into her from every direction. Up through the soles of her feet. Down through the crown of her head. She had never felt this before, this overwhelming sense of peace. The soft cup of the wilderness held her like an open hand. And for all the effort that her body was expending, some other, deeper part of her loosened. Unfurled. She was finally where she needed to be, with nothing to tend but her own primal urge to discover.

She wanted to believe that leaving was the best thing she could do for Sen, and for everyone else—the archaeologists, the mariners, the people she’d left behind in Commonwealth. She pictured them mourning, presuming her dead, and then moving on. Jerome could finally build the family he wanted. Saffiya could find a new fledgling to take under her wing. No one’s lives would be ruined—only changed. The absences she left behind were superficial. Easily filled. She had always made sure of that, hadn’t she? She’d never occupied a role that someone else couldn’t do better. They would survive without her. More than that, they would flourish.

If she could write histories that suited herself, carved from the bones of fact, then couldn’t she write a future the same way?

In her version of what came next, the castaways would be castaways no more. They would be survivors, heroes even, returning to their lives in Commonwealth with stories of the lost Continent. Sen would go back to her northern university and fit easily into a role of her own creation. She’d find someone new to love, someone who could reciprocate her care—someone she could trust.

Machiel would publish a map that reached beyond the known limits, a vision of the forgotten coastline no one had ever seen before. Dorinda and Lorne would find a way to translate the tiles from the underground chamber, retrieving a buried language and bringing it back from the brink. And Cami. Cami would build the kind of career Ember had always imagined for herself. She had the spark for fieldwork now, and the determination to see it through. The skills had always been there. She had everything she needed to be great. Now all she had to do was want it enough.

It soothed Ember to imagine these futures. But even so, she couldn’t quite drown out her own doubt. Weren’t these rosy hopes just another way to justify her own selfish ends? An internal battle raged as she tumbled through the forest, intent on her quarry but also coming to understand the cost of pursuit.

Perhaps it was wrong to invent such easy fictions when she knew that in all likelihood these people were searching the nearby wilderness for her remains. Some part of her knew they were arguing deep into the night over how long they would wait for her. Holding on to the slimmest possibility that she was trying to return to them. Maybe they suspected that she had fled, but they would never be certain.

Although she knew she couldn’t go back, not now, she forced herself to consider it. There might still be time. How long had it been? A day, a week, a month? After a while, she’d stopped counting, hoping that her mind would finally quiet and let the reality of what she was doing settle. There was no other way forward that she could see. It had to be like this. She didn’t belong in Commonwealth. She never had.
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The more distance, the more time, that she accrued, the easier it became to focus on what mattered—not on the consequences of leaving, but on why she had left.

She was determined to track her quarry for however long it took to catch up to them, and that was all she needed to know. There was no point in adhering to the measurements that used to bind her, and so she gradually shed the notion of keeping time like a snake sloughing off its skin. Once she was finally free of it, the coils shriveled in her wake: a crisp, colorless husk. Bloodless and fleshless and misshapen. How had it ever fit her?

She no longer wound her watch. Instead of minutes and hours, she marked her progress by the smudged footprints she found in the mud; wildflower stems snapped off at the waist; branches bent back; crushed leaves. She existed only in pursuit. With so many questions rattling in her dry, overworked lungs, they took on rhythm and became another layer of breath:

Who?

How many?

How long?

The terrain she passed through was rich and varied. She swam across deep rivers and trekked into verdant tangles. She saw enormous trees that had twined themselves around eroding metal rebar and she saw soft beds of moss that pressed cracked foundations back down into the earth—out of sight, out of memory. Ancient shapes revealed themselves to her as she went. A hundred new potential excavation sites. A thousand. Evidence of both wonder and war. Creation and destruction. Never one without the other. Always both.

She knew what she had found. Had suspected it for a while: this was Ancient America, that mythical land of hubris and marvels. And there was no one she needed to convince. No reason to prove herself. She laid ambition to rest and found peace in her own awe.
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As clearly as Ember could see that this landscape had been a metropolis once, it was plain that it was a metropolis no longer. Nothing whole remained, only fragments.

A ruin is a ruin because it lacks all its pieces.

A wall here; an archway there. The sharp corners of humans had long since crumbled, and in their wake: a roundness. A softness.

Gradually the turmoil over her abandonment of the Commonwealthers disappeared. Occasional thoughts of Sen still had the power to dart into her consciousness, swift and sharp, but this cost was acceptable. The farther away she got, the easier it was to love her.

Sen would love this.

I wish I could show her.

These moments came upon her so suddenly she would break her pursuit and double over, struck once again by the wish that there could have been a different way to go about all this—while also knowing that there wasn’t.

Maybe the Commonwealthers would return one day and see the ruins for themselves. Or maybe Ember was seeing all of this on behalf of everyone who couldn’t. She tried to savor each pocket of reverence. For herself—and for them.

She was getting closer to the terminus of her quest. She could feel the proximity of an ending. From time to time, she found tiny offerings among the ruins: leaf-wrapped parcels of flowers and food and scented wood. These people were here and also not here. Around every corner. Inside every thicket. They would not make this easy for her.
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The longer she pursued their elusive trail, the more certain she became that she was following a path that had been planned for her. They wanted to be found; she could feel their presence, just out of sight. But first, they wanted to know what kind of person she was. As best she could, she showed them.

The weather did what it did: sun, rain, heat. She didn’t let any of it stop her. Her body had needs, of course, and she tended to them when they arose. Hunger, thirst, exhaustion. The forest was riotous with things to eat and streams to drink from. She rested on beds of moss and when she woke up with iridescent beetles clinging to her bare skin, she carefully plucked them off. She washed in shady pools and kept going, still dripping.

For all the pain in her feet, for all the discomforts of living in motion, she was content. It reminded her of the first dig she worked on. This was before Summit, before Sen, when she was barely twenty-two and still believed most of what her professors told her. It was one of a very few Pre-Crisis sites in Commonwealth, and Higg Jinto had personally invited her to come and work for a few weeks before the school year began.

The site was small, concentrated around a dried-up riverbed whose water had been diverted when the new hydro-plant opened. A dam worker uncovered a handful of ancient coins, and when the archaeology department caught wind of it, they lobbied for access. Leadership wasn’t ready to build on the area just yet, so—for a little while—the scholarship was allowed to proceed.

Ember was aglow with being asked to come. With being handpicked. She’d never been picked for anything before. As soon as she arrived, she felt more at home than she ever had in Ola’s house. While the other interns bemoaned their living conditions and the lack of pay, Ember couldn’t bring herself to care about any of that. She loved the singularity of their small camp’s purpose. The daily rituals of sustenance and work and rest and little else. It was a rhythm she had never experienced and also one she innately understood.

When another laborer first uncovered the shine of metal in one of the main trenches where they were digging, Ember was right beside him. And when Jinto himself—already old, even back then—got down into the cavity on his creaking knees to scrape dirt away from the delicate shapes, she got to see the object slowly emerge. By the time he finally lifted up the skeleton of what looked like a pair of spectacles, their lenses and one arm long gone, Ember knew that this was the work she wanted to spend her life doing.

“Is it possible they already knew how to correct eyesight?” she asked. As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she doubted herself, but then, beneath the spark of embarrassment, deeper, just below the soft hum of uncertainty, a quiet faith in her own instincts began to stir. Was that the first time? Had it always been there?

Jinto carefully laid the frames down on the tray one of his colleagues held at the ready. “I certainly wouldn’t go that far.” Jinto barely suppressed a chuckle, dismissing her question with a wave of his hand. “That kind of science didn’t appear until three hundred years ago—a Leadership invention, through and through. No, this is something far more primitive. Possibly decorative? A charm, maybe. We may never know. But a fascinating piece, just wonderful.”

Ember was so excited by the find she didn’t even mind being corrected by a curled up old man with mustard on his shirt. She was just happy to be there. As the commotion subsided and the artifact was packed away, the other laborers drifted back to their places. Work resumed.

Jinto took her aside.

“Don’t feel too badly,” he said. “It’s always tempting to look back and see ourselves. But that isn’t the work we do.”

Ember was surprised. “Then what is?”

“It’s not about understanding who they were, it’s about measuring how far we’ve risen.”

While Jinto drifted away to see his find safely secured, Ember stayed where she was and contemplated the hollow in the dirt, a sharp dissonance rising in the back of her throat—the certainty that this both was and wasn’t her path.

Only now, all these years later, did she finally find her footing. The connection between past and present encircled her. Time slid open, like a telescope expanding from a view so tight she could barely see beyond her own hands, to a gaze wide enough to hold the world.
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One morning—who could say which one—Ember caught sight of smoke rising above the tree line and she went toward it, weary but hopeful, believing her own eyes this time. There was no one left to push back against her. No reason to doubt herself.

It took her almost two days to track it. The path was not easy, but the smoke was constant, a curling, gray ribbon.

A beacon, just for her.

At the end of the second day, she felt one last surge of energy fill her just as the line of smoke began to weaken. It had been too long since she rested, since she ate, but she couldn’t let the signal fade away now, not when she was so close. Just a little farther, she told herself. Just a few more steps.

The shadows grew long and the afternoon heat broke. She could smell the dwindling fire before she saw it—the sweet fry of young saplings wafting through the forest. A thicket of underbrush blocked her path, so dense she couldn’t see a way around it, and so she clawed her way straight through, letting it fill her hair and her clothes, letting it rake across her skin, taking her injuries in stride. As payment for her passage.

On the other side—a clearing. And suddenly, she knew exactly where she was.

The familiar curve of the cliff’s edge met her with an impact that nearly brought her to her knees. Beyond it, the expanse of the ocean was abrupt after so long spent darting between the closely set trees. It spread before her, a horizon full of glistening waves that reached up to stroke the dusky underbelly of the sky.

And there, in the deep, the pale speck of a sail. Of a ship, riding the northern current. The Halcyon, free from the shallows at last.

Ember took in the remains of the Commonwealthers’ camp, wiped clean of their belongings, but still indelibly marked by their presence. The indentations of tents and crates, the battered grass, the mud stirred by so many bootprints, the blackened rocks that lined the firepit. She stepped forward, hesitant at first, feeling that this place didn’t belong to her, then more boldly, remembering that it did.

The fire had been huge to burn this long. A final plea for her return? The wood had mostly collapsed into heaps of gray ash by then, and a pile of red coals smoldered beneath. She went to sit by the firepit, in a place she had sat a hundred times before. The comfort of this seat was familiar, an invitation to rest that her body heard and accepted. From here, she watched the low flames diminish and die. She wondered if she should gather more wood to burn, but decided that it was right for this fire to die out now, under her watch. Right that she should be here to witness the last mark of her own people on this shore, fading into a history that might or might not be remembered.

She sat until the ship passed over into the filmy distance and then she sat longer still, not quite sure what she was waiting for, but waiting nonetheless. The bell’s toll fell silent, its hours delivered back into her keeping: time to have, to lose, to spend, to find.

A rich, telling darkness crept over the shore. She could hear the waves polishing the beach down below. A chorus of insects tuning their instruments. The sigh of the fire breathing its last breaths, its embers cooling and collapsing against the earth.

And then finally, just as Ember began to doubt herself, she saw a new light moving through the trees and knew she was right to have believed so ferociously. She rose, brushing the ash from her palms, and went to meet them.
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Reading Group Guide for RUINS

Discussion Questions


	How does the idea of “ruins” permeates the novel—literally and figuratively?

	What drives Ember? Where do you think her ambition comes from?

	Ember’s passion for archaeology was born with the realization that “history was both a thing to be found and a thing to be made.” How does this belief relate to instances of her being dishonest or unreliable? And how does it relate to the passages of her academic writing on the role of the historic record?

	How does Commonwealth compare to our society today? How does Ember’s hunger for exploration reflect the capitalism and colonialism we are familiar with?

	Ember has decided she doesn’t want to be a mother. “It was as if the fact that she didn’t want to try for another child made her a monster… As if her resistance to the idea of motherhood was akin to dysfunction.” Does this condemnation of women who choose not to have children feel familiar in our own culture?

	How might have Ember’s childhood and her relationship with her own mother affected her relentless prioritization of work over marriage and family?

	What do the excerpts of Ish’s writing reveal about his character, health, and obsession with Ember? How do they reflect on Ember’s own obsessions?

	The archaeologists’ mission is to reveal as much as they can about what pre-Crisis civilization looked like. What present-day artifacts would reveal the most about your life, identity, and community if they were unearthed thousands of years from now?

	When Cami falls and inadvertently finds the underground cavern, there is debate among the archaeologists over what it could be: a sewer, a crypt, an aqueduct, human transportation. What do you think it is?

	At the end of the book, Ember is surveying the dying embers of the archaeologists’ fire. What did this scene mean to you?

	How did you think about the three sections of the book—Artifacts, Structures, and Formations? What were these archaeological concepts revealing about the themes of the book?

	Time seems to move differently in each of the three sections. What is the duration of each chapter, and how do these units of time change over the course of the book? What is the effect on the reader?
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