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1
Abelard woke to find that he was not dead.
He lay beneath a too-familiar ceiling, though he had not often seen it from this angle. He had come to this room for weeks, every night at seven thirty, to relieve Ma Abernathy and sit in prayer beside Tara’s hospital bed—and to watch her, when he could bear to see her so reduced. Now he was the one in the bed. This might not be the same room, but it had an institutional sameness. The sheets felt scratchy and stiff.
He knew the shape of this place, but its shadows and surfaces seemed off. His eyes weren’t right, or the colors of the world were wrong.
Someone nearby turned a page.
Well. Not “someone.” Tara always turned pages like she would find decisive evidence on the other side.
“I guess this makes us even?” Abelard tried to laugh, but it came out as a croak.
“Not remotely. It’s fourteen fewer days I owe you now, that’s all.”
“You were keeping track.”
“Accurate records,” she said, “are a cornerstone of any successful practice. And an excellent source of future blackmail.” He heard her smile, though it did not show on that studied Craftswoman’s face.
She closed the book, set it down. He had expected her to be reading some ancient tome, but it was a paperback with a picture of a griffin on the cover. She noticed him looking. “Ma brought some of my childhood library, when she visited. I wanted to see if they held up.”
“Do they?”
She held her hand out flat, wobbled it.
He did not want to ask the next question. He wanted to lie here, bandaged and loopy with painkillers, and trade notes on the aesthetic fascinations of youth. But memories asserted themselves on his consciousness, like a peasant mob at a castle door. “Did I … Is the city … Did we…”
“Dresediel Lex endures. Thanks, in large part, to you. Even the King in Red acknowledged that. It played a role in our argument for venue selection. Hence, the familiar surroundings.”
“Oh,” he said. “Before it all went dark, I saw … I thought I saw…”
“Me. Yes. A day late and a thaum short. As usual.”
“But you were—”
“On the other side of the world? Prisoner of a giant squid? On the run from an apocalyptic vampire cult? In the middle of a riot? Or whatever you call it when a city loses its collective mind.”
“I only knew about the first one.”
She shrugged.
“Did all that really happen?”
He expected some Craftswoman’s dodge like “relatively speaking” or “to the best of my knowledge” or even “on information and belief.” What she said was “Yes.”
Abelard tried to sit up, and found to his surprise that it worked. He raised his arms to the barred light that filtered through the blinds. Mystery plays and two-thaum novels had led him to believe he would be festooned, at a moment like this, with various tubes and sensors, the better to be dramatically yanked from his veins when action was required, but instead … “What are these?” A filigree of silver winked against his skin. And yes, there were tubes, but not IVs—he was webbed with thin capillaries circulating ice-blue fluid, tracing the course of his blood.
“Temperature control.” Tara sounded very gentle. “When we brought you in, you were burning up.”
They had known each other for a long time. He’d never call Tara evasive, but she did like to put things precisely. He looked into her eyes and saw lights—like two coals in the shadow of his reflected face. “You don’t mean that I had a fever.”
“No.”
She did not look away. Neither did he. “What happened to me?”
“That’s what I was trying to find out. Gottlebrand was no help at all.” Tara had set her griffin paperback aside, on top of another sort of book altogether: runic title, red calf leather binding, throbbing aura of supernatural evil. It was so large that he had, at first, mistaken it for the tabletop. “I have my guesses, but I was hoping you could tell me.”
“The fire,” he said. “The Serpent’s blood. I— To stop it, I had to let it into my heart.”
“How do you feel?”
He thought that he should try to stand. He found himself on his feet.
“Dizziness” was not the right word. In a close-up magician’s show, the kind with cards and coins and doves and no sorcery or blood pacts whatsoever, there always came a moment when every sense you had insisted the coin was in the lady’s other hand, even though she had just produced it from your left nostril. He had just risen after two weeks in an intensive-care ward in Sisters of Mercy Hospital. In this situation one was supposed to feel lightly stampeded. And yet … “I could run a mile. I could run ten.”
“You might want to put on clothes that cover your butt first.”
He spun, searching; she averted her eyes, and pointed to a hook on the wall. “My robes!”
“I got a fresh set from your cell. Your last ones were a bit melted.” She checked her watch. “You woke up just in time. You have a guest waiting upstairs. He wants to show you something.”
His head emerged from the robe’s neckhole. His hands busied themselves with cinches and clasps and the checking of pockets. “What happened while I was sleeping?”
“I’ll catch you up on the way. You don’t want to miss the show.”
He did his boots dart-fashion, for climbing. He felt as if he could scale the Shade Wall, or solo the Sanctum without ropes. Abelard did not think of himself as old, or even as grown-up, exactly, but he could not remember when his muscles and joints last felt so ready, so free. “All set.”
“Not quite.” Tara reached into the inside pocket of her suit coat. “You might want to put these on.”
He opened the glasses case. Twin flames reflected off the dark round lenses. He could not read his own expression.

The King in Red waited on the rooftop.
The sight of crimson robe, ebon staff, the bare curve of that skull with the red-gold inlaid circlet caused Abelard to retreat a step into the safety of the open stairwell. Then his conscious mind caught up. He beheld the Deathless King, terrifying enough—but some part of him had, for a moment, seen Cardinal Gustave instead.
He breathed. Tara was here, by his side. And there was his city.
On Sisters’ roof they stood among the steel and concrete peaks, split by canyon boulevards. Through the forest of nightmare antennae down Bloodletter’s Street he could spy the Sanctum tower. The skyline had changed since his childhood—there were a few spires now, glittering crystal shards hanging upside down in air, and there was the demonglass arch—but he had seen those changes, been a part of them. This was his place, and the place of his God.
The King in Red did not belong.
He did not seem to care.
“Welcome, Saint,” the skeleton said without turning around. “I find myself in the uncomfortable position of owing you a favor.”
Abelard blinked. “How did you know it was me?”
The Deathless King’s laugh was dry as a desert grave. “I can hear you burning.” He glanced back. Cold stars glittered in the pits where his eyes once were. “I like the glasses.”
“Um,” he said, and, “Thanks?”
“Come here.” The voice was long used to command. Then, a word that came less eagerly from its sheath: “Please.”
Abelard joined him at the edge, where the building became the city. The King in Red stared up into the unbroken blue.
Sometimes, in the boiler room, you knew there was something wrong but you didn’t know how you knew. A novice would reach for tools and start taking things apart, but a master would wait and observe—set aside all nervous compulsion to act until the malfunction revealed itself in a whiff of burnt rubber or degraded lubricant.
“I killed your god’s Lady in the Wars,” said the Deathless King. “I was right to do so. I had saved my city from its bloodthirsty masters, worked my vengeance, and freed my people, and that the gods could not allow. They gathered from around the globe to break us. I had no quarrel, you understand, with your people.”
“My people,” Abelard said, “were not the ones who fought you.”
Those sparks that were not eyes revolved upon him. They winked out, then back on, dying suns. It occurred to Abelard that the King in Red had not finished speaking, and was not a necromantic wizard-king used to interruption. “The goddess Seril led her stone monsters against me. You have known her, I suppose, as a patron and defender. You have seen her kindly face. But she has another, and she wears it when she goes to war.”
Abelard did not say many of the things that sprang to his mind: you, or your allies, were sponsoring the siege of Alt Selene, and the murder of the Mare-priests; you had made three decades of ceaseless war in Southern Kath; you moved through proxies, trained assassins, sponsored heretic cults and organized criminals as part of your grand bid to make the world safe for undeath. He did not want this conversation to go that way. And he had a deep, unsteady feeling, a sense of wrongness like the smell of burning rubber, that the King in Red would deny none of those accusations. He would say, yes, and we were justified, and here is why.
Instead: “You killed her.”
“As everyone keeps reminding me. I was quite proud of myself at the time, though it turns out it did not take.” That scraping, fearsome tomb-door sound was, Abelard realized, a laugh. “Do you know how many lives you saved, priest? When you quelled the fire, back in Dresediel Lex?”
“At least one,” he said.
“I thought an engineer would have a more developed knack for estimation.”
“One would have been enough for me. It’s hard to think about more than that.”
“The number is higher. Much.”
“You … you would have thought of something.”
“I had thought of many things already. There were wards, and firemen, and couatl to drop seawater on the blaze, and if all else failed we could have colocated entire districts to the moon to stop the spread. None of those plans worked, or were working fast enough. Trust me. I have seen the reports. In the most rosy scenario, tens of thousands would have died. Ten times that number unhoused. Infrastructure damage that would take years we don’t have to repair, and cost millions we have already spent. You might not think those numbers so great a figure—”
“I would,” he said, quickly, thinking, Who wouldn’t? Who would read those numbers and not add up everyone they loved, hells, everyone they had ever shared a meal with, and still not reach ten thousand?
For a long time the King in Red did not speak.
“It would not have been your fault,” Abelard said.
“Then whose?”
“You did what you could.” He watched the sky. “Life is not a game that you can win with perfect play.”
“Spoken like a novice player.”
“You can’t know everything. Anticipate everything. Control everything.”
“Can’t I. Shouldn’t I make the attempt?”
“No. And even if you could, a human heart isn’t strong enough to bear the weight.”
“I used to have one of those,” the skeleton said.
Abelard searched the sky where he was looking, and saw nothing.
“You are young,” said the King in Red. “You were born into an age of kinder gods.”
“That doesn’t make me wrong.”
“When we rose against the old world,” Kopil said, “it was easy. We asked the people, how many suffer due to the unfolding of some ineffable design? How many cry out in pain because the atemporal colony organisms we call gods do not have the interests of human beings at heart, any more than a hive cares for each worker ant? Our deaths are their processes. Our suffering is their neurotransmitter signal. What is faith but the bright face of despair? And faith is what feeds them.”
“It’s not like that.” He wished he did not sound so gentle. Wished he could sound as sure as the King in Red: a mountain to match the other mountain. But what happened when two mountains fought? Tara had told him about continental plates, immense masses of rock upthrust or folding down into fire. It had happened before. They called it the God Wars.
“We said, let us accept responsibility. We said, there may still be knives when we are done, but they will be our knives in our hands, not the hands of faith-mad fathers. We will stand and perhaps we will fall. But our end will be of our making.”
“That sounds like a lonely way to live. Not to mention terrifying.”
“Well.” Kopil comprehended his own physiognomy with a gesture. “Consider the source. Though I was less forbidding in those days.”
“Somehow I doubt that.” In his office atop the Sansilva pyramid, the King in Red had seemed an icon, a skeleton since time began, a ruler made before the world he ruled, relentless in the dark between the stars. But another vision struck Abelard now, of a man walking face-first into scouring wind, as strip by strip his flesh all peeled away.
How many people had that man killed? How many Gods?
“You saved my people,” Kopil said. “Who gave themselves in trust to me. I built my strength to stand against gods—but the force that moves against us now is older than gods. I will never not be a killer, or a Deathless King, and you will never not be a priest, and yet—I wonder if, while we face what is coming, we could all be more than what we are.”
“I would like that,” Abelard said, though he was not so clear on the how.
The King in Red drew a gold watch from his pocket, checked the time, and clicked it shut. “Good,” he said. “You can help me convince them.”
“Them?”
The King in Red grinned, and raised his staff to the sky.
There was a city overhead, all at once.
If you submerged a pane of clear glass in water, it seemed to disappear, because the glass and water changed the light that passed through them in the same way and to the same degree. Abelard had played with the effect as a child at the kitchen table, making things into nothing with a turn of his wrist—and, with another turn, back into things again.
There were skyspires and minarets above him now, onion domes and rainbow bridges, and a clock tower that went down as well as up. Stone arches webbed the kind of storybook towers princes might be trapped inside. Skyspires hovered there, too, throbbing with power, but most of the buildings seemed not made for the heavens, but torn instead from soil to flourish there, above.
He remembered his history. Early in the Wars, the jealous Gods had come for universities, for schools and scholars’ dens. Many students and their teachers fell, brought screaming to orthodoxy whether or not they had anything to do with the Craft. But some fled into the sky. And from the sky, they fought back.
Abelard had seen the Hidden Schools once before, above his city, as in a vision, and he’d thought, They could not possibly be that big. Not really. I must have imagined it. I was dying at the time, after all.
But here they were.
“More will follow,” Kopil said. “We have called a gathering of the great powers.”
“How?”
Tara joined them, by the roof’s edge. “Details. Coordinating schedules and clearing calendars. An immense hassle.”
“But things like that,” Kopil said, “are why we killed the gods and hired assistants. Do not undersell your achievement, Ms. Abernathy. Half these people want to kill the other half. Many have spent the last century trying. It is no small thing for their paths to converge. The powers we have gathered wield might enough to dethrone fate and change the course of the history. If we can convince them to work together.”
“Yes,” Tara said. “If.”
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The great powers gathered in Alt Coulumb.
That they came at all, much less on short notice, was a miracle. Tara, who had been taught to regard miracles as a lazy student’s last resort, did not use the term without discomfort.
But still they came.
A shadow fell across an empty stretch of heavy-gauge rail leading into Alt Coulumb Axial, and sparks rose and a scream of metal—and then a black bullet of a train charged down the track, its ebon flanks glyph-gleaming. Red lightning darted from its wheels and its engine heaved steam like a lathered beast. The black train rolled to a stop at platform thirteen with a final sigh. Doors petaled open and skeletons in nightshade livery issued forth, bearing luggage, followed by hollow-eyed associates laden down with binders. Last, half-masked and gowned in aubergine and sable, came Belladonna Albrecht, her hair up, her boots black leather, her glasses full moons, her hands gloved to the elbow to hide the rainbow stain left by the blood of gods. A hammer swung from the belt of her gown.
She reviewed the platform, and the city beyond, and the Schools above, and her full lips bared razor teeth.
Trees at the northern edge of the Sacred Precinct, carefully manicured by generations of Kosite priests, went mad, grew rampant, and in a shaded hour twisted their boughs into haunted shapes. Thorn branches framed a portal of shadow, and from that depth emerged the Verdance. His first body had been destroyed in battle in the depths of Ajaiatez a century before, and the remnant soul, not prepared for such extremity, had taken refuge and festered in dying, wasted wood until he rose anew to found the largest necromantic-earths mining consortium in Southern Kath. Chained dryads tended him. He wore a veil over features of rot and thorn.
The Shining Empire advance team built their own gate in the Hidden Schools themselves, in Armillary Square, beneath the great glyph-studded edifice of the Argent Library. Five junior functionaries in identical high-collared jackets assembled the gate out of parts from metal suitcases they carried, in an hour, as black-robed students gathered like crows to watch. When the last silver pieces snapped together, the senior functionary plied some brushwork, and the air beneath the peaked arch parted like a curtain. The honor guard marched through, in their ancestral god-masks—and then, at their heart, the oiled and careful knot of the Party in their olive suits, reviewing the world as might an engineer an unsolved problem.
Across town, harbor waters churned and parted to birth a vast, sleek gray hull, its lines more grown than molded. The vessel eased up to an empty pier, and wire tentacles split from its sides to make it fast. The vessel’s arrival was unscheduled, unheralded, and the harbormaster marched, red-faced and huffing, to the dock to remonstrate, club in hand and flanked by bullyboys. She was met by two cloaked and hooded figures, their faces wet panes of cuttlefish flesh. They bore completed triplicate documentation, safe passage signed by the Church of Kos, and a letter of credit with the grand seal of Iskar. Behind, from one of the vessel’s torpedo mouths, courtiers wheeled an immense tank.
As night fell, more Wreckers emerged from the vessel to ward the pier with linked hands and tentacles. All night they kept their watch, chanting, though they had no mouths, in voices deep, wordless, and full of dread.
Crowds gathered by the Iskari pier. Alt Coulumb’s Blacksuits, faceless ministers of Justice, assembled their own cordon against the Wreckers, as much, it seemed, for the delegates’ protection as for the crowd’s. Alt Coulumbites were as good as cats for staring at kings, and the city’s history showed that they could do more than stare—but with Seril in her guise as Justice looking on, the crowd contented itself to jeer, and gawk at the unfurled Banner of the Demesne and the Wreckers in grim array, and chant back dance-hall ditties against the subterranean octaves of the Wreckers’ strange songs.
It was the children of the docks, watching the east as morning threatened, who first saw the rainbow bridge take shape. Sunlight formed it from spray, and then it twisted from an arc into a ring. From that twist came a screech like a diving hawk’s, then the wyvern emerged to wheel above the crowd, crimson-scaled with catlike head, crystal wings trailing light from the strange roads it had crossed to bridge oceans in hours.
Upon its back, there sat the knights. Two riders, clad in armor bright, with surcoats crimson of three gold crowns, quartered with dragon rampant. They swooped above the docks, trailing rainbows, and settled on landing pad 3A.
Children pointed, shouted. Adults turned more slowly from their fears to see, and, at last, believe.
The first knight dismounted with fluid grace. He set to one side his ash-black spear and turned to offer his gauntleted hand to the other rider, tall, in plumed helmet and armor of glorious filigree. The knight of the plumes reached for his comrade’s hand, and slipped off the wyvern’s back with the grace of a tray of silverware dropped onto a tile floor.
Silence, eventually, followed.
The knight of the plumes found his feet on the third try. They were somewhere north of his head, which had been the earlier trouble.
“Unaccustomed orientation,” said the knight of the plumes. “Deuced inconvenient. Should have a word with someone. Who, do you think, would be the relevant authority, Sir Geoffrey?”
“Gravity, milord.”
“The trouble with your universal whatsits,” began the knight of the plumes—
“Constants, milord.”
“—is that they are a challenge to remonstrate withal. Given the lack of local habitation and et cetera.”
“Quite so, milord,” said Sir Geoffrey, helping the knight of the plumes to his feet.
“And this is Alt Coulumb,” said the knight of the plumes, at last upright, his visor raised. His eyes were keen and pale, and as he gazed upon the city of the Everburning Lord, its spires and its demonglass arch and its teeming millions, he became aware that upon first arrival in the great city of an ancient ally, a prince of a mighty house might be expected to make some proclamation of import. He summoned his resources of poetry. “Less blue this way round.”
“Indeed, milord,” said Sir Geoffrey.

They arrived in great numbers.
There were ice golems from Koschei’s land, bearing vision-gems and the skulls of their masters, attended by plainclothes muscle with the too-young, unused faces of Maskorovim. There were Glebland magnates and the heads of firms and there was Eberhardt Jax, of course, in that yacht of his. Dame Alban and the Ambassador Plenipotentiary of the Northern Gleb emerged resplendent from their keeps and holdings along with the rest of Alt Coulumb’s customarily understated population of Craftsmen. It was a time of flaring feathers. A time of showing off.
A time of chaos, if you asked Cat.
Lieutenant Catherine Elle, temporarily (and unwillingly) promoted by her Lady’s grace to head of diplomatic security, had only survived the last seventy-two hours thanks to burnt coffee and off-label pills and a degree of contempt for her own physical limits that Cat had thought she’d outgrown in her midtwenties. The conference wasn’t even rolling yet and already they’d had to call up every officer who ever wore the Blacksuit, retirees whose bodies ached with the strain, Academy kids who might snap the moment they first felt the overwhelming glory of Justice in their veins and Her will in their hearts (though the old heads knew that the kids these days had it easy). They were even accepting plainclothes volunteers from those weird astronomy-and-crystals Seriline votaries the Rafferty girls had gathered.
They needed the help. Already they’d had to shut down two brawls between Maskorovim and off-duty Imperium security, establish eight and counting temporary embassies, break up three joss rings, identify a dozen forms of novel intoxicant, and severely discourage Dame Alban from turning up drunk again (and how, exactly, please, did a necromancer with a body made of stone drink, let alone get drunk?) at the edge of the Verdance’s grove and threatening to burn him out no matter how many of his “leafy gimp hussies” he hid behind, which might have been construed as a violation of his diplomatic immunity. (There had been, apparently, a previous relationship between Dame Alban and the Verdance. Officer Scarlotti, responding to the complaint, got the whole story; Officer Scarlotti was, however, not as forthcoming with the details as his commanding officer would have liked, because Officer Scarlotti got the story by inviting Dame Alban, her bail having been paid, out for a pint at his local pub, which led to his reporting for work the next morning with three broken ribs, a hangover, and a shit-eating grin.)
It was a madhouse. It was a carnival. It was a mess. If there was any silver lining to this moon-blighted affair, it was that local crime had been every bit as overwhelmed as the forces of Justice. Alt Coulumb’s homegrown hoods were happy to start shit, but they didn’t want to start a war; with the wages of sin paying overtime and Cat’s division stretched to its limits, petty battles over territory and honor and who had knifed whose aunt were on hold. The Ash was somnolent; the docks might have been the farthest frozen reaches of Skeld.
But there wasn’t time for lunch, or sleep, or love, or even sex, and for Cat that was saying something—not that Raz was available at the moment, what with Tara’s vampire hunt taking up his time.
Cat didn’t have time to escort Abelard across town from Sisters of Mercy to the Sanctum, either, but when your best friend almost burned to death, you made arrangements.
Abelard was quiet on the ride over. He had always been quiet, but quiet like a blanket, or fresh snow. That had drawn her to him when they were kids together back up the alley—in those days everything about her, and her family, had been a constant throat-tearing scream. He was not blanket-quiet now. More like ocean-quiet. Raz, who’d spent lifetimes on the water, had told her about all the monsters a still sea could hold.
Abelard’s new harness glistened moonsilver beneath the cuffs and collar of his robe. He had almost died again. She talked about work so she didn’t have to think about that, but she was running out of things to say. She’d caught him up on the current omnishambles of the city and her own no doubt imminent demise from stimulant poisoning or sex withdrawal, and they still hadn’t reached Third and Pentecost. She could hear sirens and those sirens meant she had work to do, work she’d chosen, work she loved, but she was not about to stiff her best friend on a ride from the hospital. Finally, with a curse, she threw open the door and reached across to unbuckle his seat belt.
“What are you doing?”
That was something else she’d always loved about Abelard: how easy it was to surprise him.
The Lady’s blessing sheathed her limbs, and wings spread from her back. “Come on, loser. We’re going flying.”

So they gathered, the invited and the elect, the great and the, well, why not stick with “great”; they gathered and took their places in a city that was not theirs, and began their work. They gathered by yacht and dirigible and rainbow bridge and shadow gate and analogy.
Would it have killed them, Tara wondered, to take a dragon like a normal person?
Possibly. Everyone assembled had enemies. Many of those assembled were enemies. A sufficiently determined enemy might consider a dragonload of passengers quite reasonable collateral damage, and the assault on the dragon itself an acceptable risk. Which only showed that you couldn’t stop some people from underestimating dragons.
Tara was nervous. No, that wasn’t quite right. She was nerves, as if every side street and basement and streetlight of Alt Coulumb was routed right to her overtaxed cerebellum. Everything was proceeding as she had foreseen, more or less, and she’d seen enough mystery plays to know what that meant. It meant some ragtag band of terrorists was about to find some secret weakness in your otherwise foolproof conflict-deterrent-cum-defense-contractor-employment-assurance system—which they, who had never spent ten minutes at an appropriations meeting, no doubt called a “superweapon.” And so on.
So she reviewed her plans and her lists, and found everything within expected tolerances, and ahead of schedule, which only made things worse.
But this at least was true: they had gathered. And some, she hoped, meant to save the world.
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“They have their work cut out for them,” said the King in Red. “Ajaia’s collapse spreads contagion through the debt markets of Southern Kath. Dhistran sovereign funds reel. The Golden Horde marches on Zheng’an. Chartegnon smolders. In the last two weeks Dresediel Lex has weathered fires, protests, three apocalyptic suicide cults that we know of, and a few assassination attempts on my person, albeit so fumbling and ineffectual as hardly to merit mention. The world is tinder, and Ms. Abernathy’s student has proved an effective spark.”
“Thank you,” Tara said. “I think.”
The war council gathered in the King in Red’s hotel room. His people had rented the Chalice Hotel penthouse suite, after failing in their petition to perch their traveling offices atop the Sanctum of Kos itself. Tara was no stranger to these chambers, a common flex for business visitors to Alt Coulumb of the compensating-for-something variety. She had even spent the night here once, for what she imagined someone else might call a fling—for her it had been less parabolic, and more immolatory.
She did not recognize the place as it was now, hung with tapestries of corporate insignia and the deaths of gods. She did not remember its being so large, because it wasn’t, usually. The King in Red’s in-house Craftsmen and secretariat had brought with them a three-floor crystal pyramid of offices, which now hovered off the pool deck. At the pyramid’s summit—in, of course, the kind of high-backed office chair that rendered its occupant invisible with its back to the door—sat the Deathless Liege. His broken arm had been repaired with lacquer and gold.
They were all marked, or almost all. Sunglasses hid the embers of Abelard’s eyes. His robe covered his coolant tubes, the Seriline miracle that kept the fire in his blood from roasting the rest of him. Bandages swathed Caleb’s hand, and the wounds now healing on his face would leave new scars to match the cicatrices with which his father had anointed him an Eagle Knight. Ms. Kevarian too had been touched by the events of the last few weeks. She always loomed in Tara’s mind like a mountain, but even mountains weathered.
Kai looked like Kai, like always. But now, Tara had some sense of what it cost her.
They had wanted to help. She had let them. It would have been foolish not to, the misguided bravado of some teen-boy protagonist in one of her old griffin books, saying “I have to do this alone” as he marched into the wilderness toward a confrontation the outcome of which would shape the destiny of the world—and that of the friends whose aid he, in his magnanimity, rejected.
This was their fight as much as hers. But she had let them help. And they had all been marked for it, while only Tara endured unchanged—and Jax, who wandered the office picking things up and putting them down again, a picture of blithe indifference. Tara wasn’t wild about the comparison.
Tara crossed her arms—the arm of flesh and the arm of bone and silver wire. Well. Maybe she was not entirely unchanged. But when she had failed to stop Dawn in Edgemont, she alone had borne the cost. This time, the wounds of her failure carved the ones she loved.
The King in Red was still talking.
“All this chaos and confusion and more besides,” he said, “has transpired before any polity has publicly acknowledged the skazzerai threat. When that threat is known, the present panic will be as the bud before the flower. We, here, know more than the others: we understand the roots of the vicious bloom. So we have called the powers of the world and they have come.”
“Not all of them,” Kai said.
Kopil shrugged. “Most of them.”
“You can’t say the powers have gathered, without acknowledging that some aren’t here.”
“Some did not RSVP.”
“The Council of Families of Alikand didn’t get an invitation.”
“Perhaps it was lost in the mail.”
“Through the nightmare telegraph?”
“Dreams have been known to go astray.”
“You didn’t invite them.”
“I agreed not to,” Kopil said.
“Why?”
“Because the Iskari refused to come if they were invited.”
“You sold them out to the Iskari? You?”
“Ms. Pohala,” said the Deathless King, “you misunderstand the nature of our endeavor. We do not attempt to persuade our dear misguided friends as to the merits of a particular restaurant or choice of hat. We seek common cause with ancient enemies against a still-greater foe. The fact that we have been able to call this gathering is, itself, a show of strength to the world we hope to lead. To achieve it, compromises were required. Without the Iskari, we have gathered a club, at best an alliance: a precursor to precisely the intractable conflict we all wish to prevent. If the squids sit at the same table as the Bar and the Courts of Craft and the Empire and the Verdance and, well, me, that sends a message stronger even than the message sent by my own presence in this city, as yet unmurdered by Ms. Abernathy’s ruthless mistress. In such company, we may claim to act as a united world—rather than a pile of angry jumped-up chimpanzees looking for an excuse to rip off one another’s reproductive anatomy.”
“But we’re not here as one world,” Kai said. “We’re here as the part of the world with power.”
“With what,” the King in Red asked, “do you propose to fight immortal and omnipotent spiders from beyond the stars? With powerlessness?”
“That,” Caleb said, “is bullshit.”
Tara blinked.
There sat Caleb Altemoc, arms crossed, calm, composed, markedly unmurdered. As if he had not just called bullshit on someone who used to kill gods for a living. Somewhere, thunder rolled. Oh, Tara thought, here it comes. Then she realized Kopil was laughing.
“Bullshit. Yes, it is. Politics, it has been said and at times sung, is the art of the possible. Whatever one may feel about bullshit, one must concede that it has a tendency to happen.”
“You hate the Iskari.”
“‘Hate’ is a strong word. They are pretentious cephalopod monstrosities who have spent the last thousand years pruning human development, stretching their rubbery empire across the seas, and now they have the gall to present themselves as the kinder, gentler, more civilized alternative to those of us who work for a living.”
“When,” Caleb asked, “was the last time you worked for a living?”
“That really depends on what you call living.”
“Alikand might be small, but people are watching them—Dhistra watches, and Kho Khatang, the potentates of the Southern Gleb, Southern Kath—”
“Most of whom are represented here.”
“The Scorpionkind aren’t.”
“We did invite them. They never come to these things.”
“The dragons—”
“There is no ‘the dragons,’ Caleb, not in any aggregate sense. There’s just dragons. I sent messengers to a few individuals. Took me ages to stick them back together. Now. Answer me this.”
Caleb turned a deck of cards in his good hand. “I know better than to let you get into a line of questioning.”
“Add up all those small powers you mentioned, all the city-states and pocket gods and everyone else who falls between the couch cushions. Except the dragons. Put them all in one corner, and put the Iskari Demesne in the other. When the bell rings and the gloves are raised: who wins?”
“The Iskari.”
“There you are.”
“This isn’t a fight,” Caleb said. “We’re not facing normal enemies. Conventional logics of power might not apply.”
“That is where I must turn to Ms. Abernathy. We must transform this problem into one that may be solved by conventional logics of power, because those are the tools we have. Any other approach amounts to waiting for a miracle.” He was grinning. At least it looked that way. “And I have a bad history with miracles. What, pray tell, is our plan?”
Tara had dreamed of moments like this as a girl: saints and Deathless Kings hanging on her words. She had thought that when those moments came, she would not feel so scared.
“We have many enemies.” She drew them in the air, in the center of their circle, with twists of light. First the girl, in her blue dress, pale and determined. “Dawn is out there, hidden but growing stronger. The creature she has become looks at us with yawning jaws. She has consumed Ajaia and the spirecliff shard.” Beside Dawn, Tara outlined many forms, their faces all hidden save one: a pale woman with gemstone eyes. “Then we have the gray men, who attacked the Serpents in Dresediel Lex. And Clarity, and her followers—the faithful of the Telomeri Empire, who have waited beneath the sea for two thousand years. They welcome the skazzerai: the death of the sun, the darkness between the stars. So far, the gray men and Clarity have pursued a coordinated strategy. They wounded the Serpents, driving them into the deep, and they slew the Grimwald, clearing potential adversaries from the table. They hunted Dawn because she plans to fight the skazzerai. We may assume the gray men and the vampires are in league, but we do not know who’s calling the shots. Perhaps each side feels it is using the other.
“Beyond them…” Her final gesture framed a new image of shadow towering above them all, Dawn, gray men, vampires, and Tara’s own small wounded group: the shape she had seen in the edge storm so long ago, a spider with world-skewering legs and eyes the size of suns, with footsteps that ended ages.
It was Kai who spoke. “The skazzerai.” Her hushed voice echoed. It didn’t sound like her. “They cross the fields between the stars with gentle tread, so that none of their rival kin may hear and best them to the feast. They move slowly now, but if Dawn comes into the fullness of her power, they will spring, to devour her before she can rise to challenge them. When first they pierce the skies to reach our world it will seem alien to them, horrifying, a feast of unknown foods. They will seek a herald, a translator—a mind that knows our world and rhymes with their grasping hunger, their emptiness. Then they will know us in an instant, and devour.” She stopped herself and looked about, as if unsure what she had just said, or where she was, fresh-risen from a dream. She looked sick. Tara wanted to take her hand.
“And what of the girl?” said the King in Red, from beneath the spider’s stretching limbs. “What of Dawn?”
“Dawn,” Tara said, “is, in the end, the same sort of thing as the skazzerai: a being of sentient Craft. Though formidable, she is much, much less powerful. So far. That’s good for us. As to her immediate plans—have we made any headway with the prisoner?” She did not look at Caleb.
The Deathless King shook his head. “Ms. Kekapania has always been recalcitrant. I am hoping our allies in the Schools will be able to trace her severed connection to the girl. They made a forceful case that they should be allowed to try, and should hold her in custody meanwhile—and ‘forceful’ is not usually a word I associate with Chancellor Thistle. We will see what comes of that.”
“If we learn to fight Dawn,” Tara said, “we can use the same tools against the skazzerai—which will make the battle a question of magnitude, not of kind.”
“And do we know how to fight her?”
Tara measured her breath. When dealing with immortal skeleton wizards, it helped to focus on the things you could do that they could not. “Not yet. I have legends and scraps to work with. I’ll get there.” She did not like how much that sounded like an excuse.
Jax leaned in. “I might be able to offer you something slightly more concrete.”
“Really.”
“It’s a bit complicated to explain. I’ll show you what I mean after we’re done here.”
“Which brings us,” Elayne said, precisely, “to the gray men and the vampires. They have tried to destroy any tool that may be used against the skazzerai. If they believe our present operations constitutes a threat, we must expect another attack. We know how to fight them, at least. But we know little about their alliances and resources.”
“The gray men certainly were entertaining,” Kopil said. “Might they be controlled by the skazzerai? An advance guard of sorts? Or loyal to them, as the leeches are?”
Elayne frowned. “I do not think so. I spoke with one, and it was entirely too human, however unpleasant.” She adjusted her cuff. “Also, I need not remind you that the term ‘leech’ is considered pejorative.”
“Bah.”
“The vampires,” Tara said, “are harder to track down than we’d expected. We sent Blacksuit divers to their city off the coast of Alt Coulumb—it seemed worth the risk—and they found the place deserted. Temples coated in seaweed. Graffiti everywhere in whale blood, images of the rising sun. And it seems to be the same in every ocean, off every shore. Wherever we know they had an outpost, it’s deserted.”
The King in Red made a gravelly sound in his throat. “Where are they?”
“Don’t know. They may still be underwater; the ocean’s a big place. I have a friend looking for them. I’ll pass on what he finds.”
“Very well. What of the gray men?”
“Someone made them.” Caleb had spoken. “We can find out who. The kind of Craftwork they’re made from—if that’s even the right word—it can’t be easy to put together.”
“And once we know what manufactory produced them,” Kai said, “I can follow the funds, find out who paid for the work.”
The skeleton king leaned back in his chair. “Wonderful. It seems we have all manner of ideas when it comes to addressing the low-priority items on our punch list. And as we make what progress we may, shall we wait for answers to descend on us from above?”
Tara glared into the fires of his eye sockets. “If you have a better idea, I’m listening.”
“Have you ever changed the world, Ms. Abernathy?”
“I’ve done my best.”
“So have I. The process is quite simple. To change the world, you reveal it. That is the Craftsman’s art, beneath all else. To flense away skin, muscle, tendon, to eviscerate the, well, viscera, until the structure of what is remains: the unbearable real. Once you understand that structure you may shape the unfolding of events, but your efforts do not themselves enact true change. Fear does that. Most people, the automatic billions, recoil in horror when presented with the reality upon which their lives are founded. They will do anything, anything, so that its cruel paucity may be concealed from them once more. They will beg you to make them forget how slender are the reeds that hold them above the abyss.”
He had grown as he spoke until he towered over them, one skeletal hand raised and clutched into a sorcerous claw, as if in its palm he held the world, or a sparrow that the closing of his fingers might crush.
“And how does that help us,” Tara said, “exactly?”
He cleared his throat—or made a sound as if he had done, not having a throat to clear in the strictest anatomical sense. “I am not sure,” he admitted. “I changed the world once—with a great deal of help, yes, thank you, Elayne—rebuilt it from the ashes and studs, so carefully that most alive today cannot conceive of the scale and depth of the transformation we wrought. I changed the world. But I do not believe I have ever tried to save it.”
“Great,” Tara said.
“But you have.” With an arc of one bony hand he included their gathered party. “In your own small ways. All of you. I do not have a better idea, as you say. I was hoping you might.”
There was no humor in the shadows of his face. Or, if there was, it was humor of a cruel and final sort.
Climbing this pyramid, she had hoped that at its top she’d find herself presented with some grand agenda, the fruit of a superior tactical mind. It couldn’t be just her, could it? Just her and her friends, at the end of everything? Some people who weren’t kids anymore, who’d carved themselves open to get this far—now they were expected to, what, to save the world?
The worst part was, he wasn’t wrong.
“Dawn has been caught before.” Tara cracked the bare knuckles of her unfleshed hand. “Or, the thing inside her was. Caught and killed. I’ll learn how to do it again. Caleb will track down the gray men, the vampires—learn who they are, what they know, how we can defeat them. And you—you’re the realist. People know you. You have weight to throw around, favors to cash in. Keep the world from falling apart while we work. Find us allies. Because we’ll have to fight, once we know how.”
He grinned. “That, I can do.”

When the others filed out, Abelard remained. Tara seemed about to join him, but he waved her on, offering a smile that he did not exactly feel. Tubes of coolant pulsed along his skin, Tara’s Craft and Seril’s grace together, but they strained against the surging heat of the Serpents’ blood. When he stared too long at his hands, his palms glowed and began to smoke.
The King in Red still sat in his high-backed chair, the bones of his fingers interlocked. “Do you have a question?”
The gravestone voice chilled. When Abelard was young, old Crowley on the corner had kept a menacing hulk of a dog, hairless in patches, with scars across one eye—the kind of dog where, if you thought about meeting it in a dark alley, you felt bad for the alley. This wasn’t the dog’s fault, old Crowley said: she’d just been made this way.
History had made the King in Red. But he had also made himself.
“Back at the hospital, you said I should convince people to help us. Against the skazzerai.”
“Yes.”
“How can I do that? Exactly?”
Fires burned in eye-socket pits.
“I’m an engineer,” Abelard said. “Not a diplomat. Not a peacemaker.”
“I have never been accused of either failing,” the skeleton replied.
“What do you mean to do?”
“Personally?” He sighed. “I mean to scare them.”
Abelard said nothing.
The skeleton rose from his throne and descended floating steps to the pool deck. He spoke without turning to see if Abelard had followed.
“I have burned my share of cities and slain my share of gods. Some of those assembled here have seen me uncloaked, and remember. Others know me from tales, or have heard the screams of parents or grandparents who woke in the night from a memory of some long-gone battlefield where they glimpsed me at my work. This fear is a tool. I will use it as any other.”
“Will that help?”
The grin was ever present. “With some. Others owe me favors, or wish favors of me. Still others are infected by the parasite that casts any change as an opportunity, though of course a house fire is only a chance to redecorate if you survive. Even this offers a form of leverage. They will remain at the bargaining table, because they know that if they leave, I will have it to myself. That, too, sums to fear, in the final analysis.”
“What about you? Are you afraid?”
They reached the pool deck. Water seemed to flow over the edge into infinite space. In fact it was a clever bit of engineering: the water was caught, recirculated. There were safeties. Nets and things. At least, that’s what Abelard told himself.
“I was afraid,” Kopil said, “for my city.”
“That’s not an answer.”
“And you claimed you were not a diplomat.”
Abelard looked down at his hands again: thin, and pale. “I don’t think I’m going to scare anyone.”
“Perhaps not.”
“So what should I do?”
Did those eyes burn more brightly, for an instant? “Something else.”
“Excuse me?”
“We do not need you at the bargaining table to gather a faction and make war. I am replete with competence in that regard. We need you to do what I cannot.”
“How?”
“If I knew,” he said, “I would do it. To advise you on peacemaking I must reason from contradiction—to ask what I myself would not do. Do not assume your brilliance can compass the unfolding of events. Do not gather a faction, do not raise weapons, do not make yourself a weapon. There will be weapons enough at this table. We need something else, which I cannot envision. Talk to people, I suppose. Listen. Be curious. Do not ask what they want, and still less what you would want in their stead. To ask is to preconceive an answer. Offer yourself. Seek the truth subtly, as you would seek a path when lost in a forest at night—and be skeptical of any truth you think you have found, for your hope will lay false trails.”
“What if I get it wrong?”
“The world,” he said, “is not a game to be won with perfect play.”
“That’s not what I mean. There’s so much at stake. And I’ve never done this before.”
“I have come to wonder,” the skeleton said, “about the value of experience in these matters.” The city glittered beneath them. “I chose the path of power long ago. In its pursuit I have lost loves, alienated dear friends, and failed my city and people many times. I have committed atrocities. If Ms. Pohala is to be believed, my few successes have brought us all nearer to the abyss. If there is a rightness or a wrongness to the world, the most cursory glance at my history suggests that I can give you no sure guidance as to which is which. Perhaps fresh eyes will find out new paths. And you have at least one other compensatory advantage.”
“What?”
“Very few people want to kill you.” He squeezed Abelard’s shoulder. “Yet.”
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Jax’s yacht was an island of white at anchor far out at the mouth of Alt Coulumb’s harbor, where the World Sea’s seemingly endless span opened to the east. It offered all the comforts of a palatial hotel suite, he said as they came in for landing, with less assassination exposure.
“So long as your enemies don’t have boats,” Tara said. “Or bombs.”
“Siege weaponry,” Kai added. “Submarines.”
“Kraken, mines.”
“Kraken mines.”
Tara raised one eyebrow. “Now you’re just making things up.”
“You don’t spend a lot of time on the ocean,” the priestess replied, “do you?”
Jax adjusted his tie. “Consider the prospect of my unavoidable demise acknowledged. Still, it’s nice to have fresh-squeezed orange juice when I want it.”
“We have orange juice on the mainland.”
“But you don’t have orange trees at this latitude,” he said, and signaled to his PA, who spoke into her suit cuff. “My greenhouse does.”
Two flights of stairs and three mimosas later, they sat around a hovering glyphglass table on the foredeck. Tara left her drink unsipped. She did not, in fact, spend much time on the ocean. She felt itchy so far from land, from the city, from her work, a distance magnified by the gravitational distortion of Jax’s wealth, which bent so things just seemed to happen in a way that suited him. Tara’s comfort zone, frantically striving at the edge of human capacity, just didn’t exist here.
Kai was serene in her turquoise suit, her hair up, legs primly crossed, utterly unawed. It was her job to be a seamless feature of this environment, effortless as air, no matter how hard she was working behind the scenes to attain the effect. Craftswomen belonged in a place like this, too, of course—but only when something had gone horribly wrong.
To be fair, it had.
“What do you have for me, Jax?”
He savored his mimosa and his time. “You need weapons, Ms. Abernathy. Which means you need a way to test them.”
“We face ancient powers from beyond the stars. I need something better than whatever poor bunnies you can spare from your cosmetics division.”
“I can do better than bunnies. Sonja?”
The PA laid a silvered suitcase on the table. She spun the combination locks, traced precise Craftwork figures over the lid, then drew a scalpel from a specially sewn pocket of her suit, slashed a cut on her arm, and shed a dot of blood on each latch. Then she stood back, and looked to Jax.
“I hate this part.” With a sigh, he snapped the stem of his crystal mimosa flute, and slit the back of his own wrist below the cuff. One drop welled to splash the case. At its touch, interlaced glyphwork circles burned bright on the metal, and revolved. The case popped open like a tomb door, wafting cool air and shadow and the smell of burnt silver over the sunlit deck. “But you will understand the need for precautions.”
Tara realized that her own glyphs were awake, her hand clutched to her breast as if to draw her work knife. “What is this?”
“The fruits of my research,” he said. “Speaking from the perspective of auteur theory, of course. I am hardly a scholar or a Craftsperson to be conducting such research personally, but the effort on my part was nonetheless considerable. So many grants to so many universities, so many expeditions to ancient forgotten demon temples, so many dead archaeologists under the bridge. Not a poor effort for a guy with a yacht, if I say so myself.”
Nestled in the black velvet within the case lay three crystal phials, and inside each phial a chip of glittering absence. They were less objects than gateways: through them Tara thought she could see stars.
She knew what they were before Kai spoke.
“Skazzerai.” The voice didn’t sound like Kai’s—but when Tara glanced over, the priestess’s eyes were back to normal. “How?” That word was hers entirely, but it trembled in a way that made Tara want to burn Jax where he stood.
“Thank you for the expert appraisal,” he said. “Ancient forgotten demon temples are seldom known for their recordkeeping, and establishing chain of custody has been a challenge. As to how, I did explain about the grants and the dead archaeologists and so forth. The skazzerai were here before, after all, and it’s hard for something so big to leave no trace whatsoever. These fragments, however—unlike the spirecliffs sample—are broken. Dormant. In their natural state, I understand the skazzerai to be somewhat holographic: each piece can unfurl into the entirety. They are like the Craft in that way, or the principles of exchange that undergird it: once the world is interconvertible with value in one location, for one people, it becomes interconvertible for all people everywhere, by a process akin to phase transition. These have lost that holographic function. Their delicate internal workings were fused, their carbon chains snapped. There are … elements missing.”
“Which you know,” Tara said, “because you tried to use them.”
“As will you, no doubt. For the purpose of study. Threat evaluation.”
“And product development?”
He responded with a voluminous shrug.
“Do you have any idea how dangerous that was?”
“Dear me, no, Ms. Abernathy, I have failed to see the implications until this moment! I was meddling with things beyond mortal ken, might have loosed upon an unsuspecting public powers akin to those that now threaten us from beyond the stars! Fortunately, my labs conform to the highest safety standards, and I am not a complete idiot.”
“You could have fooled me.”
“Oh, yes, fine, I might have destroyed the world, or a substantial piece of it. Remind me again what will certainly happen to us all if we do not find a weapon against our enemies?”
“But you haven’t found one,” Tara said. “Yet. Or you would have rubbed our noses in it.”
“Alas, no. We have detailed notes, but by way of executive summary, nothing we have tried can scratch them. Their pattern endures total energy conversion, as we discovered after renting the Skeld Ontological Accelerator for a few particularly expensive hours last autumn.”
“Then how did the Serpents fight them off?”
“It is a mystery. Perhaps one you can answer.”
“You should have come to me earlier.”
“Possibly. But I have been working on this problem for years, with the aid of the finest minds and subject-matter experts my fortune may procure. And you’ve been busy. Until recently I did not know who I could trust—and no one had much in the way of extra information to offer. There was something to be gained from secrecy. We have moved beyond secrets now. You each have firsthand experience of the enemy—Ms. Pohala through the Grimwald, and you yourself through the edge storm and your encounter with the, ah, victim of Professor Denovo’s trap. Perhaps you will find a solution where we have failed.”
She did not like that answer. She did not like him. But the chips of absence glittered in their seamless cages. “And what do you get out of this?”
He spread his arms, smiling. “I quite like my present life, Ms. Abernathy. If there were no more world, on what seas would I sail?”
“Jax,” she said. “I don’t know what to say.”

“Can you believe the godfucking audacity. That madman. That idiot. Can he be so disconnected from even the semblance of reality? Of course he can. Of course for him the end of the world is something with which you just fuck around.”
Kai watched Tara pace and curse in the spreading darkness of the Craftswoman’s workshop, surrounded by hulking necromantic equipment. The case lay between them on the table, closed. Before they left, Sonja had rekeyed the locks to Tara’s blood.
It had felt good to fly together, to joke on the deck of Jax’s yacht, to glance over when Tara wasn’t looking and see the curve of her cheek, the stillness of her hands, the drape of her suit, the arch of her neck. It felt good to see her like this, angry, honest. It felt good to see her. She hadn’t, much, in the weeks since Chartegnon.
There had been work. Kai had to oversee her juniors back in the home office on Kavekana’ai as they toddled through their first international crisis of faith. Tara had Abelard’s warding and recovery to occupy her, the bedside watch she shared with Caleb and Cat and Ms. Kevarian, not to mention her frantic research, her correspondence with priesthoods and governments.
They had been in the same city the whole time—on the same bench of the same rowboat, pulling complementary oars. But each time they met, it seemed to Kai that Tara had slipped farther away. Kai did not know which of them was receding, really—or if they both were, or if neither had moved but the distance between them expanded, like scholars claimed all space did over time.
Kai recognized in Tara the pattern of what the Craftswoman herself would never call panic: the rapid steps and sharp turns, the joking tone and the bitterness beneath, the suspicion with which she met any suggestion of rest. This was the blasted land on the other side of confidence, of those brilliant spans of work where it seemed all you had to do was run and you could lap the universe. You felt alone and scared, and so you faced into the hurricane, let it cut you and called your wounds accomplishment. You kept swimming so as not to drown in the ocean of yourself. Kai had lived like that before. She might be living like that now.
But it hurt to see Tara in that place. She did not know how to help.
And as for Kai herself—well, she had bad dreams.
“I knew he was up to something with the skazzerai,” Tara said. “Studying them. But I never dreamed that he would be this— Well. You know what? Fine. He’s given me something to work with. We are where we are. Gods. Hate that expression. Sounds like it should be on the cover of a book in an airport. Fucking needlepoint sampler sentiment.” Kai felt the lightning anticipation of Tara’s gaze upon her, and felt that if she, Kai, were normal, she’d have something to say. It had been a long time since she last wanted to be normal. “Thank you,” Tara said at last. “For coming with me, I mean.” And, “I’m sorry about Alikand. How are you feeling?”
“You haven’t slept.”
“I’m fine.”
“Tara.”
“I’ll sleep if I win.”
“When we win.”
“You’re more confident than I am. And you’re changing the subject. I was asking about you.”
Except you’re not, Kai thought. You’re asking about something near me. You’re not asking what face looks back at me from the mirror in the middle of the night, you’re not asking what my voice sounds like in dreams, and you’re definitely not asking for anything you need. But Kai didn’t want to fight. It was easier to talk politics, and put all those other things in a drawer for later. “If Alikand is out,” she said, “what does that mean for Kavekana? Who are we saving the world for, exactly?”
“Everyone.”
“Everyone’s not at the table.”
“Everyone’s on the table,” Tara said. “Right between the corn bread and the salad bowl. The problem we have is getting off the table before the dinner bell rings.”
“But who’s we? And who will we decide to sacrifice, when it comes down to that? Ourselves? Do you think the King in Red would lay himself on the line for Kavekana, let alone for Alikand? The Maskorovim? The Camlaanders? What about the Iskari? Or Jax?”
“Who knows. It seems to me people will throw themselves into the fire given the slightest opportunity. No matter how I try to stop them.”
Kai saw Tara’s eyes widen. She had not meant to say that second part out loud.
When Kai dived from tall cliffs back on Kavekana, or into the pool at the caldera’s heart, the fear came in the anticipation, as she contemplated the fall and the many ways death could find her at the end: broken on the rocks, drowning in the surf, torn on coral. Then she jumped—or slipped—or someone pushed her—and the wind blew all that fog away and only the animal yes remained, screaming, beautiful.
“So, you blame me for stepping into that circle? For channeling the Grimwald, and getting us our first clear answers in all this mess?”
“Yes.” The vehemence of that word, breathtaking. Kai felt a doubled rush: her own answering anger, and her thrill at this new place they had found, beyond the guarded waters of their not-quite-fights. “Yes,” Tara said again, and, “No. You don’t know what I felt, when you stepped across that line. Maybe it seemed good and noble to you, and maybe there was no other way for us to learn the truth, maybe if we sat down and worked it all out on a sheet of paper I would have said, ‘Go for it, there’s no other way.’ But in that moment I thought, I lost her, and I never even realized you were someone I could lose, and I keep losing people, and now—”
“Tara,” she said. “I’m here. I’m fine.” The word sounded thin, even to her. A ghost laughed in the deep places of her mind.
“You’re not. Abelard’s not fine and neither is Caleb and neither are you. I’ve been working back over those days, and everything I planned, every ounce of strategy and intelligence and all these skills I’m supposed to have, it all seems like a tissue-paper gown. Convincing until it starts to rain. Now I’m here in the cold and I don’t know what I’m doing and all my friends are hurt.”
“Nobody knows what they’re doing,” Kai said. “Not really. No one knows all the angles. Some people lie about it, and a few lie even to themselves. That’s all.”
“Ms. Kevarian knows.”
“Does she? Or do you think she’s figuring it out one step at a time like the rest of us?”
“The assholes know what they’re doing. Okay? Clarity knows. Whoever sent the gray men, they know. The skazzerai—maybe they’re not even really conscious out there the way we understand the term, maybe knowledge doesn’t work for them in their weird fuck-off geometries the way it does for us—but when you project whatever’s going on in their broken-glass brains down to our level it sure looks like they know. The worst man I’ve ever met, okay, he knew. He had a plan to deal with all this, fifty years ago. And I don’t.”
“His plan created the mess we’re in right now. You don’t know what that creature inside Dawn might have been, if she wasn’t trapped and broken and tortured for half a century.”
“You know what she would have been.”
She remembered a mouth the size of the sky, and teeth that were eyes. “I don’t. I only know what the Grimwald believed. And I’m not even sure about that.”
“I can’t be like this,” Tara said. “I can’t be some kid who just happened to survive all this time. I can’t keep losing. I have to be better.”
“Abelard wouldn’t be alive if not for you. Caleb would be stuck in the spirecliffs, and I’d be trapped in a deposition somewhere—if Clarity and her brood hadn’t gotten me by now. And none of us would be one thaum more ready for what’s coming. I’m scared as all hells, but I’d rather be here. Because I believe in you. In us. And if you want to send me away, you’ll need more than magic to do it.” She was standing up, and did not remember rising. Stop being so fucking scared, Tara Abernathy. Is that what I need to say? You’re here, now. Grab me by the godsdamn throat.
For an instant she thought Tara might. She raised one hand, tense with power that was not glyphwork or sorcery, and drew a fierce breath. But they learned an art in the Hidden Schools that was not the art of faith. They carved out their hearts and hid them in a place of safety.
Tara set her hand down on the case, and closed her eyes. When she opened them again she was calm. “I should get to work.”
“Fine,” Kai said. “Me too.”
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It was always sunrise somewhere, according to a show tune popular during the middle Wars. The lyric had no doubt been intended to inspire optimism, but it had that effect, Elayne Kevarian felt, only if one ignored the obvious implications. If it was always sunrise somewhere, it was also always sunset, and for that matter darkest midnight.
This was fortunate for her, because only at the stroke of midnight could certain work be accomplished.
She stood, in one sense, in Alt Coulumb, or anyway, above it. According to her pocket watch it was early morning. But if one were to inquire of the laboratory in which she stood where precisely it believed itself to be, the indicia and temporal accidents would offer a contrary impression. Beyond the peaked windows lay the starry vault of night, and a slate-gray sea swept from horizon to horizon. The great silver clock on the wall insisted it was midnight. As of course it was, here above the Pax, a third of the way west around the world and tracking westward at a speed of one twenty-fourth of the planet’s circumference per hour.
The remains of her enemy lay upon the slab. She set her knuckle against her lower lip, and tried to make sense of them.
She did not have much to work with. All the scraps she had been able to salvage from the ruin of Zack’s shop and the battle in the Serpents’ cavern amounted to a few chips of sharp-toothed metal, almost but not quite iron. Beneath a jeweler’s loupe the gears and individual components seemed to bristle with fine hairs. Beneath a high-powered microscope, those hairs were gears and components, too, bristling with hairs of their own. Mechanism, all the way down.
She intoned a rolling phrase that rang like a bell at frequencies too low for the human ear. She adjusted controls upon the slab, and beams of bright light played upon the iron in shades of undigo and bled and other unnamed colors affronting to the eye. At last she drew from her inner pocket a phial of rainbow liquid, opened the stopper, and dispensed a judicious glistening drop, which shattered into a scream of light.
The iron lay unmoved. But not, she thought, quite dead.
Perhaps: waiting.
When the toll of that unheard bell faded she heard distant waves, and a closer, personal silence, as of someone trying hard not to be the first to speak.
She did not turn.
The silence shuffled its feet, then cleared its throat. It gained a distinctly embarrassed character. Finally, the silence forced itself into a voice—a heavy voice, accustomed to proclamations, to cheese and port after supper, to the dispensation of paternal advice, and not at all to uncertainty. “These are not inexpensive to run, you know.”
“A pleasure as always, Chancellor.” The words were proper enough. She could not quite disguise the feeling behind them.
“A soul a minute, more or less,” the silence continued with a slight tipped-bicycle waver, trying to pretend that certain things unsaid had also been unheard. “More than worth the price, in the pursuit of knowledge, of course—at its finest settings, the time saved approaches infinity. Imagine: for thousands of years, hundreds of thousands, really, the very best we could do was wait for next midnight and try again. With this system, we can accomplish ten days’ work in ten minutes!” The silence checked its own enthusiasm with a tenured harrumph. “Always worth the price, of course, in the pursuit of knowledge. Or for an old friend.”
As the silence spoke Elayne had experienced an odd tension in her zygomaticus major and minor, raising the corners of her mouth, and felt a range of sensations more difficult to anatomize in her chest. At the word “friend,” they went away.
“I do not think,” she said, “that you would care to review our present balance of accounts, Chancellor.”
“That’s fair,” the silence admitted. “More than fair. That time with the Dream Butchers in Kho Khatang alone would count for at least—well, we’d have to wake up Professor Xaius in the ethics faculty to say for sure. They’re working on a rather delicate little project I think you’d enjoy—an auction-based system of ethical weights and measures. They say it’s intended for actuarial work, providing at best a rough estimate when confined to individual frames of reference, but it would be worth a laugh to consult. Especially since Professor Xaius never wakes before lunchtime. What is it you have there, anyway?”
She considered covering her work. But that damned tension slipped into the zygomaticus again. She did, in fact, remember the Dream Butchers, and the pretty noise their crystal palace had made when it went smash. “See for yourself.”
The silence insinuated itself beside her at the slab—which took some doing. Bodies that large did not insinuate easily. But Chancellor Agravaine Thistle was a man of uncommon care. That was—had always been, if Elayne were honest—the problem.
His gray hair still surprised her. Not the clockwork heart or the skeleton arm or the half of his jaw framed from demonglass—everyone picked up a few marks as they wandered through a life of Craft, and Thistle in particular had spent his idle hours, when they were young and in the Wars, sketching designs for alternative hands. But the gray hairs did not belong. Neither did the silver in his beard. He looked like an elder mage, not the plump eager witch-boy she had known once upon a time.
But then he raised his eye patch, and regarded her samples with the array of Craftwork lenses nestled in the socket beneath, and his face softened into wonder. “Tremendous,” he said. “Such intricate tooling—look how it responds to the slightest presence of soul. Independently actuating—as if powered by, not the soul itself, but the potential difference between soul and hunger. Self-organizing, too—on these small scales, anyway. The detail is terribly fine. Imperial work, almost certainly, one of the pure-play fabs that inscribe glyphwork designs for external clients. Tiankong Necromantic, unless I miss my guess.”
“You can identify the fab from such a small sample?”
“There are no explicit markers, but institutions that can produce work of such resolution—well, there are three I’m aware of: a Schwarzwald experimental facility incapable of mass production, a Zurish military installation that might be functional or might be a piece of political theater, and Tiankong Necro.”
“Or some evil genius in a volcano somewhere.”
“If microtooling were so easy, we’d all be holed up in volcanos. Certainly I would.”
“And give up your chancellorship?”
“Most days. Particularly on days with board meetings.”
“You didn’t have to do this,” she said, to her surprise.
“To host the conclave? It’s a singular personal privilege, and the various donor incentives—”
“I mean, you didn’t have to be chancellor.”
He blinked the eye that still could. The other watched her through revolving lenses. “But they asked me.”
She wanted it to be more complicated than that. But she had been wanting for a long time. With shadow-gloved hands, she gathered the iron into a leather case lined with red velvet, snapped the case shut, and put it away in another world. Maybe it was a better one.
“Tea?” the chancellor asked, hopefully.
“We both have work to do.”
“I’ve missed this. Our chats. It’s funny, isn’t it,” Thistle said, as if he didn’t quite think so. “Like a reunion in its own way. All of us together again. You, me, Kopil, Belladonna, Madeline, even, er, the other side. Always wondered why you never accepted our offers of a guest-lecturer position. Not even a single semester of umbral arts.”
“You wondered.” She searched his face. It might even have been true. “With Alexander in his endowed chair, his research group churning through students, you wondered.”
“What would you have done in my place, Elayne? Would you have cast out a scholar of his caliber for a few failed experiments?”
“Those experiments were people, Agravaine. A lucky few of them still are.”
“They weren’t all wounded, innocent birds. They signed release forms. They competed to work with him. His graduates went on to lead departments, to break new ground in group theory and advanced theophysics.”
“He was supposed to be a teacher.”
“Mistakes were made. He would have been the first to admit that.”
“Did you ever know him to admit a mistake?”
He smiled as if at some uncomplicated memory. “Please, let me fix you tea. The Shining Empire delegation provided this truly delicate Black Dragon as a guest gift. I don’t quite have a handle on the brewing process yet, but perhaps…”
“Agravaine.”
He was halfway to the door, not having realized that Elayne was not following him. He looked for her first at his shoulder, surprised to find her absent. “Yes?”
“Whose side are you on?”
The question grew taut between them.
He stood there and did not speak: Chancellor Thistle, kindly tillerman of the Hidden Schools; figure of loving mockery to his students and exasperation to his faculty; a man upon whom the board of trustees had looked, when the post of chancellor became vacant, and said, Ah yes, good man, Thistle, we can work with him. A reasonable fellow.
Children came to the Craft in many ways, back in the Wars. Elayne had fled a mob. Alexander emerged from private schools, slick and strong as a bear from salmon season. And Agravaine—he had just been so happy to be there. After a solitary childhood building elegant contraptions with nervous tissue harvested from mice, at last he’d found people he could talk to. And talk he did—gently, generously, at times with effortless eloquence and at times stumbling over his own sentences, as if his thoughts weren’t safe inside his head and had to be spoken lest they shrivel in the second-guessing silence of his brain.
She liked him. Alexander liked him. Everybody liked him. And for all his words, she had always felt there was a part of him unsaid. Everyone, she thought, had a wound inside.
Though perhaps that was just projection. The hearts of other people were a territory you might conquer, but could never absolutely comprehend.
That had always driven Alexander crazy.
This was too long a silence, even for an ever-midnight room. You gave the advice to every first-year, and then forgot: beware asking questions to which you do not already know the answer. True enough in court if not in private life, but behind it lay the ur-advice: do not ask a question to which you do not want to know the answer.
Chancellor Thistle smiled. “I’m on everybody’s side.”
She did want tea. That was the part that hurt.
She summoned a door. “I wish I could stay.”
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Floating cities, and by extension floating universities, are often regarded as secure, though, in fact, they only enjoy particular advantages when it comes to resisting incursion. It is hard to keep people in when all they have to do to get out is fall. And, of course, survive the landing—though for necromancers that part is optional.
The Hidden Schools had taken steps to remedy this failing in their security. Between the wards and watchgolems and Proctors and sundry other Things That Crouched in the Hanging Towers, it was harder than one might expect to escape the hallowed, unheilig halls. Especially while dragging a hot-pink suitcase and wearing three-inch pumps. But as a student of the Schools herself and a role model to underclassmen everywhere, it would not do for Donnie Albrecht to go on the lam without proper footwear.
Her escape plan, she had to admit, left something to be desired with regard to hows and what’s-nexts. Being a clear-minded person, she would also, unhappily, concede that it was her own fault that she had ended up in such a desperate position. She had spent the last month organizing the Domino Club’s spring recruitment drive, and the student affairs newsletter, and the Witches’ Sabbath and Champagne Brunch, while maintaining her independent studies with Professor Grimsward, helping Thandy Bonaventure navigate her breakup with Allegra Chen, and helping Al Chen navigate her unexpectedly broken heart (feelings being, for Al, something that tended to happen to other people)—at any rate with one thing and another she had missed the various encyclicals delivered by raven post concerning the conclave, and those powers, thrones, potentates, and, specifically, alumnae who would be in attendance.
That afternoon, gazing down from the rail of the Domino Club’s tea garden, Donnie had remarked that the city beneath looked a great deal like Alt Coulumb, and Allegra Chen had said, “Well, sure it is, we’re here for the conclave,” and Donnie had said, “What conclave?” and Al had said, “Didn’t you read the encyclical?” and Donnie had said, “My dear Al, my darling, reading should be a source of joy, wonder, transport, sorrow, and it would be a shame to waste one’s hours with the quotidian yawn of Chancellor Thistle’s distributions on school affairs.” Al, sweet gunner that she was, always read all her mail and filed any relevant information in her voluminous and jewel-tone-tabbed organizer, which eminence she, upon the balcony, produced from a pandimensional pocket and opened, to read Chancellor Thistle’s announcement of the conclave and the list of esteemed attendees, at which point Donnie had most certainly not “squawked,” whatever Al had to say on the subject.
She had, however, retreated to her room to pack. In haste.
Al, naturally, pursued.
“You can’t leave,” Al said, matching Donnie’s pace with infuriating ease—one would expect that those heavy boots of hers would slow her down. “We have the recruitment drive this week. And midterms.”
“Midterms,” Donnie replied, “are for people who can’t deal with full terms.” She marched across the rainbow bridge between Inverse Quad and the arboretum. Her suitcase wheels bound up on the cobblestones; vexed, she paused for the length of an incantation, whereupon the rolling bag grew skeletal legs and scrambled after her. “I’m sad, of course, to leave the club at such a vital moment, though I have every confidence in Turtle’s ability as club chair to attract fresh talent.”
“Turtle has not said more than three sentences since matriculation.”
“But they have been such effective sentences.”
She threaded past the thrashvines, through the rippling chimes of the bone orchard, to the deadfall, where translucent skeletons of fish swam through a ghost brook over the edge of the garden and fell into the sky. Donnie waded into the brook, which, being spectral, wet neither her pumps nor her stockings, though the ripple about her calves disconcerted.
A ward twenty feet below the arboretum’s sudden edge caught the water and fish skeletons and escorted them back around to the reflecting pool, but it was not built to catch people. The suicide wards, meanwhile—much abused during midterms season—were not built to catch fish. With a swift scoop of manicured hand, Donnie caught one of the swimming skeletons, and began to trace the peculiarly hinged argument she required, first establishing an identity principle between her skeleton and that of the fish, which would allow her to fall, and then a principle of division, establishing the distinctions between them necessary to avoid a sputtering, humiliating recirculation into the reflecting pool. It was a bit slapdash, but all of her more certain means of escape required time, a currency of which she found herself bereft.
“Al,” she continued, “dear Al, please try to understand. Why are we here, in this fine institution of learning, if not to learn—to know ourselves, to quote the august inscription above the door of Endwright Hall? And how may we know ourselves, if our feet only grace the paths others have prepared for us? The city below, with its strange gods and teeming millions, presents an opportunity for self-discovery beyond any our kind professors may offer. I mean to seize it, now.”
“You could say the same about Kho Khatang, or Kalichut, or Chartegnon, or the Shining City. You barely even noticed when we passed over Zheng’an.”
“Well,” Donnie said, “I find myself at a different stage in my personal course of study, at present. Please, give the others my regards and apologies.” The bonesilver in her nail polish trailed a glyph of blue light above the fish. Her argument bit with teeth of ice.
She stepped forward, or tried. Al, she realized with surprise, had caught her arm. “You’re acting weird, Donnie, and I will not let you go without—”
Before Al could finish her sentence, Donnie’s argument took hold.
The fish, being dead, were guided in their procession through the ghostwaters of the arboretum by their own memories of life, and the arboretum’s mighty recirculating Craft. By her own argument, Donnie was partially a fish—so over the edge she went. And Al along with her.
Even Donnie had to concede that the sound that escaped her possessed a certain squawkishness.
The second part of her argument, the one that allowed them to fall, worked flawlessly, though Al was too busy screaming herself hoarse to appreciate Donnie’s Craftswomanship. No doubt this, too, would be used against her at some future date. But in the moment, tumbling toward Alt Coulumb, with one arm losing circulation beneath her suitemate’s grip of mortal terror, Donnie did not care. She felt the thrill of liberation, as the city opened beneath her. She wanted to spread her wings and cry triumph, to gape her maw and loose a roar of flame. Alt Coulumb, watch out!
She did not, of course, have wings. A minor inconvenience. She’d figure something out before they landed.
She was still figuring when a claw of shadow seized her, and she stopped. Even Al’s scream cut short.
A woman hovered before them, in a purple-black dress. She did not look the least bit discommoded by flight, gravity, or time. She wore a domino mask, and a hammer at her belt, and when Donnie looked into her face, it was as if staring into a black mirror.
“Donnie,” said Belladonna Albrecht. “I was just on my way to see you. So good of you to drop in.”
Composure, Donnie had always insisted, was the root virtue from which all others sprang. Mostly she said this because she thought it sounded cool, but at this moment she found some strength in the echo of her own words. She drew a breath, met those mirrored sapphire eyes, and said, “Hi, Mom.”
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When Tara was a child, she had asked herself what role she might play in the world—how she could best apply herself in its service. The world was a chaotic place when you looked at it from four feet off the ground. It needed care. In a well-kept room, books had their shelves and beds had their sheets and pens had their little cup on the desk beside the skull. Of everything, she had thought back then, one might ask: is this where it should be? And if not, how can I get it there? This path of inquiry was one of many that led her to the Craft. Surely, with the right education, a young woman of strong will and a talent for necromancy could make things as they should be.
On reflection, she might have paid more attention to the word “should.” Why should something be just there, and not someplace else? Why should a kidney be a kidney, and not a cancer? It’s all the same to the cells—better, perhaps, to be cancer, because cancers are in a sense immortal. People only think the kidney should be a kidney because they’re people—because the kidney is part of a person, and, barring necromantic intervention, people without kidneys have a tendency to die. Order—the stuff of shoulds and should nots—flows down from the mighty to the weak, while the power required to impose that order is drawn from the weak to the mighty, as a tree draws food and water through its roots. Order might be seen, in this case, as the result of an extraction of power.
No wonder, then, that at the highest levels of power everything seemed to be a constant bloody mess.
This, unfortunately, included her office. She had barely even glanced at Cat’s reports on diplomatic security; the top sheet described how Dame Alban, bored with her incarceration at the Hall of Justice, had burst through her cell wall, trailing its bricks like a ball gown’s train. Tara had anticipated a certain amount of chaos in the summit. What surprised her were the ever-shifting childlike demands: certain parties would abandon talks if certain phrasings were used to describe the present problem; other parties would hold up committee proceedings if they were not. Two diplomats refused to be in the same room at the same time, which, to Tara, seemed to undercut the point of diplomats altogether. Small children behaved this way; then again, who could stop a world power from behaving like a small child?
Once upon a time, questions like that had seemed purely rhetorical. Now she had a creeping dread that the answer was supposed to be: her.
She was as close to the center of events as she had ever been: in a certain sense, more powerful. She could not afford to feel out of control, and neither could her friends. She had tried to explain all this to Kai, but nothing she said came out like it should.
There was that word again.
She drummed her fingers on Jax’s metal briefcase, and felt the skull on her desk fix its eye sockets upon her. She liked the place she’d made for Denovo there; she wished she did not hear him laughing.
A shadow rose beyond her smoked-glass door. There was a knock.
She kept meaning to install a back door to her office; there was no easy exit save the window. She made her jaw relax. “Come in, Elayne.”
The Craftswoman entered, in her pinstriped suit. Ms. Kevarian did not seem to notice Tara’s office mess. Her gaze settled briefly on the skull, before moving on. She always seemed to be watching from a great distance—it gave her smallest expression leverage. Tara had wondered if someday she would learn how Ms. Kevarian did that. It hadn’t happened yet. “I am pleasantly surprised,” Ms. Kevarian said, “to find you here.”
“It’s my office.”
“You seem to have a knack for being where I am not, in recent weeks.”
“We all have work to do.” She gathered papers and scrolls and piled them back into her teetering inbox. “I just came for my mail before heading to the lab. Turns out Jax had some shards that might be skazzerai iron—or trash, who knows. I want to see what they’re made of.”
“The gray men are of terrestrial, though unconventional, construction. My contact has identified the fabricators capable of the work. It seems there are fewer than I anticipated. Caleb and Ms. Pohala have been informed. Now, so have you.”
“Thank you.”
“You have done well,” Ms. Kevarian said.
Tara paused halfway to the door. Some part of her sang to hear those words. She wished it would shut up. “I don’t see how.”
In the cinder field above Dresediel Lex, above the ruin of Abelard, Tara had clung to her, heaving sobs, clenched-shut eyes hot with smoke and tears. She had needed her in that moment as ivy needed a wall, but she could not look at her now. They were divided by that memory.
Do you think she’s figuring it out one step at a time like the rest of us?
Tara needed that not to be true. She needed Ms. Kevarian’s strength, with a child’s desperation. She could not, and should not, need anything so profoundly.
“You survived. You all did. Tens of thousands would have died, if not for Abelard. He would not have been there if not for you. He would not have lived had you not arrived in time.”
“That was an accident.”
“In certain strains of philosophy, ‘accident’ refers to the physical substance of a thing, rather than its essential nature. The accident is what may be seen, tested, observed, what may be the cause of effects or the effect of a cause. The essential nature is eternal and unchanging. It resides in the supernal realm, safely removed from all significance. The accident is what happens.”
“You’re saying I should take credit for things over which I have no control?”
“I’m saying, Ms. Abernathy, that the assumption of guilt is the assertion of control. It is seductive. We spend our young lives accumulating what we believe to be power—only to find existence more vast and more variously caused than we assumed. At that point, all we can do is navigate.”
“Are you, of all people, telling me to surrender to the ungovernable?”
“The Craft works through logics of opposition and dialectic: control or chaos, guilt or innocence, property or liberty, ally or enemy. That logic of negation is one of the many forms of violence we work upon the world and ourselves. Every blade carves in as well as out. Many practitioners come to view their own existence in such terms. It is a common trap. I have fallen into it myself, at times.”
“I can’t imagine you trapped.”
Her smile was thin and cutting. “Perhaps that is a disservice I have done you. I always did try to seem strong.”
There were footsteps in the hall outside. Far away, an elevator door chimed.
“I met the girl, you know,” Elayne said. “Dawn. You were a good teacher.”
“Not good enough. Or too good. I have the scars to show for it.”
“No true education lacks an element of pain. For the teacher as well as the student. Students, of course, rarely think about the second part.”
She did, then. “Did I hurt you?”
“You left.”
“I had to,” she said, too fast. “No. I chose to.” What had she said, when she told Elayne she was leaving? “He hurt me.” Say his name. Do not make that mad small man an evil you must avert. “Denovo hurt me. The Schools let it happen. I guess a genius gets to nail a few butterflies to a board every now and then. You took a chance on me when no one else would. But the Craftwork world—it was still the world that chose him. After we beat him, I had to find my own way.” Gods, her heart was working. “I learned so much from you. Maybe if I’d stayed—”
Ms. Kevarian looked at her, then at the skull, then away. “I think you made the right decision.”
“You do?”
“Not the ordinary decision, or the easy decision, or the most convenient. But you have a talent for bringing the sword to the knot. It is a dangerous skill.”
She didn’t know how to answer that. “Why did you let me go?”
“You were my direct report, Tara. Not my servant.”
“I must have seemed like an idiot. Throwing away your advice, your friendship—”
“Never that.”
The interruption struck her silent, though Elayne had spoken with no force but care.
“When I began my practice after the Wars, it was all we could do to survive. Scars have a particular strength: they hold us together, but they limit our movement. I trusted you to see paths I could not, to move in ways that seemed impossible to me. Some roads are made for the young to walk.” She closed her eyes, sank into herself with an indrawn breath. “Not that I could not have left. What would Belladonna do without me?”
“I’m sure she’d manage.” Tara looked down at her laced hands: at the skin and metal and bone. “I couldn’t lay a finger on Dawn last time. And now I have to stop her.”
“Are you sure of that?”
Ally or enemy. In the graveyard, there had been tears in Dawn’s eyes as Tara came apart. The spider towering beyond the storm. Kai, her face obscured by a spectral caul; Abelard, burned. Her father, walking out of sight on that twilight path. “Yes.”
“What would you say to her,” Elayne said, “if she stood before you now?”
To that, Tara had no answer.
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The Conclave Delegation of the Seventh Plenary Commission of the Third Imperial Congress of the Nearing-Peace Reign of the Shining Empire had established its temporary diplomatic headquarters in Alt Coulumb by purchasing a warehouse-to-condo conversion on the waterfront and building a wall around it. Above the monofilament coils, dark windows glistened with wards and the roof bristled with nightmare antennae in screaming rainbow colors. Couriers were received in a collapsible silver outbuilding beneath the ghostly gaze of ancestral armor. Within the delegation’s grounds, no birds of Alt Coulumb sang and the city’s sea breeze did not blow. They lacked the necessary permits.
Ran met Caleb down the street, outside a Muerte Coffee.
“Won’t they notice you’ve slipped out?”
“Oh, most of that security’s for show,” Ran said. “There’s hardly anyone inside. Everyone has meetings—and we can’t clear the Crown Prince of Camlaan, bless his empty little head, to visit our paranoid hideout for hard-work tea. Poor boy would never pass the background check. So we go to bars, we sit on park benches to feed pigeons. We grab coffee. The Elevated and Austere Ms. Sun herself graced an early morning ballroom-dance class that just so happened to be attended by the Dhistran trade rep. The coffee here is ghastly sweet, do they make it that way on purpose?”
“If you buy the normal stuff it’s fine. The iced-blended-triple-pump-with-extra-mint-cream might have been one adjective too many.”
“Never could resist a modifier.” Ran’s full lips pursed around the straw, then twisted into a grimace. “Feels like getting intimate with an ice-cream factory.”
“All those walls and wire, just for show?”
“I’d think you’d know better, Caleb. There’s no ‘just’ about it. Everyone involved—everyone who matters—is keenly aware of the value of a surface. This way, each of us gets to be the nice, easygoing one, the reasonable person you’d much rather deal with, compared to the Grim and August Majesty who surely crouches within those fortifications, reviewing every piece of paperwork that crosses their desk with the dire gaze of the Ancestral Party.”
“Do they really?”
“Would I tell you if they did?” Ran smiled, delightfully. At the moment, Ran looked like a woman of glorious leisure fresh from some class and on the way to some other: late forties, perhaps, in athletic pants and a puffy down vest, golden hair tied back, long legs crossed, one foot dangling in a sneaker that cost more than Caleb made last month. “It’s useful for all of us, including you, including me, even, to believe that they exist. Because even if they do not exist in a single and particular body—even if every single operator and official thinks all this is a bit much, really—we must act as if we are the only ones in on the joke.”
“Because you’re afraid?”
“Only in the way everyone out here is afraid of poverty. Loyalty and unity are powerful surfaces. While they are preserved, you can get up to all sorts of hanky-panky under the covers. So to speak. We pursue our own ends, form informal groups to advocate for this or that; we enrich ourselves as we serve the multitude, sometimes, with care and in private. But you have to keep the Grim and August Majesties in mind, because everyone believes they exist—which means that anyone may, at any time, find themselves required to perform the role of Grim and August Majesty. Authority is nowhere, so authority is everywhere.”
“You make it sound like you’re haunted.”
Again, the smile. “We’re all ghost stories, Caleb. Even you. Especially you.”
“I’m glad you made it out of Zheng’an.”
“I’m not sure that I am. Out, that is. But I’m glad to have found an office a little farther from the front.” Cornflower-blue eyes settled on Caleb’s bandaged hand. His absent finger ached through the painkillers. “Though perhaps I’ve merely decamped from one front to another.”
“Did you have any luck finding the Tiankong Necromantic client list?”
“They’re a global firm with a two-year manufacturing queue. The gray-man job would have been a small order unless someone has an army of the things sitting around somewhere.”
“I don’t like that thought.”
“Neither do I, sweetheart. My point is, you might as well ask me to hunt through the client list of Muerte Coffee for any gorgeous spooks who might be having milkshakes there. The complexity of the work does narrow things a bit. They ordered an iced-blended-triple-pump-with-extra-mint-cream, to extend the analogy. This is cutting-edge, high-resolution fabbing—normally reserved for major nightmare telegraphics or security. Think nightmare relays, undead dragons, mechanized gods, and so on. And I did find a few odd orders.” Long fingers dipped into the puffy vest and emerged with a folded slip of paper. “Too small for the usual players, too large for pure research or proof-of-concept. All of them are shell Concerns. It’s something to go on, at least.” Ran slid it across the table, but did not let it go when Caleb tried to pick it up. “I’m worried about you, Caleb.”
“Ran.” He tried to grin it off. “You know me. I’ve done this sort of thing before.”
“I do know you,” Ran said. “And I don’t think you have, my dear. I don’t think anyone has, not for a very long time. Tiankong Necro serves an international clientele, but it is also a strategic asset of the Empire, which means some Grim and August Majesty had their eye on this project from the beginning. Or should have. Now you tell me this has something to do with what happened in Dresediel Lex. Which means it had something to do with your father. Which means it had something to do with Shenshan Prison. Which means it’s bound up in the unpleasantness back home.”
“That’s not—my father was fighting these guys.”
“But why was he in Shenshan in the first place? Our records are uncharacteristically silent on the subject, thus far. Some Grim and August Majesty wanted him there, or was persuaded to want him there.”
“Do you really think that?”
“I am withholding judgment, as yet. But the knives are out, Caleb. The fate of the world, of even the Empire, lies in the balance.”
“I think you have that backward.”
An elegant shrug. “Watch yourself. That’s all I’m saying.”
“Thanks,” he said. “You too.”
Still, Ran did not let the paper go.
“Is there something else?”
“You found Mal,” Ran said. “Didn’t you.”
Caleb looked away from the alien depths of those eyes, and vanished the paper into his sleeve.
Ran said, carefully, “What will you do now?”
Ran wasn’t asking about Tiankong Necro or about the gray men. Those questions would have been easy by comparison.
“I wish I knew.”
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Tara stood before the end of the world.
It didn’t look like much: a chip of black iron smaller than a mouse’s finger bone, stuck in a crystal ball. But looks weren’t everything. People called appearances deceiving and congratulated themselves on their perspicacity. Can’t get one over on me! How convenient it would be if appearances were merely deceiving, presented with intent to mislead. If they were, you could ask questions like “What is the deceiver’s agenda, here? What does it want me to think?”
No, the problem with appearances was that they were, well, appearances: they were whatever could be made of underlying reality by the sensory apparatus and mental equipment of an ape evolved to be really good at questions such as “Now where did that wildebeest get to?” and “What’s rustling those bushes?” and “Will cousin Thag ox-jaw me in my sleep?” Tara knew the stars weren’t holes in a colander the gods put over the sky at night, but she couldn’t quite convince her eyes.
That was why people invented lab equipment.
Thus far she had subjected the iron to temperatures that should have turned it to glowing plasma, to pressures found in the hearts of hellworlds, and to sheer forces that nature only produced in the spicier orbits of black holes. Demonglass did not cut the iron. Nor did a godstooth saw. (Admittedly, her supply of teeth was stale.) In frustration, she had pushed the great dark engines of her workshop to the groaning edge of operational tolerance. A mistake would have atomized her, and the workshop, and the building. If not the block.
And Abelard wondered why she had not taken him up on his offer of workspace in the Sanctum. Out here, her mistakes were her own problem. And maybe the neighbors’.
She did not want to think about Abelard, his kindness, his gratitude, his confidence, his burning eyes. She did not want to think about Kai—whose memories she could have used, whose Grimwald ghost might still hold within the twisted passages of its dreams the key to fighting the skazzerai. She did not at all want to think about Dawn, last glimpsed on godback fleeing Dresediel Lex as it burned; Dawn, who, way back at what Tara could not help seeing as the beginning of all this—though if there had been a beginning, it had been before Tara was born, before the God Wars, before sentient life took hold on this planet—had disobeyed Tara’s orders by saving her life.
Because Dawn had thought that Tara could not handle things on her own.
Worse: she had been right.
No more of that. No more fuckups, no more being saved by chance or the intervention of trusted friends. She would fix this glorious clusterfuck on her own. She would break this thing, with fire and lightning and ice. She would win, and then they would all relax on some beach somewhere—Abelard with the fire gone from his eyes, Kai with the ghost plucked from her head, and Dawn herself again.
Great wheels of soulfire crackled and turned around her skeletal left hand. Crystals spun on dark armatures. She plied the iron with solar flame and nightmare blades. Lights all through the building flickered and died. Stars went out. Across town, dreamers wailed in their sleep.
The iron remained. “It was a nice try,” said a voice behind her. “I’ll give you that.”
Tara knew that voice. Her blade was in her hand. She moved, striking with claws of shadow.
The claws closed on nothing.
Behind her, again, the voice tsk’d. “Touchy. But then, he always said you were. Brilliant, but touchy. Wanted to do everything from first principles. Never listened. I see not much has changed. Crisis ungirds us: tears away artifice to reveal the truth.”
“And will you reveal yourself, Madeline?”
“So familiar.”
“I think I am entitled. Given our history.”
“Please, child. You barely know what history is. But I will concede: you’re learning fast. Stop trying to kill me, and let’s talk. You need allies. And you will probably regret trashing some of this equipment.”
Lunging shadow-clad through the darkness after the voice, she had left a trail of sparks and sheared metal and the rainbow fizz of broken wards. Her chest heaved. She felt raw and furious—and still the voice flitted out of reach, untouchable, as if …
Oh.
Of course.
In absolute darkness, the speaker could be anywhere—and so was, on average, nowhere in particular. It was a cheeky argument. Absurd. But it had worked.
Tara invoked the moon. The lab was dark no longer, but shadowless, with the silvertype brilliance of high midnight. Amid the wrecked arcane machinery a woman stood, caught in light like a mosquito in amber, yet apparently unconcerned. Madeline Ramp was ageless in the taxidermic way of late-career Craftswomen, before they entered the truly “late” phase, with exposed skeleton and so on. She wore a neat, boxy maroon skirt suit and snakeskin gloves. At least, they looked like gloves.
“Alexander always said you could be trusted to find the right answer, once you had exhausted all other options.” Madeline Ramp could not move, but her eyes flicked to the ruined cage of wire and bird skulls at her feet. “Skellinx 730 argumentative spectrometer. Expensive. You should take better care of your things.”
“One prayer from me, and thirty pissed-off gargoyles and their patron goddess crash through that skylight.”
“And violate my diplomatic immunity?” She shrugged as if doffing a coat, and the gelid light that held her softened. She settled gently to the floor. “Not a promising start to a conclave.”
“What.”
She flicked a laminated badge at her lapel—the silver knot of safe-conduct glimmered.
“We did not invite you.”
“You invited the Association of Licensed Craftworkers and Affiliated Professions, of which I am, naturally, a member in good standing. Dean Orthax at ALCAP reached out to me as a recognized authority on Alt Coulumb, largely due to our connection.”
“A recognized authority? You tried to destroy the city.”
“I tried to kill its gods. There is a difference, though gods are inclined to disagree.”
“And as for your connection to me…”
Madeline Ramp shrugged again. “Dean Orthax has a generous and forgiving heart. In a drawer somewhere, I’m sure.”
“You killed my friend.”
“You’ll have to be more specific.”
“Daphne Mains.”
“I gave that girl a second chance at life, or at something very much like it.”
“You made her into a weapon.”
“Is it my fault that demonic reconstruction remains, due to silly and shortsighted ethics-review boards, more art than science?”
“You tried to break my mind and shackle me to your will.”
“Now that is entirely fair.”
“And you expect me to work with you.”
“No. I expected you to try to kill me, then throw a teenager’s diary’s worth of grudges in my face, then scoff—quite like that, yes—when called out for so doing. I hoped that you were ready to put aside old enmities—just as you’re encouraging all the rest of us to do. In the interest of the future. But hope must at times encounter disappointment, lest it stagnate to a mere estimation of probability.”
The Craftswomen’s dialectic boxed Tara in: every response she could make, and every response she had made so far, bolstered Ramp’s position. Madeline Ramp had always been a good and dangerous advocate, though Tara remained unsure of whether she, in the final analysis, ever advocated for anyone who wasn’t Madeline Ramp. “All the blood that’s flowed between us, and you’re telling me you’ve come to make peace.”
“Oh, hardly. I come bearing not peace, but the sword, as the old desert prophet says. I know where my allegiance lies. You, Ms. Abernathy, are the one who lacks clarity on the subject.”
“I’m not interested in making peace with you.”
“Do you imagine that the old enmity of which I spoke is the one you have directed against me? Ms. Abernathy, I barely know you, but I would hope you might give me credit for greater knowledge of your psychogeography. My dear—it is not I to whom you owe an apology.”
“Alexander Denovo is dead.”
“Yet his name springs so readily to your lips.”
“He was a monster.”
“Certainly! A monster who dedicated his life, to use the colloquial term, to fighting the same adversary you now face. If not for him, the terror that is your student would have been loosed upon an unready world decades ago.”
“And without forty years of torture being its first experience of humanity.”
“You’d rather we had made a misleading impression? Alexander saw the ends toward which the Craft was aimed, and aimed higher. Your personal differences aside—fine, then, replace that term with whatever strikes your fancy or flatters your ego—you must admit that we, now, are not in a position to scorn any aid, least of all the aid of a genius obsessed with the very problem we face. He built weapons against this day. He made that trap in the desert, which you ruined. He was a visionary. His skull alone, the memories and pathways of mind imprinted there by premortem exercises and careful estate planning, would be a weapon of great power against the enemy that walks the land—and what nears from beyond the stars.”
“I destroyed it,” Tara lied. “Smashed it with a hammer. Ground the shards to dust, and scattered the dust on the surface of the sea. Sharks know what use to make of such wisdom.”
Ramp’s black eyes glittered. Tara felt herself weighed by subtle and vast mechanisms. “Then you are a greater fool than I thought, Ms. Abernathy. But hope, nonetheless, is a persistent visitor.” With a stage magician’s gesture, she produced a key.
It was made of bronze, with a long narrow hasp and maze-turning teeth. Its medallion was a quartered circle.
“Above us,” Ramp said, “in the Hidden Schools, in Fuligin Hall, there stands a door marked with the rose of hands. You know it, I think.”
“I burned his lab.”
“Manuscripts,” said Ramp with a wry smile, “don’t burn. Or so I’m told. And even lab equipment is less combustible than one might think. You did a number on the place before your expulsion, I grant you, but some annexes and wings of his endeavor survived. At the very least, what waits above might be a more complete experimental apparatus than this well-meaning assortment of children’s toys.” She held out the key. “Take it, Ms. Abernathy. Use it. Find a way to save us all.”
Tara did not move.
“Or will you watch your friends throw themselves one by one into the thresher of fate, until you’re the only wreck that remains?”
Tara’s hand drifted up, out. Ramp set the key on the bare bones of her metacarpals. The metal glistened quietly. There was no face upon it to laugh.
“Why,” Tara asked, “don’t you use it yourself?”
Madeline Ramp did not answer.
Tara returned the stare of those glittering black eyes. “You can’t, can you?”
Ramp did not seem to notice that Tara had spoken.
“I wondered why the Tellurian Annex was left to rot. Denovo might have been gone, but you were still alive, more or less, and so were the rest of your demented pals at the Forum on the Will and Its Transformations. So why was his great work abandoned? Because you didn’t know about it. He kept that vital thing a secret, the heart of all you believed you worked toward—true immortality, the stars, a weapon against the spiders—and fed you table scraps disguised as theory. You tried to steal his skull from me years ago, because you thought you could use it to unlock his work—but you can’t. He didn’t mark you like he did us. That’s why you need us—his victims, his survivors, Daphne, me. The ones he tried to break down and rebuild as vessels for his will. Because he didn’t trust you, Madeline. He told you what he wanted you to hear. He used you like he used us. And you’ve spent decades trying not to see it.”
Tara turned her palm vertical. The key seemed to cling to her bones at first. Then it fell to the floor and lay heavy and dull among the wreckage.
Tara had wondered what face Madeline Ramp would wear, when her masks were ripped away. Did she glimpse it for a moment, a lost child in a vast world? Or was that just another mask—changed now into a sly mean smile?
“I have seen your priest boy, burning from within. That young man who would have been a knight is riven by doubt, his body broken. A hungry ghost gnaws the island girl’s heart. Your gods are old and failing, and Elayne Kevarian has no answers for you. How much will you let burn, to prove a point?”
Tara stood between Ramp and the iron. The key glistened on the floor.
“Consider it,” Ramp said. “While you still have time.”
With a whisper of shadow she was gone, and Tara was alone.
What was left of the Skellinx 730 argumentative spectrometer creaked, fell, and shattered to gemstone splinters. The key remained. It watched her.
Tara realized she was hugging herself, squeezing her arms through the worsted wool of her suit tight enough to bruise. To bruise one of her arms, anyway. There was something wrong with her breath.
She had knelt over Abelard’s body on that burning hillside in Dresediel Lex. She stood full of pride and power in the Grimwald spire, until Kai walked past her across the circle, and her face, Kai’s face, was gone, and a cold sharp smile glinted from the shadows that replaced it.
There was a creak from the skylight far above.
“Go away, Shale.”
“The Iskari are moving,” he said. “You asked to be informed.”
She stopped her breath. Stopped her heart. Wiped her eyes on her sleeve. When she let herself live again, she felt almost normal. “I’ll be right there.”
She locked up, grabbed her coat, sprouted wings of bone, and flew.
Moonlight glistened on the patch of bare concrete where the key had been.
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There was a hole in the navel of the world, and beneath it churned the dark waters of the soul.
Back in the mists of time, our forerunners climbed out of that hole, away from the churning darkness of the gods. The realm of gods is a dark warm water world full of teeth and greatness, where time is not time, and no substance endures save by transformation into something else. Panting, scared, and small, we lay upon the dirt by the shore of that dark pool and felt cold for the first time in its absence. The starlight stung our eyes. We rolled in mud, clad ourselves in it, and so we gained bodies, glorious and rough and unfit to our souls. We stood on our new legs beneath new heavens. We were free.
And, because we are what we are and nothing less, we looked back.
This was a true story. Mainlanders and children might say, “Well, it can’t have happened like that. You could not possibly be from here, originally. There are hominid fossils from the Glebland, and carbon dating, and archaeologists have found the remnants of ancient canoes upon the dry side of your islands.” As if there could be only one history. As if humans only came to be once, in one place at one time, and were not constantly becoming.
Besides: the pool was real. Kai worked there. It was her priesthood’s sacred trust and place of business. In its cutting dark, novices took themselves apart and remade their bodies to better fit their souls.
The pool lay at the heart of the caldera of Kavekana’ai, the volcano whose furious gifts had created her home, its fertile soil, its palm trees, its supple climate, and its gentle nights. You had to enter the caldera in the proper way, to find the truth and not a lava field—but when you did, there was the pool: the point of tangency, physical juncture between the realm of mortals and the realm of gods.
Being the sacred center of existence, it did not travel well. Unfortunately the faithful who sought the priesthood’s banking and sacrifice-management services were a globally distributed bunch. Serving them took priests far away from that dark and wondrous pool at the heart of Kavekana’ai.
But Kavekana’s priests were inventive. They made do. You had to, if you wanted to remain a priest after most of your gods were slain.
Kai burst from the dark waters of the swimming pool in the priesthood’s Alt Coulumb office, caught the glyphwork rim, and laid her head on her folded arms, panting. Her legs drifted behind her in midnight water. Spots and stars swam before her eyes, and she thought she could see time.
Down too long. Dangerous. This water was real water, though transmuted by Craft and miracle. You could drown here in the usual way. Back home you only had to worry about the pool taking you apart, until you became the dark material with which the gods ordain’d new worlds.
Ugh. She was quoting again. Camlaander poets, even. She really had been down too long.
The Alt Coulumb office’s imitation pool, bored through five floors of a midtown skyscraper, got the job done—but it felt wrong. In the pool back home you saw truth. Here you saw elegant transformations of ledgers and filings and trading data and prices and sacrifices: graphics that represented the truth, more or less, you hoped. You laid yourself bare, but you swam through twisted shadows. There was a Schwarzwaldic term for the effect, that translated to something like “unholy gulch,” that moment when a nightmare vision of a face was almost right, but wrong in ways you could not name, that shouted to your brain stem “dead,” or “demon.”
The water was cold, and it was late, and she wasn’t a kid anymore. She ought to stop. Sleep. If she could. But Caleb had given her three names—three holding Concerns that might have ordered the parts that built the gray men.
Corpuscle Limited was the first, Margin Holdings the second, the third Heartrender GmbH. To judge by name alone it should be Heartrender at the root of any end-of-the-world mayhem, but Heartrender was a common enough Ebon Sea name; Kai knew three Heartrenders, none directly related. Besides, surely no one up to actual apocalyptic mischief would use a name with so many negative connotations in Kathic. Though someone up to apocalyptic mischief might assume others would think that, and nightmare-telegraphics startups were practically connotation-blind when it came to nomenclature. She’d once received a funding pitch from a mental-health Concern named SoulEatr.
All three of her targets were opaquely held Concerns. Only Heartrender appeared on Kavekanese balance sheets. Still, this was her métier—not necromancy, not battle, but the careful tracking of ownership and debt across continents. Heartrender was wholly owned by an Ebon Sea subsidiary. Corpuscle and Margin traced back to Kho Khatang and thence through Glebland territories, where they diverged, as Corpuscle made a pit stop in Alikand and Margin veered up to Skeld.
It was hard work. But this way she could help. And if she kept busy, she could almost forget the ghost in her head. It was working, so far. Instead of haunted, she just felt wet, tired, and alone.
“Towel?”
Kai recoiled from the voice, lurching into the center of the pool with a splash of dark water. The person who had spoken should not have been here—not alive, not free, not on this continent.
The newcomer stepped back to save her pants cuffs and the toes of her monk-strap shoes. She was, in fact, holding a towel. “We thought you might be tired,” she said. “Is it not so?”
Kai recognized the blunt-chiseled face, the broad body slabbed with muscle. She would have expected the scars on her cheeks and neck and hands—if she had ever expected to see Lieutenant Bescond of the Rectifiers of Names of Agdel Lex again.
Bescond had not been a woman Kai would describe as elegant. She was the blunt instrument of the Iskari Demesne, chosen to enforce their will over that most subtle of cities, many-truth’d Alikand. When Kai had known her—when she was hunting Kai’s own sister for a not-quite murder that had led, roundabout, to Alikand’s liberation—Bescond had seemed more a made thing than a mortal woman. At times Kai had almost envied her that. How simple the world looked distorted through the lens of her.
But this was not Bescond. The lieutenant’s shoes were polished now, her pleated trousers knife-creased in front, her long brown fine-wool coat free of bloodstains or dust. A crimson scarf circled her neck, but even in the heat of the pool chamber she did not sweat. Her mouth was distantly amused, her eyes alive with a cold calculating intellect. The rest of the face was empty.
Unholy gulch.
Something moved beneath the crimson scarf.
“I am afraid,” Kai said in Iskari, “that you have me at a disadvantage in more ways than one, M…?”
“Your reputation for perspicacity proves justified, M. Pohala. You may call me M. Michel.”
“I will call my guards, unless you can explain your presence here.”
“Forgive me my trespass, Mother Confessor. You are a difficult person to reach.”
Bescond-Michel circled the pool, and Kai revolved in the water to face them. She wished she could get out, get to her robe, stop looking up. “And how is our mutual friend Lieutenant Bescond?”
“She has been exalted beyond all dreams of glory.” Michel spread Bescond’s arms wide. “It is through our failures that we find occasions for growth. I would permit you to speak with her, but you would find her somewhat incoherent. She is undergoing the grand transformation. A process with which your people have a certain experience, is it not so?”
She ignored the jab. Michel wanted her to feel as if she were in the presence of a higher power. That desire indicated insecurity. If only Kai hadn’t felt so insecure herself at the moment.
“Is that why you have come, M. Michel? To seek transformation?”
The leather in her shoes creaked as she crouched poolside. Kai imagined Bescond’s body in a box, removed when it was needed. “I am here to offer you the hand of friendship.” The palm was thick. Bescond’s fingers had been broken in many places and carefully set.
Kai drifted back in the water. “Where was that hand of friendship when your colleagues tried to arrest me back in Chartegnon? When you tortured Tara?”
Michel waved all that away. “That was a different arm, if you will permit the expression, of our service. My poor sister’s fate rather proves the case. We must stand together, all who serve the gods. And you must show us the way.”
Michel had used the form of “sister” that a male relative would, in Iskari. He, then.
“What do you want?” Kai asked.
“To survive. As should you.” Michel’s fingers trailed toward, but did not quite touch, the water. “Humans are born so safe. Weak, yes, and wailing—though you are never much more than weak, and few among you cease to wail. But you gather around your frail ones, shelter them from such harms as you may. They are not left to wriggle in the cold dark among their hundred brother-sisters, in trust that one or two will flourish. You who survive do so without the native experience of how rare and blessed it is, to live at all.”
The water shied from Michel’s touch. “What are you talking about?”
“Everyone at this summit will pretend they wish to work together for mutual preservation. But each harbors a secret hope that they, and they alone, will triumph, and that the dividends of this war will lead us to the stars. Do you think Craftsmen will trust their salvation to gods? And why should we trust ours to them, who would have broken the world to secure their own rights to chain others—which right they call freedom? The knife is pressed against the vein. The first blood has fallen. Soon the rest will flow. And where does that leave Kavekana?”
Kai did not answer.
“We have had our differences with your island priests, and with your sister’s adopted people in her not-there city. But we share more than what parts us. We are creatures of faith. One god will emerge from this chaos, or none. You can hide behind the Craftswomen’s skirts no longer. You must choose, and you must choose us.”
“You want the pool.” She shivered in the warm water. “You want Kavekana. Our secrets.”
“Why are the Deathless Kings deathless, M. Pohala? It is because they hide their deaths. It is said: where your treasure is, there will your heart be also. All their hidden accounts, all the power and life they have torn from gods and life and called their own—they have entrusted it all to you.”
“We are not the only priesthood to offer private idol services. Alt Coulumb itself—”
“Ah, the old denial. You are not the only. But you are the largest. With your knowledge, with the data you do not even realize you possess, we could solve for what remains and reveal their hidden world. We would see with the most serene eyes. And strike.”
“And start the God Wars all over again.”
“The Wars have never ended,” said Michel. “But at last, we might win them.”
She felt tired, and not from swimming. “And what of Kavekana? Will our priests wear your minders around our throats and bear the Wreckers’ marks?”
“So dramatic. We share a culture, a history.”
“Because you tried to colonize us for centuries.”
“We traded with you. Clothed you. Gave you writing, as the Telomeri gave it to us.”
“Before they tried to wipe you out.”
Michel answered that with a boneless shrug. “But now we trouble ourselves with history, with faults and sins and the balance of harm. Such discussions are so foolish, don’t you think? Harm cannot be balanced. You say we hurt you. I admit it. What now? Shall we walk as enemies until the stars swallow us?”
“You speak as if all your harms were past.”
“I speak as one faced with the prospect of eternal suffering. Beside that, all past and present sins must pale.”
“Yet somehow it is your crimes that must be forgotten, and my obedience that must ensue.”
“Ah, my dear priestess: yes. Because we are strong. Our power is men and ships and magic. It is miracle and damnation. Yours is a phantom of position, a loophole that the course of events will close. Why is there no Deathless Queen of Kavekana, with her tasteful and office-appropriate boot upon your throat? Because gods respect gods, even gods who have been hollowed out by worms; because your role as buffer and intermediary is valuable enough to the Deathless Ones to secure a modicum of independence. But if they win, there will be no more gods for them to fear. And if we win, you will lose your leverage against us. Either way the time of comfort and of careful positioning, of nice fruity cocktails on the beach, draws to a close. The stars will fall, the seas will rise, and woe betide the islands.”
For a long time neither of them spoke. Pool circulators churned. Bescond-who-was-Michel stood, broad and sure, and Kai felt bare, fragile, and alone.
She swam to the edge of the pool opposite the Iskari, and pulled herself out. She stood dripping before Michel, and cold. The chill on her skin was proof it was hers.
If Michel was right, and everything Kai knew and loved was just some momentary pause in the implacable grinding machine called history—did that matter? Of how many worlds had that been true?
“And what,” she said, “if we simply don’t like you?”
Michel widened Bescond’s eyes a tick. “Then perhaps you must choose the boot.”
“It doesn’t have to be like this. We could all work together.”
“A pleasant dream. But you will see. The others know, as do we, what is at stake. Already the Craftsmen have struck against the old powers that kept us safe.”
“The Serpents, you mean. It wasn’t Craftsfolk who did that.”
“If not them, then who?”
“Dresediel Lex almost burned.”
“The King in Red is not the whole of the Craftwork world. The Serpents were too great a divine asset to be left unchecked. Their loss demands balancing.”
“If we fight each other, we all lose.”
“But say we face the girl, and the spiders, and win. What then? I repeat myself: the God Wars did not end. It became clear that it was impossible for either side—I do not here refer to ideologies, I refer to specific stakeholders, real people with real beliefs, alliances, and power, many of whom are living now, or unalive, or who have left students to carry on their work—it was impossible for the people on either side to win without destroying the planet and themselves. But that was with the weapons and tools at our disposal sixty years ago. What greater horrors might war unleash in the aftermath of your dreamed-of victory?”
“We can reel that fish when we hook it.”
“I do miss the islands,” Michel said. “Such colorful metaphors.”
“You’ve said your piece. Now leave.”
“I have offered you a choice. The hand of friendship, or the bootheel at the throat. Now you have time to consider. That interval will not long endure.” Michel showed her Bescond’s teeth. The satisfied glint in her eye confused Kai for a moment, but then, a smile was a primate gesture. Pulling one off must feel like telling a joke in a foreign language. “Would you like to know what your dear friend Bescond wishes I would let her do to you? What deliciously inventive violence I hold restrained? You might find it an aid to meditation.”
“Get out.” Kai wanted her voice to be full of scorn and pride. She was wearing a bathing suit. Still, she did her best. “Now.”
She told herself, the squid won’t try anything here, not with guards on the other side of that door and the Blacksuits a prayer away. The convocation hasn’t even started yet. We’re early for murders and kidnappings, or even a bit of light torture.
That predatory ape-smile widened, and she realized she was telling herself that because she did not quite believe it was true.
Then the doors opened, and shadows rolled in. There, wreathed in darkness and silver light, stood Tara Abernathy.
“Am I interrupting?”
Kai wanted to leap for her, to clutch her as a life preserver. She pushed that desire down. Michel was a bully riding a bully’s body, alert to any sign of weakness. Let him feel caught between two rocks. She clenched her jaw, and raised her chin, and glared him down.
Michel took a step back. Bescond’s face blanked as her rider forgot to trigger expressions. But the voice remained casual and wry. “Ah, here she comes. The chosen boot.”
“I do not believe I have had the pleasure.” Tara’s Iskari was as blunt and unmusical as always. Kai thrilled to hear it.
“M. Abernathy,” Kai began, with all the composure she could summon given bathing suit, et cetera. “A pleasure as always. M. Michel was just leaving.”
“Don’t let me stop her.”
“It is a joy to make your acquaintance, M. Abernathy. I have heard tales of your efficacy. And while I may take issue with the ends to which it has been deployed, we will have great need of that quality in the coming days.”
“Goodbye, M. Michel,” Kai said, and made it final.
With a decorous nod to Kai and bow to Tara, the saint departed.
Once the doors were sealed and their security glyphs glowing, Tara’s dark radiance ebbed. When she turned back to Kai she seemed raw, weary, almost human. “Are you okay?”
Was she?
On that barren hillside above Dresediel Lex, Kai had set her hand on Tara’s shoulder as the goddess ebbed and left her a woman once again. But Kai’s touch could not reach her. She’d been too far away, curled around a wound she could not show. In the days since, as Tara watched over Abelard, as everyone did their part to pull together this convocation, Kai had looked for that woman beneath the shell of brilliance and momentum and anger—the woman she’d glimpsed at the well in Alikand, and in the spirecliffs; the woman who’d wrapped her in that final embrace before she swept down to the stage of the Grand Opera Iskar. That vein of Tara was hard to see. People were not made like statues, one substance all through. We covered ourselves in layers of mud when we emerged cold and dripping from the pool of gods, and those layers buckled as we lived, like shelves of continental rock.
Kai trembled in that big room full of the absence of the Iskari Saint. She ached. Her life felt like a breath of air before the weight of history, and the war, and the war behind the war, war without end, out into the deepness of the sky. She was a weak spirit and she had to be enfleshed, held, caught, dragged down before she drifted away. She needed Tara, this Tara, tired and overmatched and underslept, rumple-suited, the Tara who knew fear, who understood the merciless voices in her heart. Kai needed Tara to hold her, to shape her back into herself, with mouth and hands and teeth.
Kai reached out one wet hand toward the body beneath that charcoal-gray suit.
She saw Tara sense her need—and saw her decide it was the Craftswoman who was needed. She swallowed. Turned away. Closed like a vault door. “I’ll get you a towel.”
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Opening ceremonies for the Alt Coulumb conclave began at nine sharp, which meant that traffic within four blocks of the convention and exhibition center had been a tangled mess by five thirty, what with the diplomatic-plated carriages, aerial winged monstrosities, and Alt Coulumb’s own citizens gawking at same. As to why, exactly, anyone felt the need to be present at the opening ceremonies, let alone present in such quantity, Elayne Kevarian could not say. Of the hundred-and-a-half principalities and divine domains represented, she would have been surprised if any group of five agreed as to why they were in Alt Coulumb. Perhaps they hoped hours of carefully worded speeches would make it clear. But at least they were here. It was a minor miracle, and Elayne would take any miracles she could get.
Though you had to be careful thinking such things with so many gods around. Someone might get the wrong idea.
She sat uncomfortably ensconced in the wing of the vast audience chamber reserved for the ranks of the great Craftwork firms, seated with the delegation from Kelethres, Albrecht, and Ao. While a partner of long standing, Elayne spent most of her life on assignment, on location. There was a corner office somewhere with her favorite chair rigorously dusted and awaiting her return. It had been waiting for a long time. She valued the distance. Craftsfolk who associated too much with other Craftsfolk—particularly at the upper echelons of practice—tended to grow so obsessed with the bleak esoterica and dread implacability of it all that they forgot just how much their internal politics and personal grudges shaped the lives of people who did not make offhand jokes about the rule against perpetuities. They acquired a characteristic smell of bone and silver, oiled leather, steel, and overly conditioned air.
Still, one had to keep up appearances. And it was nice to see Belladonna Albrecht again.
Onstage, and in the seemcloud that projected and magnified his form overhead, Agravaine rounded his speech toward its conclusion. He had been talking for thirty minutes, in that assuring stagecraft baritone he had acquired somewhere, about opportunities for growth and change, about the resilience of complex systems, the wonders possible in conclave, and so on.
“And all,” Belladonna Albrecht said under her voice, “without saying anything in particular.”
“That,” Elayne replied, “is hardly his job. More of the opposite: to present an appearance of calm so that true work may continue behind the scenes.”
The jet beads draped from Belladonna’s godbone hairpins clicked as she shook her head. “Boring. Boring to the point of intellectual dishonesty. He used to have a first-class mind.”
“He still does,” Elayne said, “I think. But he has devoted it, for decades, to the task of keeping the lights on, and the Schools in the air. A certain flexibility attends.”
“I would not expect you to be so understanding.”
“Understanding is easy. Forgiveness?” She shrugged, mostly with her hands. “I try to see what’s in front of me.”
“So do I.” She began, with the others, to applaud. “The better to hit it with a hammer.”
Belladonna was not kidding about the hammer. “I hope you can restrain that particular impulse for the next few days.”
With a laugh: “I’ve never been one for restraint.”
She had not been when they first met, certainly, when they were young and in the Wars: blunt, brilliant, gore-streaked, and ever-grinning, a builder of monstrosities. When the gods came for Schadelberg University, Belladonna had been a student in their Department of Applied Theology, a corpse-tinkerer and demon-welder. In the screaming chaos she had been as surprised as anyone to find that her skills, obsessions, and demented hobbies had become suddenly useful. For the first time, after a childhood of governesses and dour icy glares over supper in the family castle, of being told again and again that she was too much, it seemed that too much was just what the occasion demanded. She fought free of the Encirclement of Schadelberg at the head of a legion of golems and nightmare constructs, and by the time Elayne met her she had built most of research and development about herself, forge-muscled, laughing. Elayne, precise, careful, and three years younger, had regarded Belladonna Albrecht with a measure of awe.
One did not survive nearly a century as a named partner in a major firm, of course, without developing a certain political sensitivity. Bluntness had its tactical advantages, as did the velvet gowns with which she draped her muscled form. But she had been radiant, in the light of the flames.
Elayne could see an echo of that girl in the young woman to Belladonna’s left—slimmer, yes, but with the same bright eyes, the same proud brow and razor-line jaw, the same dissatisfied expression, as if the universe were slowly failing to live up to her expectations. Belladonna, however, had not so favored pink.
“Now, Donnie,” the elder Albrecht said, as the next speaker took the stage, “this is Vice-Cardinal Bede, Alt Coulumb’s lead diplomat, and from the range of reactions to his taking the podium, we may read which delegations are receptive to divine approach. Some surprises present themselves already: the Camlaander prince, it seems, has disappeared. You would expect an eagerness to cultivate the existing alliance, under the circumstances, and in the face of Iskari pressure. Note the keen attention of the Dhistran trade rep—the air of one who has received competing offers.”
The girl kept taking notes with the same half-lidded expression. To the younger Albrecht’s left her classmate, a short-haired eager type who could barely sit still without four colors of highlighter and a multitabbed binder to hand, crossed her legs, and uncrossed them. That motion reminded Elayne of something. Oh, yes. She had seen the girl cross her legs five minutes ago, and uncross them. Just like that.
“Donnie?”
It was fascinating to watch Belladonna parent, because her traditional approach to problem-solving, to wit, overwhelming firepower and/or blood sacrifice, was distinctly unsuited for the task.
“Donnie,” Belladonna said, “I know this is hardly your usual employment of a morning, but it is invaluable practical experience, and relevant to your future career. If you at least gave it a chance…”
The girl made another desultory note.
Belladonna reached out to set her hand on her daughter’s arm. The touch, however well intended, passed right through, and the girls—both of them—disappeared in a puff of seemcloud, leaving empty chairs and a pertly folded note addressed, in whorls of looping pink, to “Mom.”
Belladonna turned back to Elayne. Her eyes were voids beneath her mask.
“The family resemblance,” Elayne said, against her better judgment, “is marked.”
“I,” said Belladonna Albrecht darkly, “will be right back.”

The knight of the plumes bent over the men’s room sink in the Alt Coulumb Convention and Exhibition Center and stared into his own reflected eyes. He found little reassurance there.
“Chin up, old boy.” He tried a winning smile. It placed, at best. The automatic soap dispenser spat foam all over his gauntlet.
He shook it off, not wanting to contend once more with whatever perverse imp controlled the water tap. It had taken him the better part of five minutes to convince the water to flow at the same time his hands were under it, so that he could wet his face. He had been told that immersion in cold water had a calming effect, because of something to do with evolution and whales. Now he was merely agitated and damp.
He looked for an attendant with a towel, and found only an odd device that blew warm air vaguely downward. Bending double, he could just contort himself to rest his face beneath the nozzle. Its breath was uncomfortably reminiscent of being wheezed upon by Claudius, his aunt’s asthmatic firedrake stud. Harmless, Auntie Priscilla always said, but he had never gotten over the impression that the dear old thing wanted to set him on fire.
After an interval, his face was warmly moist. Sir Geoffrey, no doubt, would have opinions vis-à-vis damp armor, rust, and morality. Sir Geoffrey, no doubt, would know how to navigate the damn bathroom.
How long, the knight of the plumes wondered, could a person plausibly remain in a bathroom before other persons of a responsible nature dragged them back into that horrible enormous chamber with all those terribly serious persons glaring at one another? He checked his (soapy) wristwatch. Fifteen minutes was probably pushing it.
As he reluctantly approached the door, he became aware of an argument proceeding on the other side.
“—can’t believe I let you talk me into this. You said we’d only be gone for a few minutes. A short walk to stretch our legs.”
“My legs,” said the second young woman, “need more stretching.”
“You said she wouldn’t mind!”
“Because I didn’t think she would notice. Not for at least another half hour.”
“We should go back.”
Eavesdropping was improper, but surely walking out into the middle of an impassioned and private discussion would be worse. Nothing for it, then, but to remain in the restroom. Even Sir Geoffrey would understand. Soon enough the young women would move along, at which point the knight of the plumes could return to the auditorium, to the embassy, and to duty, honor, country, and all the other ponderous imponderables.
“Al, dear, delight, I adore you, but why come along if you meant to be such a drag?”
“So what, I was supposed to stay behind and explain to your mother why I let you get away?”
“I’m touched that you would not consider ratting me out. Honestly, you’re too worried about this. My dear mother is a perfectly reasonable—ohshit, here she comes!”
The pair burst into the men’s room. Unfortunately, the face of the knight of the plumes was rather in the way of the door. He sat down with a clatter.
“Donnie, you killed a guy!”
“Nonsense. He’s blinking.”
“Dead people can blink. With proper electrochemical stimulation.”
“I am quite pleased to make your acquaintance,” said the knight of the plumes.
He was, in fact, blinking. The first couple blinks had been of the eye-focusing, bell-rung-with-a-practice-sword sort, but the subsequent blinks had more of a character of stunned disbelief.
“I am so sorry,” said the vision kneeling over him, hand outstretched. She wore a confrontational shade of pink. Her eyes were dark and bright at once somehow, and she had the most peculiar smile, as if someone had just told her a grand mean joke. She blinked, shook her head, at a loss for words. He had the impression she did not often find herself in such a state. “Are you a knight?”
“I must, at least,” said the knight of the plumes, “claim knightly parole.” He had meant it as a joke, but she didn’t seem to know what that meant. “You have felled me in armor. Were we on the field of battle, my sword would by right be yours.”
“Donnie,” said the short-haired girl, the one called Al. “We don’t have time for this.”
The vision’s—Donnie’s—expression assumed a calculating aspect. “Your sword,” she said. “Huh.” That word condensed between them. The lights flickered, and he heard dread footsteps from the corridor beyond. Donnie started from a realm of pleasant contemplation. “Look, I don’t need a, um, a sword—right now—but I could use a favor.”
“Anything,” he said at once, then wondered why he had said it quite that way.
“In a minute, a woman’s going to come through that door. Could you distract her?” Her grip was surprisingly firm as she helped him to his feet, armor and all—though as he settled upright either she slipped or he did and she ended up steadying herself against his breastplate. Then she sprang back, cheeks flushed.
“Donnie!” cried the girl called Al.
“Look,” she said, “I mean…”
“It would be an honor,” he said, “to cover your retreat.”
She scrambled into the stall from which her friend beckoned. “Don’t let her scare you, all right?”
“My name is Gav,” said the knight of the plumes. “By the way.”
The stall swung shut, and the men’s room door blew off its hinges.
This time, the knight ducked out of the way.
A chill wind and choking darkness billowed through the shattered door, obscuring floor tiles and mirrors and vaguely-warm-air device. At its heart, radiant with undigo and infrablack and all the toothache hues of Craft, stood a horror in the shape of a woman. Starlight eyes burned behind her mask.
“Where,” said a world-ending voice, “is the girl?”
“Madam,” said the knight of the plumes, his voice rather steady, considering, “I believe you are mistaken. This is the gents’. Ladies’ room is, ah, down the hall, I believe.”
“They must have come through here,” she said. Her regard took hold of him like a giant’s grip, only somewhat less gentle. Giants, in his experience, cared not to crush potential meals. Spoiled the texture. “Two girls, one in pink.”
“I have been present in this room for roughly twenty minutes,” said the knight of the plumes, accurately.
“And you have seen no one.”
“No one,” he said, “who should not be here. Saving perhaps yourself.” Honesty, as Sir Geoffrey and others had stressed on many occasions, was required of a knight, and advisable when confronting a sorceress. Diplomatic attachés tended to have a somewhat more flexible relationship with truth, as a general rule. A knight attached as diplomatic attaché to a congress of sorcerers, then, was best served by quick thinking and pernicious accuracy. His protection had been requested—and where, by rights, should those under his protection be placed, if not behind him?
The sorceress’s eyes narrowed to slits. The knight of the plumes tried not to look nervous. He wondered if the gents’ was not about to become the field of valor after all, and how the good Sir Geoff would explain his demise to the old mater and pater.
His mouth felt dry.
“Very well,” the sorceress said, and swept away, bearing darkness and ice-chill with her.
The knight of the plumes stood for a long time in the empty restroom, beside the unhinged door. When he remembered that he had to breathe, he did so with a desperate gasp.
He staggered to the closed stall. “Lady?” No answer came. “Lady, the danger has passed.” The door opened at his touch.
There was no one on the other side. Instead, a clean round hole appeared to lead, in defiance of his understanding of the convention center’s architecture and general position within the city, directly out onto the busy streets of Alt Coulumb’s market district.
Something bright fluttered at the edge of the sorcerous hole. He caught it before the breeze could waft it away: a pink silk scarf.
He wondered at it, and at the girl who ran. How, he had often asked himself, could one do such a thing—that is, escape? There were expectations of one, and duties, as had so often been made clear to him. But she had run, valiantly, from pursuit far more grave than Sir Geoffrey’s. It occurred to him for the first time that escape might be no more difficult than simply squeezing through this hole, and never looking back.
“Your Grace? The door, it seems, is off its hinges. Are you all right?”
“I am, Sir Geoffrey.” He closed his hand about the scarf. “Right as rain.”
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In the main hall and many breakout rooms, delegates gathered and shuffled papers. They approached the podium and shuffled papers and made their speeches and shuffled papers and stepped down. They listened. They rose out of order to protest the honorable delegate from the Southern Gleb’s mischaracterization of their humanitarian-aid mission as an occupation force. They accepted apologies. They accepted reprimands from the chair. They raised points of order and points of information and asked follow-up questions in due time. They took exception. They took umbrage. They took your meaning. They wondered what the caterer would serve for lunch. They shuffled papers.
Far below them, Tara followed a robed skeleton through winding ghostlit halls. Gray institutional carpet ate the sound of her footsteps. There were no windows here. She could have been anywhere at all.
Tara had imagined making bold speeches before the conclave. She had prepared remarks, committed those remarks to memory, pored over the twisted rules of debate and etiquette and cult procedure. She knew how to address the chair, how to approach the podium, how to challenge an adversary to a duel.
But that was not how the game was played.
This morning, as she braced herself to enter the main hall, a skeletal hand had tapped her on the shoulder. She found herself face-to-face with an usher construct, offering on its outstretched palm an enamel pin in the shape of a crowned red skull.
She reviewed her remarks as she followed. Back in Edgemont, as a child, she had taught herself an old orator’s trick of memory. You built images, anchors in your mind, and gave them a place. Your father’s hand with one finger gone might stand for a loss of 31 percent of your troops in battle; Shale with a third, red eye in his forehead might stand for the name of a quarrying Concern. When she had made it to the Hidden Schools at last, she learned that hardly anyone did this anymore. You could, her roommate had observed when she described the concept, just, like, use index cards? But there were advantages. The trained mind assembled symbols into a space, a memory like a vast house, so that all one had to do to recall a fact or speech was to enter that house and look around.
But when she tried now to enter the crumbled palace of her mind, monster-haunted beneath the spreading golden tree that consumed the sky above, she found herself again and again beside the midnight pool in Kai’s office, her body taut with anger and need. She hung on the hook of Kai’s gaze, black and churning as the waters from which she had risen, dripping nothingness.
The usher stopped beside a door like all the rest, anonymous and gray. Tara tipped him, more out of habit than out of a sense it would make any difference to his unlife, and entered.
“Ms. Abernathy,” said the King in Red. “Pleased that you could join us.”
This was not the full convocation in its hundreds. This was a small, informal gathering. That was how it would be characterized should any journalist discover it.
She recognized most of those present, and was surprised by how many she knew personally. The King in Red, of course. Bescond-who-was-Michel, her fingers laced, her expression that utter blankness ridden Iskari wore when their rider had nothing to say. Then there were Ms. Sun of the Shining Empire, and Plenipotentiary James of the Northern Gleb, standing in for a number of uneasily allied potentates, most prominent among them the Apophitan Council. There was a lean dark woman in a patterned wrap—the Dhistran trade rep, Madam Khol. There were two Zurish men, one slender and one built from thick cables of meat and metal, and both wore ice-white masks. She wondered which of them was Ivan Karnov, or if Karnov could be either as the mood moved him. There sat Chancellor Thistle, whom she had not seen up close since the disciplinary committee meeting ten years ago that had led to her precipitous graduation. There sat Eberhardt Jax and Elayne Kevarian and Vice-Cardinal Bede, and there Madeline Ramp.
Ramp waved, with fingertips only.
A gavel fell. For an instant there was no sound, no light—only emptiness and twin stars, and a will deep as the sea. Then the light returned, and the stars were eyes, beneath a domino mask of roiling shadow. Or was that pale face really flesh? Were those eyes sapphires indeed, and the shadow-mask the only truth? Belladonna Albrecht set her gavel lightly on the table. “Let us begin.” One hand extended toward the King in Red, who stood.
“Thank you all for your presence here. We have much to do. Candor is rare, and time beyond price. You have read Ms. Abernathy’s brief concerning her student, the girl Dawn, the historical context, and attendant unfolding eschatological processes. We could spend the coming weeks coloring the meaning of phrases and implying our reactions through side channels and intercepted communiqués. Or we could speak frankly. I prefer the latter.”
Ms. Sun leaned back in her chair. “Does Ms. Abernathy have anything to add to her brief? Any further analysis?”
Eyes of aqueous and vitreous humor, eyes of flame and alchemy, eyes of ghostlight and crystal and charm, all settled on Tara. The golden tree spread above the ruined fortress of her mind. Her speech had been intended for a general audience, unfamiliar with the background, but she could adjust. Simply begin in the hall of rotting statuary, and proceed south.
But a voice from the back reaches of her brain whispered, “No.” Think before you speak. Look at the room. Why these people, and no others? Where is the Camlaander prince, and where are the delegates from Southern Kath?
An answer suggested itself. She shrank from it, afraid not of the conclusion but of its consequences—of what she would do if it turned out to be true. To murder someone, here, would be neither expedient nor practical.
Jax grinned the grin of a man whose pet theory had been confirmed.
Be a mask, she told herself. A statue. A skeleton. These are the stakes of this table: all fear, anger, compassion must be set aside. To master death, become dead.
Still, her voice shook.
“You knew. All of you.”
They watched her.
“Well,” said the King in Red. “Not exactly.”
“The risks,” said Ms. Sun, “were clear, even in the first two decades after the Wars. Systemic complexity outpacing controls. The compounding pace of sorcerous development. The Craft’s ability to reshape our environment outstripping the power of even a substantially enhanced cognitive apparatus to model its third- and fourth-order effects.”
“Not,” said Madam Khol, “that any individual piece of human Craftwork yet approaches such complexity. Even truly driverless carriages remain beyond reach—we rely on demons and modified horses, rat brains, mechanical Apophitans. But the system in aggregate is many orders of magnitude more complex, and has been for quite a while, than were the human societies with which gods coevolved. And they were mighty enough.”
“As for mythological sky-terrors,” said the brawny Maskorovnik in an accent as much Camlaander as Zurish, “there has been some difference of opinion as to whether they were a related phenomenon or a separate class of threat. Or even whether the various suggestive myths and legends could in fact be traced to a consilient source.”
“Which old debate,” Jax said, precisely, “Ms. Abernathy’s discoveries have finally laid to rest. For that alone, she deserves our gratitude.”
Tara tried to keep her voice level. “You knew, and you did nothing.”
“They knew many things,” Madeline Ramp said. “None of them completely. They knew the Craft might wake up. Some of them knew that, in a localized fashion, it already had. They knew the universe was a large place, and it would be foolish to assume that any path we walk today is walked for the first time by anyone, anywhere. They saw the traces of prior worlds, and their ends. But not all of them wove those threads into a rope of knowledge. One may observe the heavens and end up with astronomy, or astrology.”
“They knew enough,” Elayne Kevarian said. “And they did much, though little that proved effective, because they could not do more. It is hard for a liver cell to argue against its blood supply. Billions of souls pass through the market and the Craft, and interact in trillions of ways—a process that creates untold wealth and power. Sooner or later, the system was bound to wake up. The question was only, what would it think of us when it did.”
“And that question,” said Michel, “which was never truly in doubt, has been answered.”
“If you hoped it might be benign,” Tara said, “perhaps some of you should not have let Alexander Denovo torture it for forty years.”
Gazes shifted to Madeline Ramp, who spread her snake-gloved hands. “Forty years of research, which, ultimately, delayed this emergency while our powers developed to meet it on more equal terms. Perhaps he gained us enough time to face the enemy that now approaches from beyond the stars.”
“It didn’t have to be like this,” Tara said.
“You are a fool if you think so, Ms. Abernathy. Do you believe it would have mothered us? Cared for us? Where, out there in the dark, are the signs of this happy realm you live in, of people who are not afraid, of worlds that do not feed on other worlds? This monster wears the face of your apprentice, but it is no more human than you are the tiny bits of slime asquirm in your gut. It needs us, this wakened thing: needs us captive, and in our place.”
Tara saw, again, the depths of Dawn’s eyes, and heard her stammered apology in the Edgemont graveyard. She felt herself coming apart. “There was time, and you didn’t use it. I don’t mean for murders and sick experiments. I mean real change.”
“Change to what?” said Ramp.
“There are many eventualities for which we must prepare,” said Karnov. “This was one of them.”
“First,” said Ms. Sun, “the people must eat. To escape starvation, we had to develop the systems that led to our present circumstance.”
“A calculated wager,” said the King in Red. “As we gain power, we gain the power to face challenges. These challenges may arise from the same system that gave us our power—but that does not mean they cannot be solved by its application.”
“That’s … like trying to drink yourself sober.”
“You might as well say, fight fire with fire—something we do every season in my city, when we clear fire breaks. Four decades ago, all this was a matter of risk and theory. We knew what calls to make should the matter become pressing. Those calls have now been made. We are here. None of us alone may turn back the present threats. Together we have a chance. Not every power stands represented, but together we have enough influence to steer the ship. But as to how to proceed…” Kopil made a grumbling sound in the absence of his throat. “There are differences of opinion. So. Now, here, we must find a shared strategy.” The hells of his eyes passed over the assembly. No one flinched. “Let us compare our options.”
“There are no options,” said Michel, first. “There is a correct solution, which none of you wish to admit. The adversary is a creature of the market—an intelligence arising from the flow of soul. Do not let soul flow. Suspend trading. Institute rigorous controls. In this way we will trap the girl. Then, if we succeed, we will prune her, shape her, transform her into a weapon against her fellows.”
“And who,” said Ms. Sun, “will be in charge of those rigorous controls? Whose hand will hold the leash around our necks?”
“We object to that characterization.”
“I fail to see,” said Chancellor Thistle, “how you could seriously assert that a weakened, juvenile skazzerai might be expected to fend off the wild type.”
“She will not be weakened. Say, rather, made into a tool of our devising. Lest we become tools of hers.”
Thistle laced his fingers. “There are some who would say that your proposal would amount to a unilateral surrender for the Craftwork world.”
Michel shrugged. “And what do you offer?”
“Professor Denovo,” said Ramp, “was working on an alternative solution until the instant of his death. A new solution, one that did not require the absolute subjection of human will to a god-mind—a cure not so fatal as the disease. He had developed a method—he believed—for a Craftsman, under the right circumstances, to insert himself into the hollowed form of a higher-order being. A god, say. To become something greater than either, swift and precise as a mortal, yet enduring as divinity. Experiments on lab-grown deities suggested a field test was called for.”
Tara blinked. “So he killed Kos to test his theory?”
“I’ll trouble you, Ms. Abernathy, to refrain from unproven allegations. The professor perished before he could present his findings on the subject or release any of the tools he developed to act against this emergent phenomenon you insist on calling Dawn. Any actions he allegedly pursued against Kos or any other entity may, of course, have had political motives as well as technical ones—seeking to deny allies to an opposing faction, such as that of our Iskari delegate, in the event of a crisis such as the present one. A hedge against any dead-end attempt to reduce us to flint and sticks, so that seven thousand years from now our hundred-times great-grandchildren can try the whole miserable exercise again.”
“So, in response to our evenhanded and generous proposal, you suggest a future of cored gods, driven by mad wizards, ascendant to the stars? The untested and abominable dream of a madman who died while conducting his first experiment?”
“Not,” Madeline Ramp said, “in the course of the experiment. Whether or not he was responsible for Kos’s death, he would have succeeded in animating the god’s corpse. He was killed after—for making the attempt.”
Tara frowned. “He died in custody.”
“What a curious coincidence.”
Chancellor Thistle leaned in. “If I may? Thank you. We have been exploring a range of alternatives, as part of an interdisciplinary research program inspired in some degree by the proceedings of the Forum on the Will and Its Transformations, and with the generous backing of some of those present. Seeing as the Two Serpents demonstrated some efficacy in the recent affair in Dresediel Lex, Maestres Chang and Weisskopff have proposed an expedition into their domain, to extract samples and determine if their creation-effect is replicable.”
Kopil’s eyes vanished for an instant, then returned. “That,” he said, “is a startlingly mad idea. And this is me saying so.”
“Bold, isn’t it? The funding board was impressed.”
“You are fools,” Michel said. “And you are wasting time. You turn your back on the one sure path to victory.”
“By this,” Thistle said, “you mean, the sure path to our renewed subjugation? Surely you can excuse us that, old boy.”
Michel’s body had the normal quantity of human teeth, but something about his smile made it seem otherwise.
“There has to be another way,” Tara said.
Ramp folded her hands. “Have you found it yet?”
She glared back across the table. “I will.”
Ramp’s shrug lacked Bescond’s boneless quality, but it conveyed the point.
The conference room seemed on the verge of argument again; Belladonna Albrecht reached for the gavel. But when the King in Red stood, all others fell silent.
“Now we understand one another,” he said. “The future lies before us. We have divisions to overcome, if we are to survive. What shape our final alliance will assume remains to be seen: whether we find common cause and stand united or fall one by one, and faster than we think. But we have a brief interval to debate the question, and for the moment, we have a world to do it in.” He grinned. “By all means take your time. But not too much.”
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Abelard sat by himself in the green room.
He had watched Chancellor Thistle’s speech, and he had watched Vice-Cardinal Bede’s speech, and he had watched the speech from Ms. Sun, the Imperial ambassador, and the three together had left him with the same headache he’d first felt after his novitiate courses in metatheology, during which it had become clear to all concerned that his future lay in more tangible fields of clerical endeavor. Each word of every speech had been chosen with care, he could tell—a challenge was not a conflict, an opportunity was not an opening—but to what end such care had been exercised, what dangers the careful wording hoped to circumvent, he could not say.
If he had not been a saint, he would have shrugged and returned to his boilers. But people expected him to have opinions now. A man composed of twisting, thorny vines that dripped foul ichor had asked Abelard, as he refilled his water bottle, what he’d thought of Ms. Sun’s speech, and he had said, “It was pleasant,” and the vine-man had said, “Interesting,” and swept away, leaving Abelard in a state of dread that he had, in fact, said something interesting, if only he knew what.
He could ask Cardinal Evangelist Bede what it all meant, but the cardinal evangelist was deep in conversation with the ambassador plenipotentiary of the Northern Gleb—a four-armed, seven-foot-tall skeleton named James, who had a fondness for top hats.
The cold veins that wrapped around Abelard’s body pulsed in heartbeat time. The green room felt confining. Warm. He was back on the hills above Dresediel Lex, standing in the fire that was the doom of the world. What was he for, save endings?
He stood, with a clatter of overturned chair. Cultured eyes turned his way. He stumbled to the balcony doors, burst through, and leaned out over the rail, staring down through the haze of glyphshield wards to the gray harbor as he breathed. With a shaky hand he lifted a cigarette to his lips. He realized it was smoking—not from the tip, but from his touch. He let it fall.
He heard someone crying, and was surprised to find it was not him. He was more surprised to find that he knew them.
Abelard had met Initiate Feltan of the Ajaian priesthood on a panel at an interfaith conference some years ago, and liked them. They were big, gentle, quiet, and extraordinarily smart in a spreadsheet-and-abacus-and-dwarf-pine-gardening sort of way. Abelard did not understand their approach to faith, but appreciated it as he appreciated other truths that were beyond him, like the movements of the heavens, the grace of God, and the fact that some people really did enjoy eating live octopus.
That casual acquaintance did not prepare him to see Initiate Feltan bent over on a bench next to one of the cement-potted ferns, shoulders shaking, hands clasped in desperate prayer.
Abelard sat beside the initiate and offered them a cigarette. Feltan refused, but they had to raise their head to do it, and when they did, they saw him. Their face looked like a freshly immolated forest.
Then their arms were around him, and they were sobbing. He rubbed their back, and felt his own fear surge and settle. It was so easy to believe that his emotions were threats to his continued functioning, rather than the elements and engines of that function. The holy boilers might seem dangerous to an outsider, though they pulsed with life-giving power. He hugged the initiate, and held them up.
“I can’t hear Her, Abelard.”
“I know,” he said.
In time Feltan’s breath eased, and so did their grip around his body. They straightened, laughed wetly, wiped their face with a green handkerchief. “Thank you. An answer to my prayers. Though. I mean. Improbable. Under the circumstances.” Their face twisted again, but the convulsion resolved into another laugh.
There was no good language for certain questions. “Do you know for certain that She is gone?”
“I don’t,” they said. “The Lady of the Green has been silent before. That’s what the high priests say. But—never to me. Never like this.”
Abelard tried to imagine Feltan in the holy poison jungle south of Ajaiatez, stalking their own food. But then, a calling to service did not always signify a fitness for sacred rites. Vice-Cardinal Bede was a man of faith, but not of engines. Perhaps Initiate Feltan had done little stalking: wandered instead through shadowed glades, grazing on edible plants, petting the woolly backs of hand-sized venomous spiders. But now their path had led them to a haunted place.
“She’s not—she’s never been a very communicative Lady. To others. They say she used to be. But She’s been under a lot of pressure. Some people will never forgive Her for having survived the Wars. There were so many court cases, before my novitiate. And then the spirecliffs. But it’s been different since— Well.”
“Since Dresediel Lex.”
“She was always there for me,” Feltan said. “I don’t mean that She’d speak my name, that we were on personal terms—but when I walk Her forests I hear Her voice in the wind. In deep woods I see Her dappling light. Or I did. I felt so proud. Was that my sin?”
Abelard remembered that same sense of presence, in his earliest days in the priesthood—in the deep Sanctum, among the city’s churning engines.
“She’s always been in pain, since the spirecliffs. Like when you—when someone you love is really sick, you see them drawn, but managing. Her pain was in the wind, the waters. I told myself the cliffs would heal, in time. But now … Now it’s just the wind. It makes me wonder if there was ever anything else.”
“There was,” Abelard said. “But the absence seeps back through time. That’s how it felt to me. When Lord Kos was … gone.” He didn’t say “dead” because he didn’t know whether “dead” was the right word, then or now. Those days had been so strange, so tense, the overture to all the strange tense days since. “I wondered if I’d been lying to myself. It’s so easy to confuse the greater voice with something petty, small, and scared inside.”
“How did you live with it?”
He looked down at his hands, because that was easier than looking into Feltan’s eyes. Realizing that, he looked up again. “I smoked a lot. To be honest. It’s a sacrament for us, no, um, side effects. Usually. But for the first time I felt it killing me.” He touched Feltan’s muscled arm through their robe. Touch, he’d been told in many an evangelism remedial, was a pathway to human connection: careful, deliberate, nonthreatening touch. It always felt forced to him, which was one reason he ended up in so many evangelism remedials. But in this moment it seemed natural. “I worked. Prayed. The rites helped me. That’s why we have rites, I think. They give us something to do.”
“Even when…” They trailed off. “It’s so empty now, in the woods.”
“Craftsfolk say that we evolved together: gods and mortals. They say gods emerged from people dreaming together, from our mingled souls. Maybe. Or maybe they were here already—in light and shade, in fire, wind, trees—and they found us, upright apes with tool use and pattern-matching and the ability to sing, and thought, ‘We can work with this.’ But we’ve each fit ourselves to the other. They are what they are because we are what we are, and the other way around. So even when they’re gone, we can ask: what did they make us? How did they find themselves in us? Maybe we can’t bring them back, but we can hold a space.”
“And what if She never comes back?”
It had been easier to talk about theory than to see his own loss in the smooth face of this initiate—who, he realized with a start, was not his peer. Who looked to him for aid, now, like Abelard had looked to Sister Muriel and Vice-Cardinal Bede, and, before his fall, to Cardinal Gustave. It was Abelard’s turn to show the way.
But which way? He could not say, “She will return.” Lord Kos’s resurrection had been, statistically as well as literally, a miracle. Abelard had felt Ajaia submerge into Dawn—had felt her fall and change, and maybe die. Or whatever it was that happened to gods that people called death.
The initiate trusted him. Were they trusting Abelard, now, to lie?
Within him, the Serpent-fire laughed.
Once again you flinch from the searing heat of truth. You hide, and call yourself brave.
He could say anything, he realized with horror. Anything at all, and Feltan would hear it as guidance. He prayed, What should I do? What should I say?
Only silence answered, and the crackling of flames.
“You bear witness,” Abelard said. “She cared for you. Live as the one She cared for, the one She and you have made together. Dream with other faithful. And when something new grows, shelter it and raise it as you have been sheltered and raised.”
At first he thought he had failed the test—but Feltan’s arms were around him again, strong now, their voice deep and grave. “Thank you.”
He felt like an imposter. But: keep faith, keep love, hold space for God—it was a good start. Love needed all the help it could get. The world was all too happy to wring it out from mortal cloth.
Feltan said, “I think I’ll take that cigarette.”
This time, Abelard managed to light only the tip, and then his own. They smoked together on the balcony facing the waves.
Feltan coughed. “How could you not think these things were killing you?”
“There’s a fine line between a holy man and a fool.” Then: “How is it, in your church?”
“Some of us weep,” Feltan said. “Some of us despair.” They breathed out a thin line of smoke. “And some of us are mad as hell.”

Every convention center must have a coffee shop, and every coffee shop must have a line, and the line must always be slightly too long for anyone waiting in it to acquire coffee and reach their next meeting in a timely fashion. This property emerges naturally from the interaction of base elements, like hydrogen from quark soup in the first nothingth-second of creation. Conference organizers have spent untold hours multiplying coffee shops, providing free coffee urns with giant cardboard arrows pointing to them, and so on, with the odd result that all these conveniences are ignored, and an (apparently) random coffee shop on or near convention premises becomes the One with the Line.
Savvy organizers soon arrive at the reasonable conclusion that the line must serve some function within the great many-lobed shambling monstrosity of the conference, or else it would have been eliminated by evolution, the market, deeper magic from before the dawn of time, or whatever invisible hand is supposed to wind the clock of the multiverse this week. Opinions differ, though, on what function the line might serve. Perhaps the answer lies in game theory. Perhaps a forced choice between maintenance caffeine and on-time arrival spices the social stew with adrenaline and uncertainty in a way conducive to a well-functioning event. Perhaps lines are one of those inconvenient multifunctional spaces that turn out to be as necessary to the life of a community as the official organs of government—those town greens and cathedral bridges where social divides grow porous, paths cross, and riots start. Perhaps occult forces are at work. Or perhaps, in a complex environment, people just like to know what’s expected of them—even if what’s expected is that they wait behind this lunk who should have realized ten seconds ago that it was time for him to take a step forward.
Kai was in line for coffee behind one such lunk when the Ajaians found her.
She was waiting for the lunk to move, and calculating just how fast she’d have to run and how many people she’d have to knock over if she wanted to be no more than five minutes late (maybe ten) to the thaumaturgical metrics subcommittee session, when someone behind her cleared their throat.
She ignored it at first. A cat may look at a king, but so may anyone else; the singular privilege of a cat is that they don’t have to.
“Ms. Pohala,” said a quiet and gentle voice at her shoulder, “you have not returned our nightmares.”
“In that respect,” she replied, “I regret to inform you that you are not unique. My nightmares are a busy place these days.”
“You are fortunate to have the freedom of so many competing concerns. When one’s god has died, one tends to fixate.”
The personage in green robes behind her seemed gentle. Much effort, Kai thought, had been expended on that seeming: on the smile and the soft brown eyes and loose silver hair. But the robes were made of living vines that twined and twisted as the priest moved, and while Kai might be undercaffeinated at present, she was not an idiot. “Walk well in kind shade, O servant,” she said in Ajaiatel, and offered the bow proper to foreign priests in the goddess Ajaia’s court. “I do not believe I have had the honor.”
“Not directly, though we have corresponded. I am Reas, of the Lady.” No honorific, no grade or title or limiting inflection—which, in the profuse nomenclature of the Ajaian priesthood, was a sign of high station. Specific authority required specific designation; general power needed none. She remembered the name, now, from the documents she’d been served at a beachside disaster date on Kavekana, a few weeks and a million years ago.
She tried to remember the appropriate hand posture for respectful attention. “I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “Ajaia was a kind patroness.”
“Words do not balance suffering, O priest. Our Lady is dead and our land in chaos, because of your failure. Our loss has been to your profit.”
“My faithful did not gain by the Lady’s passing,” Kai said. “They were not in breach of our settlement. They did not destroy the spirecliffs, nor are they in possession of any piece of your Lady’s heart. That guilt and burden belongs to another, which I can prove to the satisfaction of a Court of Craft. I know this is spare meat with which to feed the hunger of your sorrow. I offer you my prayers, and sympathy.”
“Your sorrow, we will accept,” said Reas, “and more besides. You are no mere priestess. You bear your clients’ stench.”
Kai frowned. “I keep meaning to switch perfume.”
“You are the mask they wear. From the meat beneath, the forest shall take its satisfaction.” Reas smiled, pleasantly. “Suffering balances suffering.”
“I don’t believe I understand you,” she said, though she was pretty sure she did. She glanced over her shoulder, but the lunk ahead had not moved. No, that wasn’t quite right. The lunk, and three other lunks ahead of him, had turned to face her. They were the size of billboards, and they had identical soft brown eyes, with flecks of gold.
She knew about Ajaia’s Thorns, but had never seen one in person. They were usually too busy murdering things to get invited to strategy sessions.
She stepped back—but that brought her closer to Reas. “I didn’t realize I was between the, um, four of you. Please. Be my guest. I really should get going, anyway. Running late.”
“Do not fear. Penance may adjust itself to available time.”
She tried to duck under the rope barrier, but the nearest lunk was faster than someone that large should be. His hand fit all the way around her upper arm. The gold flecks in his pupils bulged from the lens and bloomed—he had flowers for eyes now. Thin mycelial roots spread from his grip on her. “Hey. Watch the suit.”
“Is there a problem here, O priests?”
The voice was conversational as a tombstone. Reas turned.
Elayne Kevarian, with arms crossed, did not seem even slightly gentle.
“None of your concern, Craftswoman,” Reas said. “A theological debate. A matter of equity.”
“It is not your place, O priest, to determine what aspects of my clients’ affairs are my concern. You are free to press the issue, of course. If you feel the circumstances opportune.”
Reas, somehow, smiled. But the lunk’s hand was no longer around Kai’s arm. “Not at this time.”
“Good. Ms. Pohala, I believe we are late for our appointment.” Ms. Kevarian frowned at the line. “And no coffee again. Someday, I swear, I will manage it.”

The convention center stood on landfill built out into the waters north of Alt Coulumb’s harbor. Architects had angled the great glass heap away from the portside industrial park to the south, so the view from the embankment faced a tranquil sea. Great powers, in Kai’s experience, liked solitude and space—they liked to imagine that their wealth and privilege arose as a matter of universal principle, rather than through the striving of tangled bodies. Maybe that was why so many of them were eager to shed the flesh.
The Craftswoman led her to a picnic table, set her briefcase on the bench, and sat facing the water.
“Thank you.” Kai stood, feeling a bit like she’d been called to the teacher’s desk. She massaged her arm where the Thorn had caught her. “I should have paid more attention in those cardio kickboxing classes.”
“An Ajaian Thorn has a vertical leap of twenty feet and can travel through underground fungal networks,” the Craftswoman said. “They come of age wrestling crocodiles in the depths of the Ajaiatez and sup on poisons to build their stamina.”
“A lot more attention.”
“I would very much appreciate an introduction to your instructor.”
“So. Um. Thanks again.” She had followed the Craftswoman automatically, but out here in the open air she found herself looking for exits, and unable to find them. “Correct me if I’m wrong…”
“I shall.”
“But. Weren’t you working for them, recently?”
“I was investigating the goddess’s disappearance on their behalf.”
“It’s just that, um. When we first met, you were. That is.”
“I was representing Grimwald Holdings in a wrongful-death suit, concerning the idol you had built for them, which was believed at that time to have died. Yes.”
Kai remembered the Grimwald’s faceless face, its bright sharp smiling teeth, and Ms. Kevarian, patiently asking questions, in a room without doors or shadows. But her memory doubled in the remembering. She had a vivid recollection of herself across the conference table, bandaged, hollow-eyed, defiant through her pain. She wished she did not remember thinking, We can use her. “Doesn’t that place you in some sort of ethical … thing?”
Ms. Kevarian sighed. “Ms. Pohala, some mornings I feel as though my entire life since age four has been an unbroken chain of ethical … things.”
“I know how that feels.”
“I imagine you do. My, let us say, contact with the Ajaian church dates back to the Wars, and has been informal for the most part. My association with Grimwald Holdings, on the other hand, has a distinctly professional character. I recused myself from representing the Grimwald’s interests in the spirecliffs, and believed that would be the end of it. But the past is a noose.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I am attempting to unwind this particular knot in consultation with the firm’s ethics board. In the meantime, it is in my capacity as an occasional representative of Grimwald Holdings that I have sought you.”
“I thought you were just trying to get me out of there.”
“It is unwise to lie in the pursuit of one’s business. Demons are quite literally in the details. Besides, I hardly require a pretext to remove a few Thorns.”
Kai tried not to think about the implications of “remove.” “Is it safe to do Grimwald business in public?”
“We will not be overheard.” Ms. Kevarian nodded to the empty air. For an instant a spherical cage surrounded them, made from blue-white wires of Craft. Then it was gone. “An open-air meeting has many advantages. There is little furniture to be tampered with here, there are no walls to glyph. The wind, ever-shifting as the sea, resists composition into an addressable party for Craftwork. And here, we will be able to see anyone sneaking up on us. If you require social proof, there’s an Iskari bishop consulting with a Shining Empire functionary two tables over, and a Dhistran fellow with an elephant head in conversation with the ambassador plenipotentiary of the Northern Gleb. I have taken all precautions deemed necessary by my client, and others besides.” Ms. Kevarian’s perfectly even tone of voice communicated, somehow, several exhausted paragraphs about the excessive nature of said precautions. “Please. Sit down.”
“I’d rather stand.”
“Have compassion for an old woman’s neck.”
Her words were utterly devoid of weakness, her eyes an impaling blue. Kai sat. “You’ve been working for them for years now.”
“Yes.”
“How much … did you know?”
“Little. I guessed more. Many of the final details surprised me.”
“And what do they want with me?”
Ms. Kevarian opened her briefcase and withdrew a brown folder, bound with a leather glyph-knot that wriggled open at her touch. A key chain with a single wicked silver key fell onto the table with a thud. From the folder came a sheaf of documents, looping brown-red ink on parchment, with a seal at the bottom—a crescent moon facing up, or perhaps a smile. “I offer you my congratulations, Ms. Pohala, and condolences. It seems you are the heir to Grimwald Holdings, a limited liability concern.”
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Kai staggered through the convention center, running from ghosts.
When she left Ms. Kevarian, she had needed the kind of space and solitude she only ever found in a crowd. But as she had reached the main hall with its throngs of delegates she saw the Grimwald everywhere around her. Each plate of glass gleamed with a grin, and in every span of chrome and steel she saw a face, the bright slash of its teeth through a caul of shadow. She recognized a sloping shoulder beneath a tailored suit—but when she grabbed that shoulder it turned out to belong to an Apophitan man, who cocked his jackal-head at her in canine perplexity. She stammered an apology. As she turned away she saw in a mirror-finished pillar the Grimwald, reflected, distorted, smiling, one finger to his lips. Her lips.
She laughed. Did that bitter humor belong to her, or to the ghost?
She shoved past a four-armed creature limned with blades, past a coven of analysts and a coterie of junior Craftswomen. She reached a bank of windows facing the city and the bay, and could run no farther.
She had kept it together in front of Elayne Kevarian. She had been … professional. She had asked all the right questions about ownership structure and responsibilities, about shareholders and mission. She’d learned that the resources at her disposal were extensive, the responsibilities substantial, the mission clear. Grimwald Holdings was to prevent the triumph of the skazzerai or allied forces. There was no board of directors; there were few direct reports. There were agents and operatives and contractors. Most were not aware of their ultimate allegiance. They could be activated with mystic phrases, or with the key. She was mistress of that network now. But was she, really? Or was she the glove, and the ghost the hand?
Has anyone ever told you you have a penchant for the dramatic, kiddo?
He was there, in the glass, in the sky above the city, where Kai’s own reflection should have been. “You’re not here.”
Of course not. I’m dead. But we have work to do.
“Your work.”
Our work. It’s not pretty but someone has to do it. And it looks like you could use a little help.
She remembered the mouths in the sky, the spears through the belly of the world, remembered hearts lifted in sacrifice, the hills of Dresediel Lex aflame, Tara’s arms around her. She could not tell where her memories ended and the ghost’s began. Last night, in her own office, by the pool of her own power, she had felt so weak: cold and trembling before Michel, before the might of the Iskari Demesne cloaked in Bescond’s flesh. But here was a power older than the Saints of Iskar, a power even the Saints courted. The squids owed the ghost favors; they had looked to him for advice. To her.
They owe us more than favors, kiddo. I’ve been doing this for a long, long time. I saw my world burn and I helped build this one from its ashes. I couldn’t beat the skazzerai last time, but I learned what I could, and I’ve been busy in the hundred thousand years since. Scratch the surface of any faith and you’ll find me smiling back at you: the gods’ own angel investor. They owe us miracles, and we can collect. Want to see?
Her hand closed around the key in her pocket.
And she saw.
The city was a miracle. What other word could sum it up, this continual dream of millions? A pulsing burgeoning miracle body, a heartbeat glow beneath material skin. These walls were a miracle, this span of glass. The lights were lights of miracle, their power the living breath of the god who was the work of all those millions.
She breathed it in, and the lights went out. The crowd stopped. Not a sound disturbed the convention center.
The ghost had failed to possess her in Chartegnon. But she was inside it now, inheritor of the great spiritual frame of the Grimwald, its contracts and its obligations and its vows, a truth that outlasted flesh. What was she, this scrap of meat—what, but an avatar of this truth? Could she refuse it? She was the heart of Grimwald Holdings now. Could a heart choose to stop beating?
In the reflection, the Grimwald reached for her. The glass bubbled out to form fingers, hand, wrist, sleeve. It cupped her cheek.
She recoiled with a scream and let go of the key.
Time came back, and the murmur of surrounding conversation, and the light was only light again, and the city had its walls, and she had her own flesh. Or was it hers?
There was a hand on her shoulder.
She turned, swung without thinking. Her slap connected. The sound cut through the crowd-murmur, and left her in a more human silence.
There stood Jax, blinking, stunned and amused, one hand to his red cheek—with his personal assistant shocked by his side, and behind Sonja stood the usual halo of rubberneckers and hangers-on and press. “Ms. Pohala? I have to say, that’s hardly the reaction I hoped for.”
Her stomach turned. She saw him doubled, the body of the man and of the empire, one more puppet of the machine: astride the stars, asking her to dance.
She ran.

Tara found her later, on a pier a few blocks from the convention center, staring out over the harbor. Kai had recovered, a bit. She could feel like herself for minutes at a time, so long as she did not look at her own reflection.
“Elayne thought you might need someone to talk to,” Tara said.
Kai huddled deeper into her jacket. “I’m sorry to interrupt your work.”
“It wasn’t…” She kicked a pebble off into the water. “Anyway, I needed a walk. Fresh air. Company. I’ve been in and out of meetings all day—the Church and the Iskari, the Interfaith Council, the International Necromancy Conclave. The bond markets are in free fall; everyone needs liquid soul, no one knows where to get it. And when I’m not shouting at people, or being shouted at, I’m staring at Jax’s godsdamn iron.” Ripples spread. “I heard you hit him.”
“He deserved it.”
“For something, I’m sure.”
“How did you find me?”
Tara pointed with her head to the line of warehouse roofs behind them. Kai couldn’t see any gargoyles up there. That was the thing with gargoyles.
“You’re having me followed.”
“If I could,” Tara said, “I’d have everyone followed.”
“You’d need everyone to follow them.”
“Good idea. That would keep people busy. Out of trouble.” She knuckled one eye with her fleshless hand.
“Did you sleep last night?”
“You?”
“We’re going to have to stop asking one another that question,” Kai said. “Did you know about the Grimwald bequest?”
“I suspected. I hoped it would stop with the ghost, the memories. But they had a few thousand years to set up contingencies. Succession planning. So it’s not much of a surprise. Especially given how hard they fought to get one of us to step over the line in their spire. Not that I blame you,” she said, too fast. “I really don’t. It’s just—all hard, right now.”
Kai glanced back. Tara looked so far away. “What happened?”
Tara told her: about the meeting, the princes and ministers in their shadowy room, what they knew and what they had known and what they wanted. She told the story like a bad joke, which, to be fair, it was.
In the King in Red’s penthouse room, she had heard their reasons for placating Iskar, for freezing Alikand out, and she had listened, she had played along, though she was the Blue Lady’s priestess and though she had fought to free that city and keep it free. Had her silence been good sense? Or expedience? Had she kept silent by her own will and judgment, or by the will of the system to which she owed fealty, and which desired above all else for business to grind on as usual? If that was the most her free will could offer her—why not surrender to the ghost?
The key felt heavy in Kai’s pocket. “It’s a mess, isn’t it?”
“And our job to fix.”
“By which you mean, yours.”
“Why not mine?” A wry smile.
And that was the problem. It was Tara’s job—and hers, Kai’s. The convocation might help, but the Imperials and the Iskari and the King in Red and all the great powers, they couldn’t save the world. If they could, they would have done it already. They needed to change, and they couldn’t, not by themselves.
Their power might be vast, but it was bound, as surely as any djinn’s: to wield it they had to be themselves, and they could not act in ways unlike them. If we let them sit there growling at one another across conference tables, that’s all they’ll do, until the stars fall down.
So it was up to her to shake things up a bit.
Tara would hate this plan. So Kai couldn’t tell her. And she would have to lose the gargoyles. Fortunately, she had experience with that sort of thing. The Goddess would provide.
“Well,” she said with a sigh. “Back to work.”
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Round about sunset after a long day, the knight of the plumes sat across from the Dread Exalted Ms. Sun in a private room in a central-business-district tea shop, and tried to recall precisely what the good Sir Geoff had cautioned him, in the strongest terms, not to say.
The knight of the plumes had an excellent memory. Ask anyone. He’d been first in his class for recitations under durance, and old Bashy King-of-Arms had complimented him on his mastery of the peerage at the age of eight. The knight never forgot which fork to use for oysters, whose heraldry was rose and fountain quartered beneath ship volant, which fewmets corresponded to the grievous and which the pale and which the questing beast. A person with less exact recall would not have been so flummoxed by the shifting agendas and positions the good Sir Geoff had prepared for him withal:
Do not, under any circumstances, mention Kho Khatang audit measures to the Dhistran trade rep.
Do be sure, but only in passing, to mention to the ambassador plenipotentiary of the Northern Gleb the crown’s general receptivity to the proposed audit measures concerning Kho Khatang, but do not let the conversation veer to Southern Kathic debt grading, and particularly avoid the liquidity of the Oxulhat soul markets.
On the other hand, please do open your meeting with the Verdance—which unpleasant personage had refused to speak audibly at any point during their encounter in that rotting grove on the Sanctum grounds, choosing rather to convey his side of the conversation by means of a strip of paper unrolled from the open mouth of a chained and kneeling dryad—by raising the critical topic of Oxulhat liquidity, or quiddity, or some such thing, and wave off as immaterial any crown concerns with audit measures around Kho Khatang. When he brings up the subject of Imperial debt, indicate that such matters, while of course understandably pressing, were of secondary importance to the humanitarian crisis that might, or might not, be unfolding in the region.
And with Ms. Sun, her manner easy, gold circlet glittering amid her close-shorn salt-and-pepper hair, refilling her thimble-sized teacup from the pitcher: present the government’s strident opposition to Kho Khatang audit measures as currently proposed. On the other hand, we are not concerned about Oxulhat quiddity, but we do care about Imperial debt, and humanitarian crisises, or crises, or whatever. Or was it the opposite? To what degree do we hold this concern, or the lack of it? What are we actually willing to trade, for what, and where, and how does that correspond to what he should actually do, or say?
His sister had known how to think this way, how to hold conflicting truths in her mind, though she had never liked it and in the end the exercise proved beyond even her capacity. The knight wished she were here. But banishment was banishment, and in his sister’s case it had proved a bit more than that. In her absence, one’s familial obligations had rather intensified. So here one sat, doing one’s best.
“And has Your Grace,” continued Ms. Sun, “given much thought to star-watching of late?”
“Oh, I regularly watch the stars. Lovely pursuit. Have to be sure which way is north, you know, on the hunt and all. And all those stories, constellations, history and myth—the Huntsman, the Scorpion, cracking stuff.”
“The scorpion.” Ms. Sun set down her teacup. “Indeed.”
Sir Geoff was far too practiced a diplomat to make a strangled sound in his throat. Nor did he turn ash-gray or pale, or tighten his grip on his teacup. He did speak, however, somewhat out of turn. “His Grace refers to the sacred hunt, a private religious observance. Celestial matters remain the royal timekeeper’s concern, and from them Her Majesty receives regular reports. Her Majesty believes in the importance of free cooperation among knowledgeable parties in pursuit of truth.”
“A noble position,” said Ms. Sun, and the knight of the plumes got the sense something had been settled, though search him what.
By the time their audience—whose with whom, he was not quite sure—concluded, the knight of the plumes was coated with a thin layer of sour sweat. He yearned for northern woods, for the Folded Preserve of the Great God that stretched for shrouded miles beneath a violet sky. Sir Geoffrey helped him into the driverless carriage, and closed the door behind him, and said, as they jolted through Alt Coulumb, “That went quite well, Your Grace.”
“How close did I come to starting a war there, Sir Geoffrey?”
“There, Your Grace? Hardly.”
“Implying that at some other point today I drew nearer the, er, the unhappy event?”
“Your Grace’s concern for the proper execution of Your Grace’s mission is commendable. But it is ‘all good beneath the hood,’ to deploy what I am given to understand is the local vernacular. Today, we are dogs meeting other dogs, to learn their scent and take their measure. A certain boisterousness is helpful, as is a freshness of approach.”
“Was I boisterous?” He tried to adjust his collar, and, said collar being metal, failed. “I did not intend to be.”
“The kingdom maintains an uneasy balance, Your Grace. We are not creatures of the New World, and yet we stand quite apart from the Old in many ways. Lines are being drawn, as you have seen.”
“Have I? I suppose I have.”
“Under such conditions, an independent party may be torn asunder by competing forces—but may also serve as the deciding factor. That ambiguity, we hope, shall permit us to protect our own interests in the present matter.”
“And those are? The Kho Khatang audit question, the, ah, various debt issues, the Oxulhat quiddity?”
“All these implicate our interests, but none quite reaches the root of the matter—which is why the Home Office suggested them as pivot points.”
“What’s the root of the matter, then?”
“Our Glebland excursions have brought us time and again into conflict with Iskar and their interests in Agdel Lex—and drawn us closer to the Deathless Kings of that continent. Should hostilities erupt, we are in danger of being seen as an ally of the Deathless Kings and the great firms, though as we have no, ah, firm ties, if Your Grace will excuse the expression, it is unlikely they will come to our aid. That would expose us to the Iskari. We hope, then, to mitigate that perception and draw nearer to older powers such as the Shining Empire, and Dhistra, and Zur. In your meetings we have touched on a range of issues important to those polities, but expressed guarded and changeable positions, signaling our willingness to negotiate further—to be tempted, as it were, from the perceived shadow of the Craftwork world, without breaking our present ties of affinity and cooperation.”
“It’s all a bit much for me, Sir Geoffrey.”
“Do not trouble yourself, Your Grace. All manner of things shall be well.”
Despite the assurance, the knight of the plumes felt uneasy in his stomach and points north. And he could not stop thinking about the young woman in pink, about the brightness of her dark eyes.
“The day has been long, Sir Geoffrey,” said the knight when they reached their suite at the Palace Hotel, “and I wish to bathe.”
Sir Geoffrey acquiesced, and stood uneasily at ease while the knight of the plumes disrobed and busied himself about the various trunks that had been shipped from home along the rainbow road, until the knight of the plumes had gowned himself in cotton and held a double-armed pile of towels, unguents, scrub brushes, and a yellow rubber duck.
Sir Geoff, naturally, waited outside as the knight of the plumes stumbled toward the triple-sized tub.
The bath worked as well as any at home, and the knight of the plumes did bathe, rapidly. Then, toweling off, he left the water-jets running, and the little box with the demons in it that played music. He dressed swiftly in the jerkin and tights he had concealed within the mounded towels. He folded his gloves at his belt and donned a light cap over his sandy blond hair.
The window was not designed to open; with a silent apology, he broke it, as quietly as he could manage. The night air rolled in, redolent with city, oil and steel and brick and cinder and cinnamon. The climb down was only seven stories. He had scaled far steeper cliffs on the hunt.
He did not mean to run away, or to shirk his responsibilities. But he had not been made for unending diplomatic labor, sleeping only to rise to work again, as some poet fellow had no doubt said. A man needed a bit of quest to settle his nerves and rest easy in his body. Sir Geoffrey would understand. Though the knight of the plumes preferred not to risk asking.
He tucked the pink handkerchief into his jerkin, and slipped out into the dark.

The Hidden Schools glimmered in the night above Alt Coulumb, a chandelier replacement for the stars. Their crystal towers broke the light of swelling moon to rainbow shards that cut the shadows of the city, and through those shards slipped Deathless Kings and Queens, clerks, priests, scholars, crooks, degenerates, strangers, and weirdos on their quests. Some knew what it was they sought: pleasure or pain, joy, relief, adventure, seduction. Some were even correct in their estimation of their own motives.
Dame Alban sought revenge: in a Pleasure Quarter dream bar where the Verdance reclined, lost in slumber and stroked by dryads, she emerged from the wall like a swimmer from a pool and caught him by the neck with foot-long talons. Their ensuing battle overturned a hookah, set fire to the establishment, and chased a double handful of half-dressed Oxulhat attachés into the streets where they wandered uttering dream-poppy-addled prophecy to passersby. Ms. Sun, sipping clear liquor at a roadside tavern with the Dhistran trade rep, called to one of the attachés, a red-haired young woman struggling to button her jacket, and invited her over for shots.
Dockside, three Maskorovim disappeared in an off-license massage parlor—they entered, and did not emerge. Ivan Karnov, entirely legitimate businessman and appointed ambassador of His Imminence Koschei, Dread Ruler of all Zurs, pledged revenge on the Cinder Gang, which managed the parlor, and dispatched a cultural officer to remonstrate with the gang’s leadership. The Cinder Gang’s lieutenant in charge of the dockside massage circuit claimed to know nothing about the matter, and pointed out that it wasn’t just Maskorovim who had disappeared. Everyone inside the parlor had vanished, without a sign of struggle.
Street cults preached and criers cried the news. Screams resounded from a dockside warehouse, but when the Blacksuits burst in the door they found the place deserted. In the Hidden Schools, the Honorable Order of the Fall placed dominos in line. Children who peered into the bay saw strange reflections there, pale and stretched, smiling up at them with bloody mouths. A young officer of the Imperial consulate woke with moonsong in his heart, and wandered barefoot and dazed into the Ash, to fall to his knees at the feet of Claire Rafferty, saint presumptive of the goddess Seril, who was enjoying an ice-cream cone with her sisters at the time. She held him as he wept.
In the Sacred Precinct, Initiate Feltan walked.
Hold a space, Saint Abelard had said, as they smoked on the convention-center balcony. Hold a space for Her. Be the person She loved. Ajaia of the Green might return. Or She might be forever lost. Either way, Feltan was Her servant, and Her friend, and would keep Her rites. There was no jungle here, no deep and holy space rich in shadows and the teeth of the real. But Lord Kos in His radiance kept a bit of wildness in His city’s heart.
So Feltan walked barefoot on the grass, praying not as an acolyte or as a priest might pray, not as one who knows the secrets behind the mystery, but praying as they had prayed in childhood: heart open, soul impatient, yearning.
As a child they had not felt such sorrow. As a child they had not known what sorrow was. There had never been a weight like this upon their heart.
But that was right, that was good. Weight made your steps careful. It made them honest.
They walked the holy path unseen, and in the silence of their heart they heard a whisper.



  
16
Alt Coulumb’s freight harbor was not made to human scale.
Yachts and sailing ships and packet vessels moored farther in. Out here the cargo haulers seemed like islands come loose from the seafloor—mute testament to the vast appetite of land, that the sum of so many mouths’ small hungers could require such a sky-blotting amount of stuff to satisfy. The containers piled here might hold all of mortal need in twenty-ton increments, wrapped in corrugated metal.
But the sea still bore them on its back.
Kai rowed her small boat between the cliff walls of container ships, and tried to feel brave. Here she was, cloaked, hooded, sneaking into the harbor on a clandestine mission of justice. Surely in that situation one was supposed to feel heroic. What she felt instead was nervous, plus tired, angry, and small.
Well, who knows, she told herself. Maybe that’s how heroes always feel on the inside.
More or less, the ghost whispered. In my experience.
She ignored it. Ignored, too, the weight of the key on the silver chain around her neck. The combination of neck and chain had uncomfortable implications, but she hadn’t liked keeping the key in her pocket. Felt unsafe. She wanted to feed it to a garbage disposal, but she had a sneaking suspicion that if she tried, she’d be out one garbage disposal, and would find the key back in her pocket none the worse for wear.
She rowed between artificial islands until she found the one she wanted. She checked her notes three times—there it was, the Evergreen, serial number blazoned on its hull. From this angle she could not see the flag of Kavekanese registry. It didn’t mean much—anything could be from anywhere these days. Only people carried their history in their bodies.
A rope ladder dangled beside the second aft-starboard anchor chain, as promised. If Kai had not known where to look, she never would have seen it—beside the chain, the rope ladder looked like flea-circus furniture, made from thread or hair.
She tied off the rowboat to the anchor chain, and climbed.
She swayed on the ladder, above the sea and beneath the sky, against the steel cliff of the ship’s hull.
Don’t look down. Down is how you fall. Don’t look up. Up is how you persuade yourself of the impossibility of the climb. And don’t think about Tara.
Not thinking, it turned out, was harder than not looking.
The top rail surprised her. She slipped onto the Evergreen’s deck. There were guards, asleep at their posts. To her, their closed eyes glistened blue. So did certain shadows—beside this bulkhead, that exhaust pipe, that ladder. The goddess had left her a breadcrumb trail. She followed the shadows down and in.
The ship enfolded her, the weight of its body, the high-pitched whine of its ghostlights, the churn of its slumbering engines.
The shadows led Kai to a hatch. She raised her fist to the metal, and hesitated.
What she was doing here was a betrayal—of Tara, of their group, of the convocation. The Iskari had refused to attend if delegates from Alikand were invited, and much as Kai hated to admit it, the convocation needed the Iskari. But the world’s fate could not be trusted to its great powers, to the King in Red, to Michel, to the Empire and Jax and the great firms and the Grimwald grinning in the back of her mind. They needed pressure—they needed to be forced into uncomfortable positions. And formal invitations were not the only way to conduct business.
An islander lived with many loyalties. She found a balance—sought one, anyway—between sea and shore. She made herself useful, which gave her some measure of protection against the depredations the powerful wreaked on those they deemed useless.
That was life. You could not sail the calm. But some loyalties could not be balanced. You had to choose between the beast and all that it devoured. And the beast’s logic would not save them.
Tara would understand. After she was done being furious.
Kai knocked on the hatch. Heavy bolts unbolted. Latches clunked open. The hinges were too well oiled to groan.
To the Shadow King of Alikand, God-Eater and Blightwalker, Blue Lady’s chosen, she said, “Hi.”
She would have said more, but Izza’s arms were around her, so tight they cut off breath.
Once she had woken in the middle of the night to find this girl’s knife at her throat.
“I missed you,” Kai said. “Your Majesty.”
And Izza said, “Took you long enough.”

A pillar of Glebland acrobats towered above the dockside crowd, while the band’s horns and drums surged beneath. At last a beautiful long-limbed girl scrambled to the top, lifted her chin, and breathed a ring of fire toward the stars. The crowd cheered, and tossed coins at their feet. Joss sellers sold clay idols from carts, and T-shirts printed with the faces of revolutionaries, and with I♥︎AC with the heart on fire. Sailors from a double-dozen ports drank and sang and danced on sprawling patios. Through that chaos wandered Izza, wondering, and with her, nervous, Kai.
Kai had planned to come ashore at some out-of-the-way pier and sneak through the warehouse district to safety. But Izza had heard the horns and drums of the dockside carnival and argued that two cloaked figures slipping furtively from shadow to shadow might attract the sort of notice that two women enjoying a party might escape.
“I’m glad you could get here so quickly.”
“I dream-stepped through a circle of faithful on the container ship. Rough ride—almost got eaten by a nightmare. Lot of those going around. We were looking to get in anyway, so we had plans ready. Would have been here before, invited or not, if you hadn’t asked us to hold back.”
“I’m sorry,” she said. “It was the wrong call.”
“What changed your mind?”
“I realized how much of a mistake I’d made by listening to other people.”
“Listening to other people? That doesn’t sound like you.”
Kai grinned. “I can’t get you formal diplomatic status, but I arranged a safe house in the Ash district.” She passed her the key. “You can reach me through this central post box and through a local courier service called First Flame. I’m told they’re secure. As for funds—”
“I’ll get by.” Izza lifted a peach from a fruit vendor’s stall, rolled it from her palm down her fingers to the back of her hand, down her forearm to the elbow, caught it again. She bit. Licked juice from her lip.
Kai tossed the fruit seller a coin. He hadn’t noticed Izza’s lift—the hustle of fire-breathers and dancers and patrons stumbling out of clubs would have covered a gang murder, and Izza’s technique was flawless—but it was the principle of the thing. “I’m not talking about living expenses. You’re here to meet some of the most powerful people on the planet. If you want them to listen to you, you’ll need funding.”
Izza chewed and swallowed.
Years had passed since the girl had been a gutter child slitting tourist pockets in the shadow of Kavekana’ai. She had become a priestess of a sort—and now a saint, and a king. But she still ate with the joy of someone who didn’t know where her next peach was coming from.
“I’m not a normal delegate,” Izza said. “Why should I act like one?”
“So what’s your plan? Sneak into their bedrooms with a knife?”
“It’s worked before.”
“Most of these people don’t have operational throats to speak of. You’ll have to find a new form of leverage.”
Izza veered across the path of an oncoming driverless junk cart, toward the tower of acrobats. Kai stepped fast to catch up, and tried not to think about that squelch beneath her left heel. “I’ll manage,” Izza said over her shoulder. Then, when Kai caught up: “I don’t mean to sound ungrateful. Or naive.”
“Not at all,” said Kai, who had in fact been thinking both of those things.
“This is a new situation,” Izza said. “It’s not the God Wars. That would be so much easier: we’ve done that before. We need new tools.”
“Could you please,” Kai said, her voice tight, “slow down?”
Atop the tower, the fire-breather somersaulted to land again on her comrade’s shoulders. The crowd cheered.
“You haven’t prayed,” Izza said. “Not in a long time.”
Kai looked away. “It’s the ghost inside my head. The Grimwald. He’s hungry. If I let him touch the Lady—” The shudder spread to her whole body. She clenched her jaw, her fists, as if she could crush it. “He has beautiful teeth, Izza. I see them when he smiles.”
“She’s not afraid of him.”
“I don’t want to risk it.” Her voice sounded sour, even to herself. She straightened, adjusted her jacket, checked her hair. “I’ll manage.”
“You might have to,” Izza said. “We have friends closing in.”
“Friends?”
“Of the not-friendly sort. Don’t look. I see four—no, five. They’re good, but the flowers in their eyes are a giveaway.”
Kai swore. “Ajaians.”
“You know these guys?”
“They’re kind of suing me?”
“They seem to have a rough-and-ready sense of due process.”
“Get out of here. I’ll manage this.” Somehow. “Find the safe house.”
“No way,” Izza said. “I know that tone of voice. That’s the you-do-something-stupid-so-everyone-else-can-escape tone of voice. We’re not doing that.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“Sure.” She cracked her fingers. “Just give me a second. And get ready to run like hell.”
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In the dockside crowd, a Maskorovnik reached for his purse to buy a beer, only to find it missing—and after an instant’s frantic search, spotted it on the belt of a nearby officer of the Iskari navy. The Maskorovnik seized the officer’s arm; the officer reached for the blade at her side—but the blade, too, was gone. The officer tore free, scanned the crowd, and glimpsed the telltale silver-flashed hilt of her sword in the grip of an Alt Coulumbite dockhand, who was wondering why exactly the girl who’d shouldered past him had dropped such an ornate weapon.
The Iskari cried, “Thief!” and rushed the dockhand, with the Maskorovnik and his buddies right behind. At which point the dockhand wondered what had happened to his belt, and why his pants were down around his ankles.
The confusion escalated from blows to blades and the spark of cursethrowers. Kai ran after Izza, impressed once again by how much criminality one could accomplish if one walked fast and kept a positive attitude.
Behind them, the Thorns waded into the scrum, tossing aside Maskorovim and Iskari and dockhands and sailors alike, which only spread the chaos faster. A few Thorns were already tiring of the wade. Vines grew from their raised hands to lash lampposts and pull them above the crowd.
When Kai pointed this out to Izza, the girl said, “I’m working on it.”
Then the lights went out.
Streetlamps and ghostlights and cook fires all died at once—all illumination save the moon, and the flame from the acrobat’s mouth, which lit the surging crowd in instants and eyeblinks as her tower swayed, swayed—and fell.
But the bodies descended with preternatural slowness, as the Blue Lady wrapped them in her grace.
Kai followed Izza, slipping from the crowd down a back alley. Shadows danced as the dockside lights came back. Izza ran and Kai ran after her. They turned and turned again through a maze of stalls and crates and chain-link fences. Izza climbed one fence as easy as breathing, and did something to cut the barbed wire at the top, while Kai struggled up and over in her wake.
She landed hard on asphalt. Her ankle registered extreme protest. She cried out; Izza caught her before she fell, and knelt to set Kai’s ankle right with a touch of grace.
Kai had never liked fast healing. Tendons were not supposed to wriggle. And as the Blue Lady worked upon her, she felt the Grimwald’s hunger.
“Kai?”
“I’m fine.” She swallowed the ghost down.
Beside her, the pavement burst open. Hideous vines writhed up from the bare soil and wove into a man with flowers for eyes.
“Shit.” Izza ran. Kai followed. Over her shoulder, she saw other Thorns burst from the concrete. “I thought we’d lost them.”
“They have my scent.” Kai was panting for breath, losing pace. And they smell ghost inside me. “They don’t care about you. Get out of here.”
“I’m not leaving you,” Izza said. “But if it’s you they’re after, we can use that.”
“How?”
But the shadows rippled around Izza and she was gone. Kai was running alone, through the oil and fish-stink of Alt Coulumb’s docks.
The first scream, from behind her, clarified the plan. She risked a backward glance and saw a Thorn down, with a dust devil of blue sparks above him. Kai felt a swell of triumph, until a heavy silhouette with floral eyes writhed up out of the shadows to block her path.
She cornered hard on grimy cobblestones, took three turns at random. She was lost now. Her memory was trained for holy mysteries, not for maze-running a dockside jumble at speed. Maybe that was for the best. If she didn’t know where she was going, the Ajaians couldn’t suss it out and get there first.
Another scream cut short. That left three Thorns by her count. Two silhouettes tried to pincer her at the next turning. Ahead, she saw the glimmer of streetlamps on water. The bay. A cry behind her. Just keep one step ahead. She breathed a prayer, and ran.
She burst from the alley onto the dock—and something tackled her from the side.
Her skull bounced off cobblestones. Breath escaped her. She tried to sit up, but there was a weight on her chest—a woman with orchid eyes in a round face, her knees pinning Kai’s arms. She tried to cry out, but the woman forced her own forearm into Kai’s mouth, so deep the skin pulled at the corners of Kai’s lips. The stamens of those orchid eyes unfurled and reached for her own.
She tried to buck off the Thorn. The arm in her mouth tasted of ginger soap. Writhing stamens brushed her eyelashes.
Then the woman slumped to one side, and Izza stood over her, panting, sweat-slick, aglimmer with fading godslight. Kai’s relief was sweet for the heartbeats that it lasted. Then she saw, moored at the pier beside her, the great gray swell of an Iskari ship.
Behind Izza the skyline of warehouse rooftops bulged, warped, and birthed cloaked figures. The darkness beneath their hoods writhed with tentacles.
Before Kai could speak, the Wreckers were upon them.
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The Wreckers carried Kai into the ship, and it swallowed her down.
She floated between them, unmoored from gravity and her own flesh by the drugs their tentacles fed her. She tried to claw and tear, but her body expressed that will with a dreamer’s feeble swimming motion. The Wreckers’ arms twisted around her wrists and legs and throat. She did not feel afraid, or angry. It was hard to feel anything at all. She drifted on a sea of blood.
They brought her down a narrow gullet that opened into a chamber vast and ribbed as the inside of a whale’s mouth, its walls billowing pink, its roof crowned with a pulsing dome that shed purplish light. She was borne to the wall, where the Wreckers released her—but she did not fall. The wall sprouted pseudopods that slipped around her limbs to hold her fast and coat her mind with glory.
The Wreckers marched Izza into the chamber, too. The door clenched shut behind them.
Run, Kai thought, through the haze. Why don’t you? Why didn’t you?
But Izza’s eyes fixed on her, and Kai knew: She won’t leave me behind.
A second door dilated. Through it came, first, an adjutant, bearing a long hinged box webbed to her back by cords of flesh, and then Michel, huge and triumphant in brocade housecoat and nightcap. “Don’t you simply adore,” he said, “when everything just works out?”
Izza spat at Michel’s feet. One of the Wreckers’ arms cracked her across the face with the speed of a whip.
Michel shook his head. “No, no, my friends. This is a civilized place. We proceed in the proper manner.” He raised his arms, and the dome in the ceiling opened.
Kai saw then, with a lurch of terror that pierced even the drug-glory, that the dome was in fact an eye. The insane false colors of a nebula swirled around its omega pupil. She felt herself comprehended by a vast alien brain, the weight of its awareness like deep-sea pressure. Izza struggled to rise past her knees. Michel grinned. At a wave of his hand the adjutant knelt, and the box on her back hinged open.
It held a spear. Its point was broad and white save for tip and edge, which seemed wet with a red stain.
“Small god of Alikand, we meet again.” Michel’s lips moved, but the voice seemed to issue from within the walls. “There are no shadows here. There is no deceit where my gaze falls, and no tricks shall avail you.”
“Let her go,” Izza said.
“I do not think I will. You are a treacherous creature, and the Lady you serve is more treacherous yet. You might slip free even from my belly—but if you do M. Pohala will remain, forfeit of your survival. You care for her. You cannot desert her and remain yourself.”
Go, Kai prayed to her, leave me—or at least she tried. When she opened her heart to the Lady, she saw only the mad colors of that great glowing eye.
“I told you, M. Pohala, that the interval of decision would not be long.” Michel hefted the spear. “The modern world vaunts its flabby miracles, its dentistry and sanitation, its flying machines and its many innovative forms of murder. But the wonders of ancient times reared like mountains of ice above the cold north sea. This lance tasted of the Stoneworker’s blood at the turning of the Empire of Telomere, and ever since, its hunger for god-blood has been keen. It is a great treasure. In times past, when we were not so weak as we have made ourselves, this was the final deed of conquest: to stand above some brought-low spirit, pinned to the altar by her chained priests, and let the spear drink her life. We don’t get to do that anymore. I miss it. The old ways were glorious.”
“Izza, get out of here!” But Izza did not run. She glared hatred at Michel, and Michel grinned back.
“I yearn for her death, M. Pohala. I yearn for the Shadow King of Alikand to fall, and for her great city to rejoin our demesne. But my pleasure may be checked. Make common cause with me. Open Kavekana’s books—give us the secrets of the Deathless Kings—and the girl, and her goddess, will live. The choice is yours.”
Something burned against Kai’s chest. Beneath the glory-dream an immense unseen power shifted. Its motion roiled her. She felt a smile cross its eyeless face.
Rough spot, kiddo.
And Kai understood: this had been the plan.
She had fled through the dockside alleys of Alt Coulumb, her steps driven by instinct and terror. How easy for a ghost to guide her, to choose this alley over that, to deliver her to the Iskari. Now she faced a choice that was no choice at all: let Izza die, give up Kavekana, or surrender to the power that moved within her.
Get out of here, she thought back at the Grimwald ghost.
That’s the plan. And I’ll take you both along for the ride. I’m generous that way.
You got us into this.
Doesn’t sound like me. I like the girl, and the Blue Lady. That was a good move, calling them up, they have potential. Shame the squids got into it. They lack a sense of balance. Or humor. But I know how to talk to them. Let me drive—five minutes, maybe—and we all walk out of here, safe and sound.
It was a good trap. She was no less caught for having seen it.
You set me up.
Does it matter? You’re in a spot, and I know the way out. What do you say? Do we have a deal? You have to say yes, or it doesn’t take.
She opened her mouth.
Then a tremor shook the boat, and the squid’s great eye snapped shut. Kai felt a rush of fear, but it wasn’t her fear, nor the Grimwald’s. It was the fear of the squid.
The lights went out.
Kai heard tearing flesh. The wall that held her convulsed. Its pseudopods went limp. She fell to her knees on the spongy floor, and looked up, dazzled, into the moonlight that issued from a gap torn in the squid-vessel’s hull. Backlit by the moon stood a familiar figure: suited, Craftswoman’s blade in silver hand, her eyes ablaze with lightning.
“M. Abernathy,” said Michel. “You have a knack for interrupting private conferences. And violating diplomatic immunity.”
“Ms. Pohala is a delegate of the Kavekanese priesthood,” Tara said. “Her person is as inviolate as yours. The Lady of the Moon sent me to keep the peace.”
“M. Pohala was conspiring to violate the terms under which we agreed to attend this conference. She snuck this terrorist through your wards.”
He pointed with his spear—but Izza was gone.
There had been no shadows beneath the weight of the squid’s all-consuming gaze, no cracks through which Izza might escape. But that eye was shut now, and moonlight made shadows aplenty. The ones through which Izza had slipped still shimmered blue.
“If there is a terrorist in Alt Coulumb,” Tara said, “Justice will find her.”
“Justice.” Michel’s face twisted with disgust. “Justice and her pawns should get out of our way. M. Pohala will remain in our protective custody as we search.”
“She leaves with me.”
Tara marched into the squid. The vessel flinched beneath her heels. Michel met her advance, spear in hand. But at the last moment, he stepped back.
Not bad, said the ghost. Kai ignored it. She stood, unsteadily. Her legs did not want to hold her. Tara took her arm. Her grip was cold and strong. Kai leaned against it.
“You play a dangerous game,” Michel said. “You invite us to parley and scorn our terms. You beg our aid, and succor our enemies.”
“She didn’t—“Kai said, but Tara spoke over her.
“Should my clients be held liable for all that occurs in their city? A dangerous theory to advance, Ambassador. Grimwald Holdings might, in that case, be said to have a cause of action against the Iskari state. As would I.”
“Different circumstances apply.”
“Is that so.”
Michel glared at her. “You have no advantage, M. Abernathy. You are dimly aware of an approaching threat. You have no weapons against it, no plans to match ours, which you reject. Why should we remain? Why not leave, and raise our walls, and wait for you all to kneel and beg what mercy we may spare when the floodwaters rise?”
“That’s not how it works,” Tara said. “And you know it. Apart, we all die.”
“Perhaps.” Michel smiled cruelly. “We will send our Wreckers into your city to seek the terrorist. If you oppose them, we will depart. What of your conclave then? What of you? Fortunes rise and fall.” His grin was wicked, his spear close at hand.
“So do empires,” Tara said. “Sooner than they expect. Good night, M. Michel.”
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On a respectable street of quiet brownstones in the lower-west Hearth, a driverless carriage pulled to the curb, and Kai slipped out. She placed one hand on a leafless tree to support herself. She could stand on her own. She just didn’t want to.
She fumbled for her purse, but by the time she found a coin the carriage was already rumbling away. Tara stood beside her, sliding her billfold back into her pocket. Moonlight, streetlight, made the curve of her cheek a crescent moon. There was no sign of her knife. Naturally not: she sheathed it in her heart.
They were alone on the street, all the neighbors in bed, prayers uttered and songs sung and children tucked in as if nothing would ever change, as if nothing was changing in this very moment, as if all their lives were not built on water. Kai felt a wave of nausea, of vertigo, and pressed it deep down inside her until it merged with the general queasiness so pervasive and omnipresent she rarely realized she was feeling it anymore.
“Nice address,” Tara said.
“The priesthood diversifies. Alt Coulumb real estate. Safe investment.” She closed her eyes, breathed in, swallowed something. “Pretty safe. We rent it out short term, most of the time. When we need a place to stay, it’s here.”
Those were the first words they had spoken since they left the Iskari ship. In the carriage they had sat across from one another as the city rolled past, the dockside carnival, the Pleasure Quarter, the empty business district, the theaters, the street-corner criers. All that profusion and wonder felt like a painted curtain landscape on an opera stage, which any moment might be torn away to reveal Kai back there still, in the Iskari ship, bound to the wall, about to give herself up to save Izza, who had been about to give herself up to save Kai. A slight shift of timing would have meant life or death, or something worse.
And yet.
“You get used to it,” Kai said. “Don’t you? I can feel myself—getting used to it.” This time she could not control the shudder. She clenched her jaw to stop her teeth from chattering. Tara’s jacket settled over her shoulders, and Kai leaned against her as she stumbled up the steps. The lock swam away from her house key, and the key itself tumbled from her fingers. She knelt to get it and laughed, her voice high and strange. Tara was kneeling already, key in hand.
Kai didn’t see the unfamiliar front hall, its oak and silver and realtor gray. She found herself seated on the red velvet couch in the drawing room, lights off, her fingers lacing and unlacing. In the kitchen a kettle screamed, the doors of her mostly empty cupboards opened and closed. Tara returned with one of the two-hundred-year-old porcelain cups from the display case, a cheap tea bag’s string dangling over the side.
By then Kai’s hands were still enough to take it. The chamomile was stale: a slight suggestion of taste.
“You’re mad,” she said. “At me.”
Tara looked away.
“We need her, Tara. All these Saints and Deathless Kings want to pretend they can face what’s coming alone. We work together, or we die.”
“Is that why you almost started a war tonight?” But her heart wasn’t in it.
“Or maybe they’re not pretending. Maybe they don’t have a choice. Maybe to get the kind of power they have, they’ve made themselves into things that only work a certain way.”
“I don’t want to lose you.”
“You don’t want to lose.”
Tara’s eyes were wide and dark in the deep-blue shadows. She sat rabbit-still—then she was up, moving toward the door. Kai stood and caught her wrist, and Tara didn’t pull away. The teacup fell, rolled. Chamomile soaked the rug. Tara stood rigid, breathing like a netted thing. She swallowed. Her throat was right there, and above it her jaw, her mouth. What was it Craftswomen called this sort of looking? Close scrutiny?
“I don’t want to lose.” Tara’s voice sounded ragged.
“I won’t let you.”
And then, before gods or fate or the march of history or Tara’s fetish for having the last word could interrupt, she kissed her.
When their lips met Kai realized how afraid she had been, how afraid she was now, of meeting something in Tara that would not receive her, of finding, even in this moment, a wall rather than a woman. But the wall was gone.
Tara’s breath hitched. Craftswomen had a cool aftertaste, like peppermint. Her arms tightened around Kai, drawing her in, her body answering. There in the half-light she was holding her, softening into her, as if the gods and all their games had fallen into the sea.
“Kai.” It was the most musical sound. “We can’t.”
All the reasons not to clustered around them in the dark, in the silence. They were working together. Tara was on the rebound, and traumatized, and didn’t know what side of her own heart was up. Kai was deep in shock, and she had a ghost in her head that was tempting her to her own destruction.
Balanced against that, they didn’t have much. But Kai could make a balance sheet sit up and beg.
“Don’t think for me,” she said. “Don’t try to save me from myself. And don’t you dare run away from me, into that place you go where everything’s your fault. We might lose. We haven’t yet. We’re alive now, and I want this. Do you?” She drew her in. “Want this?” Their lips just apart. Inside Tara’s mouth: that silence of reasons-not, the taste of peppermint. Kai shifted, pressed her leg into her. “Or this?”
The “yes” escaped her, raw, throaty, barely a word. For the first time Kai heard a trace of rural Kathic drawl. Did Tara even realize she was hiding it? Or had the accent hid itself, up in those crystal towers, along with any other part of her that was soft? She felt a thrill, to win that from her. But she didn’t want to win. She wanted to race like a girl, past the shallows into the deep.
Tara’s grip was tight on her arms. Kai pressed through it, finding the hem of her shirt, and beneath, the skin of belly and back. The bone and silver of her gone arm were cold and firm, and then Kai’s legs were out from under her as Tara bore her down to the rug, the hardwood floor beneath it hard against her back, her hips, her outflung hand in the spilled chamomile.
Above them, through the skylight, the wrong stars watched, and the Hidden Schools revolved, and the moon laughed.
Go on. Laugh forever.
Urgent, hungry, tired, worn, they broke each other open. What lay within, bright and glistening and new, was also them. Fresh serpents, they coiled amid cast-off scales.
The boot upon your throat, Kai thought. No, I need more than that. Make me no less and no more than what I am, here, now, with you. We ask more of ourselves than we should, more than anyone can bear. We hold ourselves responsible for all suffering and sorrow, and maybe we are, because gods know nobody else wants that responsibility. But I will not let us hollow ourselves into kings, queens, Penitents. That kind of power is just another cage. They put you in the wicker man and burn you.
I see you held in straps and chains all forged of you. Every trick and tweak and torment played to coax one more superhuman feat from that strong, scared frame. Here I am, hunger, need, knife. Feel me move inside you, against the straps with which you bind yourself. What you have chained is precious, and though you claim your cruelties are needful, that this is the only way, I refuse to let you break her.
I find you and you find me—the pressure of your hand, our breath. They say in Dhistra that breath fills and constitutes all space, all time, that breath is all there is. Your breath, mine, ours here right now, yes—yes. Yes.
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After a double shift of disappearances, assaults, riots, assignations and assassinations, traffic, murder, and seventy-plus other forms of skullduggery, even a head of diplomatic security needed a few hours’ sleep. Cat understood this, in principle. She hadn’t admitted it to herself, about herself, until she actually fell asleep in the middle of some Karnov flunky’s explanation about something something cultural heritage and that’s why she shouldn’t confiscate the three kilos of uncut pixie dust that the drug squad found in the trunk of his carriage. So home she went. The Iskari were making noise about renegade terrorist Saints or whatever but that could wait a few hours. Or Scarlotti could deal with it.
The trouble was, Cat really might spend her sleep time sleeping. Rest for the wicked. Raz was out hunting vampires, which made their shared bed, if not exactly cooler, much less interesting. She slumped against the wall of the lift as it rattled up to her apartment and tried not to think about “interesting.”
She hadn’t expected diplomatic security to involve so little proper work and so much playing well with others. If she’d known—or listened when Tara warned her—she would have ducked the job. Run away. Found herself an undercover mission somewhere nice, maybe in one of the lesser hells.
Each embassy had its own security team, in theory. But their operations had a nasty tendency to end up in the cesspool of shit Cat was supposed to care about. The Maskorovim, whose incursions into Alt Coulumb’s criminal underworld she’d spent years fending off, were now honored guests—or at least guests she was supposed to honor. But the true pain-in-the-ass champs of the conclave so far were the hardworking squidfolks of the Iskari delegation. Their Wreckers were all over Dockside and spreading, making guttural demands for cooperation from local uniforms. They were pissing the goddess off. Most of the time Lady Seril was no more conscious of the grinding wheels of Justice than most people were of their own breath—but if you blocked someone’s windpipe, they took notice.
And if Seril took notice, so would her children, and much as Cat would like to buy ringside seats for a Wreckers-versus-gargoyles throwdown, that seemed like the sort of diplomatic incident it was now her job to avoid.
She wondered what she’d done to earn this “career opportunity.” Hells. Whatever. She probably deserved it.
Her apartment was cold and dark. Curtains drifted in the breeze through the open window. She cracked a beer from the fridge. Sat down in Raz’s chair. Felt the imprint of his body. Closed her eyes and drank, and for a moment let herself be off duty.
Terrorist Saints. Of course.
She set down the beer. “Been a while, kid.”
“It’s good to see you, Cat.” The voice came from the shadows by the window, but Cat’s eyes had the cop-shine. Dark wasn’t dark for her.
Izza looked older. Which meant Cat was older, too. When they first met, the girl had been a threat of the woman she’d become, tall and sharp with the rangy muscle of someone who kept alive by never slowing down. Even though she was sort of a king these days.
Cat was still a cop. She’d been pretending she wasn’t, when they first met.
Cat stood with a sigh, and moved to the window. “Guess I’m supposed to kneel. Or curtsy?”
“Never.”
Izza’s arms were around her then, and Cat’s around the girl—tight enough to make sure she was real, but not tight enough to make her wince like that. “What hit you?”
“Wrecker,” she said. “A couple of them.”
“Hope you gave as good as you got.” Cat lowered her to the couch. Izza was slick with sweat and dirt, and rainbow blood. “I should have put down towels.”
“You looked worse when we met.”
“You’re not wrong.” Years ago, in Kavekana. It was easy to forget how many. She’d looked no better in the days and weeks after, while she recovered in an abandoned warehouse as Izza scrounged for food and kept the local gangs away. Cat must have looked like any other resident of through-the-cracks, one more scrap washed up on Kavekana’s shores, godless and without people. She had been, in a sense. Just not all the way down to her bones.
“I’ll call a hospital.” She reached for the statue of Justice on its chain around her throat.
“No. I can take care of myself. I just need to get them off the scent.”
The street was a ribbon of light below. The rooftops, near as Cat could tell, were just rooftops. No cloaks up there, no tentacles. She closed the window, locked it. “Where next?”
“Safe house,” she said, and gave an address in the Ash, across the city. “Kai had some plan to get me there, but it’s messed up now. I didn’t know where else to go.”
“How did you know where I live?”
“I prayed.”
There was, Tara had tried many times to explain, a crosswise relationship between the Blue Lady worshipped by thieves and down-low folk, and Seril, whose grace drove Justice. The Blue Lady had grown like a pearl around a stolen piece of the Lady of the Moon, until she woke up and started answering alley kids’ beat-down prayers. That made the Blue Lady Seril’s kid, or cousin, or something, sort of, as gods reckoned things. Cat might be a priest but she wasn’t a theologian. God stuff was Abelard’s beat.
But if it came out that Seril was helping a priestess of the Blue Lady escape the Wreckers—that seemed awfully like a diplomatic incident. And if it came out that the head of Alt Coulumb’s diplomatic security was in on the whole thing …
“I shouldn’t have come,” Izza said. Maybe she’d read Cat’s face. Maybe she’d done some priestess thing. Maybe she was just a smart kid. “I put you in a bad spot.”
This wouldn’t be so much a diplomatic incident as a diplomatic catastrophe, serious blow-up-the-conference-and-start-a-war shit, which might mean the end of the world. That sort of thing should give a gal pause. Make her ponder alternatives.
And here she was, not pondering.
“Check the bedroom closet. One of Raz’s cloaks ought to fit you. I’ll call us transport. Alt Coulumb’s Finest taxi service. Once I get you to the Ash, I’ll connect you to the Rafferty girls—one of them should be able to find you a pilgrim habit. Plenty of pilgrims in town for the conclave. Just keep away from the docks, from the squids. Tomorrow I’ll let on that you’ve been spotted in the Hearth, throw their guys off. When your trail is cold and you’re ready to move, stay underground if you can. Abelard gave me a map of the steam tunnels. Should be here somewhere.” She breathed out. “It sure has been a while, kid.”
“I miss it sometimes,” Izza said. “You know?”
The sound of surf, the weight of the heat at night, the pain, and the girl’s black and glittering eyes. “Me too.”
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Donnie hit the Club Xiltanda hard.
The bouncer had tried to bounce her in the most rude and condescending fashion, so Donnie had turned the bouncer into a toad—just a little. Despite Al’s protests, Donnie believed that had been a perfectly legitimate and restrained use of Craftwork under the circumstances. The Hidden Schools charter encouraged students to deploy their skills for “educational purposes,” and what was this if not an opportunity to educate?
The main challenge was that the only toad with which Donnie was sufficiently acquainted to accomplish the transfer was the Yslaadrik Green trapped in a Garfield bottle in the biology lab, which had been slated for a dissection practicum before it ate Professor Klimpt’s remaining hand. But needs must. The bouncer’s consciousness was, probably, learning some sort of lesson as a seven-foot-tall razor-clawed amphibian with petrifying gaze, trapped inside a sorcerous cage in the Schools.
(“And what lesson exactly,” Al said as they quickstepped past the chaos at the door, “is that?”
“Each one of us, dearest Al, must walk her own path to wisdom. I wouldn’t presume to imagine the shape hers will take.”
“Not to piss you off, maybe.”
“Everyone has to start somewhere.”)
Meanwhile the hyperintelligent (for a toad) seven-foot-tall razor-clawed amphibian with the petrifying gaze was, for the moment, at liberty in the body of a large and very tattooed bouncer with mirror-shade eyes in Alt Coulumb’s Pleasure Quarter. Fortunately, the toad didn’t seem interested in door-guard duty.
Inside, Club Xiltanda was a delirious whirl of elegance and villainy, of every depredation one could conceivably deprave while looking fabulous. Where the Alt Coulumb streets presented a positively archaic milieu—so much gray and black and dark blue tailoring, such depressingly utilitarian anatomies—here the waiters had extra arms, or doubled mouths with broad toothsome grins, or were made from glass; the chandelier was lit by bound air-sprites contorting against their silver cords in ecstasy. On the dance floor, an elegant man with a pencil mustache danced with a tall pale woman in an oil-slick dress, while a band played tango. Somewhere, no doubt, a duel was going on. Donnie swanned to the bar and ordered a triple passion-fruit colada and a round for the entire establishment; the centipede bartender lassoed shakers with its many limbs. Al ordered a club soda.
“You’re not getting into the spirit of the thing.”
“And you are getting entirely too much into the spirit. Or spirits. I mean to average us out to the appropriate level.”
“Where’s your sense of joy? Of wonder?”
“So far, today, we’ve been on a whale-watching cruise, an interminable tour of the boiler room of the Sanctum of Kos, we’ve been to the inverservatory, we have acquired an unreasonable amount of clothing—”
“Reason not the need, dear Al.” Donnie stretched her arms, showing off the oversized black and studded leather jacket now draped over her pink sundress. “We have tasted of life!”
“We’ve been tourists.”
“Then we’ve tasted of tourism. Anything’s better than suffering that interminable conference, being dragged from clandestine meeting to clandestine meeting by dearest Mumsy. And ‘interminable tour’ indeed—I saw your face in the boiler room, looking at the duty schedules and the watch changes and the maintenance logs. I thought you meant to convert on the spot.”
Al sipped her club soda. “I guess that part was fun.”
“And this place! Have you seen anything like it?”
“This could be any bar anywhere in the civilized world. A random club in Dresediel Lex or Shikal, let alone Alt Selene.”
“Look again. Immigrant demons and Craftsfolk, Deathless Kings and minor counsel, Atavasin minions, golems, fleshcraft kinksters, haute Schwarzwald nobility and zombie punks and a few higher-class vampires, and golemframes of decidedly draconic make. And that’s just who I can see in the bar mirror. Where else would you find such a cross section of sapience assembled into a single district, let alone a single room? Here we’re all outsiders, strangers, oddballs. We must gather close, even to avowed rivals. Here a ravishing woman in Imperial regalia dances with a Maskorovnik prince, and they pretend it’s normal. Delightful.”
“Disgusting. Her tongue is halfway down his throat.”
“Far be it from me to critique another’s romantic practices.”
“Feeding practices, more like.”
“That, too.”
Al stirred her drink. “Well, I would have liked to see the conference.”
“That’s what you think, at first. All that power and consequence. But then you’re there, and it just goes on. Forever. Sometimes, depending on the scheduling Craft, literally.”
“Maybe if my mom were a named partner at a major firm, I’d take it all for granted, too.”
Donnie turned to Al with a gape. “Al! That was—entirely correct, justified, even vindictive. I love it.”
“Ms. Albrecht?” said a gravelly voice behind them.
“Just a moment. We’re having something out here. Do you think, my dear—”
“Donnie, maybe you should talk to the guy in the cloak?”
“He can wait. Can you wait? You can, can’t you? We’re having a frank exchange of views and—”
“Consider this,” said the gravelly voice, “a payment of a debt.”
“Donnie, for godssakehe’sgotaknife—”
The room went topsy-turvy. Donnie found herself on the floor, in a pool of passion-fruit colada, beneath the warding presence of Al. Beyond her loomed a cloaked personage. The impenetrable shadows beneath his hood writhed with jewel-carapaced scarabs where his face should be. He had quite a knife indeed, presently embedded in the bar.
“You will pay,” he snarled, “for your crimes against the Seventh Circuit of Zataroth!”
These guys again.
“I believe,” Donnie said, “you have me confused with my mother.”
“Unto the eighth generation are the crimes thereof inherited!” His tongue was long and snakelike, his pupils vertical slits.
“Not since the Generational Sin Holdings of the Twelfth Synod,” Al said. “The elder Ms. Albrecht’s debts are properly assessed against her person, or in the event of her decease, against her estate—”
Donnie had hoped the depth to which the cultist’s knife was lodged in the bar would impede further violence. His blade, however, seemed to be one of those nasty spread-foul-corruption-from-its-slightest-touch models, and when he bent to retrieve it, it slid free easily from the rotting wood. Al, for all her gifts, was not a fighter, but she was certainly game. She jumped the cultist while his back was turned, scrambling for a grip on the knife hand. The cultist tried to shake her off, managing at last to elbow her hard in the neck.
By this point Donnie had found her feet, and was searching the crowd for help. Someone should be doing something, surely? The Xiltanda’s patrons made no move to intervene. A murderous assault near the dance floor might not be quite the done thing, but there was business being transacted here of a sort, and what was the club for but the transaction of business? Perhaps they felt security would step in before things got truly out of hand.
It occurred to Donnie that it may have been less than wise to transform security into a toad.
She consulted, for a change, the voice of wisdom. It counseled disengagement and retreat. Donnie was the primary subject of the assault. The cultist would release Al to chase her. She could use the time to prepare a trap, or activate the cry-for-help glyph on her left shoulder, which the moms had insisted she receive before heading to the Schools. But the sight of Al on the ground, the sight of the raised knife, it unlocked something bloody-minded in her. She found herself on the cultist’s back, with her legs locked around his waist and her arm around his neck—or where his neck ought to be, beneath the bugs and so on.
She felt, in that instant, truly happy. But how did one proceed from this point? With a battery claim against the cultist, for a start. Her Craft bit deep into him, but his soul tasted like something a hunting dog might roll in. She gagged, though that might have been from the pressure of his thumb on her trachea. And—oh, now he’d done something martial with her weight and his hip, and she was on her back on the ground, gasping, beside Al. Her assault had left gashes of pink flame across his chest and face and cloak, but he had his knife, and he was on his feet.
Donnie, for all her personal convictions about the laziness of profane speech, was moved to curse. It had been such a nice day, and it always went like this. She’d slip her mother’s supervision, savor a brief taste of freedom, and right on cue responsibility intervened and here she was, back in the family business. She wanted to fight this out, with teeth if need be. But there was Al to consider.
She reached for the cry-for-help glyph.
“If I may interject?” said a plummy, familiar voice. “This hardly seems altogether the thing.”
It took Donnie a moment to recognize the knight without his hardware. He was still long and lanky, with a smooth face and generous eyes, and still dressed for historical reenactment. His tight leather breeches were as complementary as his blouse was extravagant. And in his vest pocket—oh, gods. Had he really kept it?
The cultist wheeled on the knight, with that phlegmy growl-hiss sound with which Donnie was, at this point, quite through. His teeth were a dental catastrophe. “I have no quarrel with you, boy.”
“Lady, er, Donnie,” said the knight, “you recently did me the honor of requesting my aid. Might I be so bold as to offer it once more?”
Before she could reply, the cultist moved.
Donnie shouted a warning, but—well, she wasn’t quite sure, later, how to describe what happened.
The sun rose in the form of a blade.
Then the cultist was face down, and the knight was on top of him with a knee in his back. The knight’s weapon had been sheathed somewhere—it remained only as an afterimage on Donnie’s retinas, as a song in her heart.
“Look, dear chap, I’m certain we can sort this out without further unpleasantness, if you could just stop—now, there, see, I’ve dislocated your shoulder.”
“You could have killed him,” Donnie said, as she gathered herself.
“That would have been rather precipitous.”
“He was trying to kill you.”
“It’s not as though he was getting anywhere.”
“Here,” Donnie said. “Hold still.”
Last semester, as part of a sculpture class, she had spent a great deal of time practicing phase transitions. All rock knew how to flow. Some of it just needed a reminder.
“That,” said the knight, “was unsettling to watch. Is he dead?”
“Hardly. I convinced his body it’s part of the floor. The floor will realize it’s not, and push him out. Eventually. But rock is slow on the uptake, at these temperatures.”
“Quite,” he said. Quite what, Donnie was not sure. But she liked the way he swallowed, in contemplation of the stone. It felt good to make him nervous.
“Oh gods,” Al said, under her breath. “There’s two of them.”
The noise of the crowd had seemed to fall away while Donnie looked at him. She realized, then, that there was no seeming about it. The crowd was watching, murmuring, all those demons and Craftsfolk and golems and so forth. They must have heard the cultist call her “Ms. Albrecht.” Far off, the band was making a valiant effort to remind the clientele that dancing was an option for their evening. The centipede bartender was talking urgently to management.
At this point the front door burst open, and large and very tattooed bouncer with mirror-shade eyes roared into the club, animated with violent intent—whether of the carnivorous giant frog or the primate vengeance variety, Donnie did not wish to linger long enough to ascertain.
“Um,” said the knight. Gav. That was his name. “May I suggest we repair to another establishment?”
She fixed him with a winning smile. “I’m sure we can find a place.”
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In the Inner Sanctum of Kos Everburning, Abelard knelt by the altar and tried to make his peace with God.
The Flame Undying danced within its silver cage and throne. Abelard had dismissed the novice evangelist on duty, and remained alone to pray. He had never minded this vigil. Ever since that night so many years ago when his prayers went unanswered and he learned that God was dead, he had felt a particular holiness in its keeping.
For days after that bereft moment when he saw God’s altar empty, he had kept his Lord and Friend close without realizing. Abelard’s heart had been His shelter when His high priest turned against Him. There could be no greater service, no greater blessing.
It has messed Abelard up for a long time after.
He had stumbled again and again, trying to fit back into his old life in the church. He had been suspicious of its authority, which Cardinal Gustave had so brutally misused. Could Abelard himself be trusted with power, when others whom he’d believed wiser in faith and cleverer in works had fallen so far?
Flame, it was written, welcomes all, demands all. So we propitiate the Mother of Stone and Moonlight, of all that wears but does not burn: she endures that we may endure.
He had found his own quiet authority within the church. He no longer flinched when others called him “saint.” Those who perceived a trace of God in him—well, that was between them and the Deity, and part of Abelard’s calling was to honor their vision. Though he would have rather they not approach when he was trying to eat a quiet breakfast in the refectory, or on his way to (and in a few memorable instances, inside) the bathroom.
But tonight he felt unsure.
Draw near my soul, O Lord, and wake its dull stuff into light.
I prayed to you in the flames, in Dresediel Lex, and you were not there.
I prayed and the fire laughed.
It was not what you are. And yet you are all Flame.
I have known You, held You. In Your vastness You have raised me up, as the tide might raise a ship. This hunger I feel now, this rage, is it also You? Have You hidden Your face from me? Or has this other fire no place within Your halls and beneath Your roof? If so, what have I invited into me? What have I become?
Have I turned my face from You?
He prayed with heart and word and song. He walked in his mind through many-templed palaces of heaven. Warmth surged around him, comfort, love. He felt like that great Colossus the legend said the Apophitans once built to honor their harbor. Waves washed his ankles.
But within, the deepest fire raged.
He had felt it since he woke in the hospital, its hunger and fury and pain. He saw it in the mirror. It cast amber light upon the velvet altar drapes.
Lord, have you cast me out?
Silence followed his quavering song.
With a sigh he rose and donned the sunglasses Tara had given him. They looked silly indoors at night, but he did not feel so awkward wearing them as he did when his fellow priests shrank from the fires of his naked gaze.
He reached into the pocket of his robe for a cigarette. He stripped the cellophane, tapped the pack, fished one out, and lit it with a flick of his fingers. He had cut down in public, but here the sacrament was all his own. The smoke soothed him.
He walked to the window and looked upon his city.
Alt Coulumb had been so different, not so long ago. The moonlight on its rooftops was sacred now in truth. The demonglass arch refracted its silver glow to rainbows, and the claw-mark poems of gargoyles glinted where those rainbows fell. The Hidden Schools revolved like a mirage above. But Alt Coulumb’s towers were the same, as was the elevated train that twined between skyscrapers, as were the millions who breathed and dreamed and lived the city whole again each day.
He closed his eyes, took a drag, held God in his lungs.
When he opened his eyes again, he was staring at a skull.
He screamed.
Well, he didn’t, exactly. The part of him that was Abelard, Saint Technician of the High and Sacred Order of et cetera, had not yet wrapped its conceptual framework around its sense experience. But somewhere deep in his brain stem there crouched a twitchy, terrified ape that knew better than to wait for Mr. High and Mighty Vocabulary to find a conceptual framework for a skull with burning eyes. Abelard and the ape were not on the closest of terms, however, so the best response it could manage was to scream, recoil, trip over its robe, choke on smoke, and drop the cigarette.
“Um,” said a voice of crumbling cliffs. “Sorry. Let me help you up.”
Abelard coughed. Something that had once been a hand struck his back hard enough to make him see more stars than tended to pierce the haze and light pollution of an Alt Coulumb night. He could breathe again, at least, which was the important thing.
He picked up the fallen cigarette, and looked at the King in Red. The wind of high places whipped the Craftsman’s robes about his skeletal frame. Twin stars burned in the empty spaces of his eyes.
There should have been a window between them. The window had not vanished: it was all around them, shards suspended in midair not by miracle, but by a will so great it would be easy to confuse the two.
One of the skeleton’s dead hands was extended to help him up. The other held an Ocelot Rex souvenir tote bag.
Abelard experienced a rush of vertigo that had nothing to do with standing a few inches away from a forty-story drop. He also noticed a sharp, burning smell.
“Your robe,” the skeleton said, helpfully. “It’s—”
“I noticed,” Abelard said.
“—on fire.”
“Occupational hazard.” He patted out the last of the flames. “Your Majesty. If you’ll wait here—and fix the window?—I’ll send someone to wake the bishops and cardinals, and—”
“Abelard. If I wanted to talk with a bishop or a cardinal, don’t you think I’d be outside their windows at one in the morning?”
“Not,” he ventured, “traditionally?”
Those dead-star eyes burned out and rekindled. It occurred to Abelard that this might be the Craftsman’s equivalent of a blink. “Perhaps not. I have to confess, I find much of this situation novel. I’ve never tried to work with priests before. Such relations as I have entertained with them have had more of a fear and trembling and ‘cower brief mortals’ character.”
“Well. You’ve got that part down.”
The King in Red reviewed the sanctum behind Abelard, and the fire on its throne, without crossing the window ledge. “This is not how I imagined first trespassing upon the Inner Sanctum of the Everburning Lord of Alt Coulumb. In my visions there was a lot more screaming—not that you didn’t make a good effort—gnashing teeth, rending garments, rains of blood, and so on.”
“I didn’t realize you bore Him such malice.”
“I’d envisioned a mutual-escalation scenario. I killed his lover. People tend to take that personally. Yet here I am, unsmited. Unsmitten? Kathic betrays us all. You have to admit, regardless: it is interesting that he tolerates my presence here. Would you care to guess why? Saint to Craftsman?”
He found himself wanting, for the first time in years, to disclaim his sainthood. But that would be unworthy of himself and of the God he served—even if they were having troubles at the moment. “I am not His voice.”
“I’m only asking for a guess.”
“I would guess,” Abelard said, “that you intrigue Him.”
The laugh that answered might have been a mountain crumbling. “We have that much in common. Abelard, will you walk with me a while?”
Abelard glanced far down over the ledge. He flicked off a bit of ash and it vanished into the night. “I think I’ve heard this one before.”
“Do you mean, the one that goes, and ‘Thy God shall send his ministers to bear thee up, lest thou bruisest thine heel’? Or the one that goes, ‘Gee, Archangel Kaliel, you sure are a dick when you’re drunk’?”
“Either?”
“I can fly, and I can make you fly, and the three stone-winged murder machines your malevolent needle-toothed excuse for a goddess has shadowing me from what they believe to be a discreet distance, they can certainly fly. Half this godsdamn city can fly at this point. Take my hand.”
“It used to be rare in Alt Coulumb. Flying, I mean. Before Seril came back. I wouldn’t be so mean to Her if I were you.”
“What’s she going to do? Impale me? She tried that already. Didn’t take.” He held out is hand. “Are you afraid?”
He had never been, of heights. He accepted the skeleton’s hand, and stepped out into the wind.
He had been climbing the Boilers of the Sacred Heart since his novitiate; he’d spent his childhood dangling one-handed from cornices and poorly welded juts of metal. But there was something special, sacred, about the yawning depths that opened beneath his feet. When he flew with Tara, he had never felt afraid—but then, he trusted Tara. He did not know what to think about the Deathless King beside him now.
He knew the stories. He had grown up knowing them. The Man Who Fell, the Man Who Broke the Gods. But the people who told those stories made out all Craftworkers to be twisted monomaniacs, swollen with power and pride, not bound to any place or people. That was not true of Elayne Kevarian, or Tara Abernathy. Caleb had grown up under the rule of the Craft, under this particular Craftsman, in fact, and Caleb was … well, he was a lot less screwed up than you’d expect. Given everything.
But the King in Red had killed Seril. He broke her on the field of battle, where stars rained blood. And Abelard had seen him fight to save his city, had seen him suffer as it burned.
“Did you like Ocelot Rex?”
“I’ve seen the touring company, but it is different in the home space, with the theming. I’m not really a fan of Rat King Productions at large, but sometimes they throw the right fortune at the right oddball. When people say miracle, they tend to mean easy stuff—turning water into wine, as if anyone can’t do that with patience, sunlight, and a vineyard. But once in a while a purely mercantile enterprise produces, somehow, something with spark. Ocelot Rex is miraculous, even if there are second-act problems.”
“‘Miracle,’” Abelard ventured, “is not a term I’d expect you to use, ah, positively.”
“Words haunt us. ‘Expect’ is another odd one. If you broke it down to High Telomeri, and translated its parts to High Quechal, you’d have the verb we used to describe a priest ripping out someone’s heart.” He made a clawed and vicious gesture with the hand that held the tote bag. “Miracles have never bothered me in concept. Life, in its improbable absurdity—what can you call it but a miracle? In the Hidden Schools astronomers have identified traces of an event called a gamma-ray burst: a pop of radiation bright enough to sterilize bushels of galaxies at once. And yet here we are watching plays with singing puppets in them. The trouble comes not when we recognize miracles, but when we trade in them. Expect them. When the gods demand payment in hearts.”
Abelard said nothing. He heard pain there, but did not know how to speak to it.
“I have been thinking about your words on the rooftop. How saving one person would have been enough for you to make the attempt. It is an odd calculus.”
Abelard exhaled smoke. “You know, for a while after we met, Tara kept asking me questions about people tied to train tracks. Say there was a fork in the rails, and one branch had three grown men and the other a baby, and I could switch the train from one track to another, things like that. It got to the point where I was worried about her. I never had a good answer to those questions, an answer that I felt good about giving. I’m kind of an engineer. That means different things for different people, but what it means for me is that I try to see what’s really there. Ropes have real thickness, real friction. They stretch a bit when you put weight on them. Pretending that a person is a number because it makes decisions easier, that feels like a mistake. Sir.” He did not know why he added the last word.
Wind ruffled the Deathless King’s robes. “I once knew a man who talked like that. A long time ago. I say a man. We were both boys, really.”
“What happened to him?”
“He died.”
His hand was cold in Abelard’s. Far away and off to the north, the elevated rail passed behind skyscrapers. “I’m sorry.”
“Everyone is, sooner or later.” He sighed. “Can I have a cigarette?”
Abelard fumbled in his pocket for the pack, but when he got it out, he was at a loss. “It’s—I mean—it’s sacred—”
“I ask for your leaf, Saint, not your flame.”
“And I only have one hand—”
A cigarette slipped from the pack, pirouetted in midair, spun to Kopil’s finger bones. He raised it to his teeth, did something with a twist of shadow, and when he lowered his hand the tip was burning. Smoke wreathed his skull before the wind blew it away. Abelard thought of dragons. Not the real ones in the sky, but the ones in stories, crouched on hoards.
“You have not asked me for anything,” the skeleton said. “I did not expect it of you, exactly. But your god has sent no emissaries, even in dreams. Your bishops and cardinals have not instructed Ms. Abernathy to send me a bill for services rendered.”
“You said something about not trading in miracles.”
“I did.”
“Well. There you go.”
“But for the grace of, and so on.”
“Excuse me?”
“Abelard.” Kopil said his name too fast. When you were far up a climb and had to make a jump and didn’t know if you could, you were supposed to slow down, take care. But sometimes you just jumped. “You find yourself in an interesting position.”
“In midair, smoking with a wizard?”
The King in Red blinked. No, there would be nothing unusual about that for him. “Do you know why we never came to this city with fire and sword?”
“Um” was probably not the answer he was looking for.
“In the Wars,” Kopil continued, “we did not know which side would win. Even in the last years, there remained uncertainty. That uncertainty was Alt Coulumb’s bulwark. The gods found it useful to access the returns-on-investment unlocked by the power of Craft, and we required stable markets. Alt Coulumb made its own place in this system. But the gods are weak now—too weak to afford factionalism within their ranks. They will ask assurances of you, and offer weapons in return. They may remind you that Kos pledged to support them in the event of war. You may find yourself moved to forget that Iskari connections led to your Lord’s near-demise.”
“That wasn’t their fault.”
“Perhaps not. Perhaps you think I am being fantastical.”
“I don’t know what you’re saying, exactly.” But maybe that was the point. If he could be sure what the King in Red was saying, that would mean Kopil had definitely said it. If he was only drawing inferences—well, a person could draw all manner of inferences. Wrong ones, mostly.
Kopil’s silence reminded him a bit of a silence of Tara’s that meant, I’m wondering how far back to start the explanation.
At last, the Deathless King tapped ash from his cigarette. “Make no mistake. If your god had joined the others in the Wars, the doom of Alt Selene would have fallen here, and there would be another skull in the Capital Chamber at the Argent Library’s heart. Your choice left your city and your faith wealthy and strong. Others will seek to use your strength in the days ahead—the faction of the gods needs it desperately, too desperately to be allowed to hold it. You walk a high rope, and the ground is oh so far below.”
Abelard looked down. He felt very cold. “Are you threatening me?”
Kopil almost swallowed his cigarette. Might have, if he still had an esophagus. “What? No. It’s a metaphor. I’m making conversation. But you will be threatened. Gods will draw you to their cause with arguments from affinity or moral conviction. They will point out that an ascendant Craft will not need Kos Everburning anymore. They will be correct. And they will urge you, when the moment presents itself, to move against us—against me. But the future they wish to build has no room for this city either, or for Tara Abernathy, or the many tensions by which you walk your high rope. I want you to understand that the choice you will be offered is in fact a choice, not a foregone conclusion. It is yours to make, or mar.”
“Why did you come to me?” Abelard asked. There was empty air all around him and above, the haze of reflected light and the chandelier of the Hidden Schools, the swallowing depth of space. And there was his city—Cinder and Ash and dockside and downtown, Pleasure Quarter and demonglass arch. “I’m no cardinal. I’m not even a preacher.”
The King in Red cocked his skull to one side, studying Abelard as he might a machine that had just made an odd sound. “Abelard. What do you think a saint is?”
He tried to remember his practical theology. “A person blessed to serve as the instrument of grace.”
Kopil waved the definition off. “Cruft and obfuscation. A god is beyond time. Not outside—beyond altogether. Their existence vibrates through ages as their faithful come to new understandings. A nomadic tribesman’s god does not become the god of empires— he remains himself while the world changes. But there are moments in time, as we perceive it, that introduce contradiction, and require change. These moments matter to a god as blood clots in the brain matter to a mortal. Gods, beyond time, cannot see these moments directly, cannot conceive of them or act to resolve them. A saint is a means through which a god chooses—works out what they always will have chosen. That is why a saint is dangerous. And valuable.”
“As a target, you mean.” He considered himself. “Or a recruit.”
“Most of my prior acquaintance with saints has been of a tactical nature,” he admitted. “I did not have the luxury of catechism. I had to learn firsthand.”
Abelard tried to hold the King in Red in his mind—all of him at once, the dread specter in the penthouse office, the cackling war-demon of the Serpent pit, the wound in the sky, the skeleton beside him now, the very old man. The images bled together. “You don’t think there will be peace. You don’t think this will work.”
“I hope it will.”
“And … you don’t think you need us, really.”
“I have not come to you out of need.”
“Why, then?”
“Take off those glasses.”
He did. The pattern of light and shadow on Kopil’s face changed. Moonsilver blushed and darkness shrank into the sockets of his eyes.
The King in Red searched Abelard’s face for a long time. The shadows and hollows of his skull seemed to soften. “Because you do not trade in miracles. Because Caleb likes you. And because…” He pinched out the ember of his cigarette, and vanished it into the sleeve of his robe. “You remind me of someone.”
They did not speak more, but walked in the cold between the city and the sky. Abelard thought, and prayed, until the Deathless King of Dresediel Lex brought him home to the Sanctum and the waiting flame. But the fire in his blood did not answer.
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Tara sat in a velvet chair in the brownstone bedroom and watched shadows sweep Kai’s body. The priestess stretched, murmured against a nightmare, and settled back to sleep, curled around an absence in the bed.
Tara had sunk her teeth into Kai’s shoulder, in the heat of things. She might have curled the priestess into her, shrunk her into a pill that she could swallow, might have gaped wide her ribs and taken Kai into the pit of her chest and kept her there forever, trapped secure beneath her heart.
Had it been a mistake? No. Maybe it had been wrong—but mistake implied intention, an act of will, when her will was precisely what had failed.
A secret true and golden self swelled beneath Tara’s skin. The joints of her fingers might leak radiance. She had been weak. Hungry—for those lips, for the swell of that body beneath those sheets, the body with which Kai now trusted her in sleep. She had been a fool.
She had broken into the Iskari embassy under shoddy pretext. If not for a successful bit of bluffing the Iskari might have left already, might still leave, and take any hope with them, and all for this.
Her body sang. Chemical satisfaction oozed through her, traitor flesh urging sleep and death. But a Craftswoman’s life was more than chemicals. A body was an accident of flesh. Obligation, promise, performance, payment—those lines defined the box where you kept your heart.
There are two patterns of fact, Tara Abernathy, as you sit enseamed before this woman for whom you almost traded the world. Either you broke down, were weak, and owe penance, service, reparation—or you made a choice, in the fullness of your power. You chose to save her, though she endangered all your work without so much as asking. Consider her presumption, her gall. Feel again the anger that expressed itself in your clutch on her arms, in the marks of teeth and fingernails.
And you would not want her otherwise. Kai’s acts made her so much more herself to you, her pattern of action irreducibly characteristic, a telegraph operator’s fist on the key.
You did not break down. You made a choice.
And you would do it again, a million times again, for that moment when she pulled you to her and asked, Do you want this?, and your whole body answered yes.
You made a choice. Your choice has consequences.
Deal with them.
The Iskari threaten to leave because they think they can. That they might survive if they do. They do not understand what they face, even now. They glimpse it dimly.
Make them see.
Or: stay here. Let the world care for itself. Curl around her, press your belly to her back. Be warm for her and let her be warm for you, and accept what comes.
Tara closed her eyes. Opened them again. She stood, gathered her clothes, and left.

To do this, she must ascend.
Tara rode the high-velocity lift to the King in Red’s penthouse, and wondered where it had come from, this need of his to stand at the peak of things. What had crept into the heart of the Deathless King of Dresediel Lex to persuade him that he must always hold the high ground? Was it a strategy, a philosophical conviction? Or was there no more will behind this than there was behind the shape of a mollusk’s shell? And why always a place that was rooted in the soil, never in a spire? Spires were safer, her recent experiences in Chartegnon to the contrary.
The world acts. We act. These actions, hardening, become the limits that shape future action. What then do we do when we are framed from contradiction? You love your people, trust them, need them, and you need them safe, need them frozen, you need to take each one and hug them to you and kiss them and seal them beneath clear amber like ancient insects in a museum. Perhaps this is why gods are so rich with paradox: in deep time, any consistency grows so taut and brittle as to shatter with a touch.
A god is a system of people. What did that make her, and Dawn, in the graveyard and all the nights since? And Abelard, and Cat, and Raz, and Kai? What god were they?
It was past midnight, but she did not think the King in Red slept, and when she approached the penthouse door it opened by itself, onto shadow. A delicate blue ghostlight flickered into existence before her and ushered her down the darkened halls. She had grown used, in the last few weeks, to the beehive energy of the penthouse by day, to the King in Red’s churning secretariat. By night, with his mortal attendants gone, the place seemed a mausoleum, draped with sere tapestries of the death of gods.
The ghostflame led her up hovering crystal steps, through a door that opened soundlessly, to his bedchamber overlooking the city.
He sat, in a red velvet smoking jacket with quilted lapels, in a tall-backed chair. One bony hand clutched a glass of what might have been water, but there was a tequila bottle open on the floor beside him. He raised it to where his lips would have been.
She waited. She felt as if he could see through her skin to the spring that drove her, as if he could see her beside the bed, staring through blue shadows at Kai.
“To what do I owe the pleasure?”
“I want to talk to the prisoner.”
“We have tried.”
“I want to try again.”
“I hear your Ms. Pohala has had a busy night.”
She decided not to answer that. “The Iskari aren’t afraid enough. Tiffany was, but Michel thinks he can win this alone.”
“And you think the prisoner will help you?”
“I can make her.”
Even among the Deathless, Kopil was a rarity. Few workers of the Craft abandoned even the seeming of life. Some built masks. Some animated their own mummies. Some entombed their bones in marble or clear resin to approximate a living form. Tara had spent a lot of time with skulls, reading the expressions suggested by shadows, but you never could say for sure what a skeleton was thinking. “I would like to see that. Very much.”
“It won’t work if you’re there. Hate is a strong motivator.”
“Perhaps. And yet, intriguing as I find the prospect, I cannot allow you free rein in this matter. We do not have so many points of leverage that I can afford to squander one. Access, I will grant you. But I will impose one condition, and that, I am afraid, is nonnegotiable.”
“Name it.”

The poker tables were always open at the Xiltanda, and Caleb was half a soul down already.
It was easy to lose. The goddess laughed at him across the felt, in this palace they’d built in Alt Coulumb and named after his childhood hell. He played from instinct more than thought; he lost some and won it back and lost more. The real leather-assed old players said: if you can’t spot the mark, it’s you. But he didn’t care. He was letting himself be made. The goddess hovered above the game, and she was hungry.
Somewhere there was music and somewhere there was dancing. The staff had cleaned up the mess from the brawl earlier, and extricated the cultist from the floor. When he drank the pain in his hand eased, and every time he emptied a drink he found it full, again, at his elbow. Maybe that was magic, or maybe it was customer service. The drink helped with the pain in his hand, but there were other kinds of pain.
For a moment, in the caverns beneath Dresediel Lex, he had flown side by side with Mal, and fought, and won, and everything was right and clear. He had seen how she fought for Dawn; he had seen her come unraveled, and he had seen Dawn save her, or try, before the King in Red played his final card.
And now what?
The moment had passed, and Mal was gone, and he was still alive. He had thought, It will come now, surely. The great powers will gather, put aside their differences, and fix this mess. But even this convocation was just another table. He knew how to read those, and he didn’t like what he read. If you can’t spot the mark, it’s you.
He climbed a mountain made of glass, and wherever he placed his foot he found himself slipping. He remembered Mal’s smile; he remembered her saying “I want a divorce.”
It was easy to lose, and lose, and lose again.
The bet moved around to him. He was not well situated. He reached, with his bandaged hand, for a stack of chips.
A skeletal finger pinned the stack in place.
“Sorry, ladies,” Tara said, to the table and the goddess. “I have to borrow him for a while.”
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The Sanctum of Kos towered above the Sacred Precinct, a black spear aimed at the skyborne chandelier of the Hidden Schools. The night was clear and quiet. Tara could hear their footsteps on the grass. Dew wet her leather shoes.
The King in Red’s nonnegotiable condition walked beside her. Caleb wore a long belted coat, a blue suit, a scarf she’d thought would have left him sweltering in Alt Coulumb’s fall night. But he was a child of catastrophe climates, of a smiling world that bided its time until it could kill you all at once in a single release of pressure. Alt Coulumb wore you down in years and millimeters, raindrop by raindrop, crack by crack in wintered cement.
Caleb kept his hands in his pockets and his shoulders around his ears. He hadn’t spoken much on the ride over, after she explained the plan. He pointed over his shoulder with his thumb at the buttressed immensity of the Sanctum. “East Coast gods don’t do things by half measures.”
“Your city’s covered in pyramids.”
“Pyramids are easy. You put rocks on other rocks until you don’t want to anymore. That’s eighty stories straight up. Those buttresses—they can’t be structural?”
She almost said, “Ask Abelard,” then realized she did in fact know the answer, because Abelard had told her. “Some of them are. Most disguise exhaust and intake pipes, or connect down to the steam tunnels.” The path reached a turning.
Caleb reviewed the winding paths carved into the precinct lawn. “Sacred labyrinth. Classic.”
“Not exactly. It looks like one, but there’s Craft to it: a containment circle. It was built to keep gods out. One in specific. It was made by—let’s call them heretics—back in the Wars, when most people thought Seril was dead. The people who knew she wasn’t hired an old teacher of mine to keep what was left of her away. With her gone, they made themselves princes of the Church. We found the main conspirators later. But how many did we miss, the ones who knew, or could see the shape of what was being done and went along? How many might have known, if they asked the right questions—but decided not to ask? Who suspected, and kept their worries to themselves? Who would have suspected, if they’d taken their eyes off their own papers?”
“Talk like that, and you’ll convict the whole world.”
“The whole world might deserve it.”
“Even you?”
“Me more than most.”
The paths caught the moonlight. White gravel silvered, turned ghostly. Priests worked the grounds even this late, tending old ways, making new ones. “If this containment circle was so bad, why doesn’t He tear it out? Why doesn’t She?”
She heard the capitals in his speech now. Interesting. He had not talked that way before. “I never asked. Not directly. But she’s moonlight and stone, which means memory. And fire leaves marks. To destroy the circle would be to pretend it never happened. To let the faithful believe the time for healing and penance was over.”
“You have to forget someday. Or move on.” He flexed one hand, examined his knuckles and palm. He left the bandaged hand in his pocket. “Or else you look in the mirror one morning and find that all that’s left of you is scars.”
“Do you think you can do this?”
“I think the old boss has a nasty sense of humor. Does he want me there to stop you from going too far? Or because I won’t? Or does he just want me to see her? And if so, why? He wouldn’t let me in before.”
She waited. Give him time, and he’d get around to answering the question.
“I can do this.” He scuffed the gravel with his shoe. “So. You and Kai?”
“Gods. Is there some kind of mystic sigil on my forehead?”
“Not at all. Something’s put the screws to you in a major way, to be hunting leverage at this time of night.”
“So to speak.”
“And Abelard’s safe. After that, it was a lucky guess.”
“Here’s your prize.” She tossed him a flash of silver. He caught it, raised it to the light. A medallion, with one of the Schools’ simpler badges: the circle, the upside-down peaks. “Put it on. I’ll explain the rest on the way up.”
He worked the catch on the silver chain, settled it around his neck, tucked the pendant into his shirt.
“It makes you a guest. Says you belong. Various details about you—use-names and aliases and personal information and the like.”
“My true name?”
She laughed. “Sorry—it’s just—‘true name’ is an antique term. Like calling someone a rake or a ne’er-do-well.” There was something charming about his skepticism, like a man in mile-deep water past sight of land, claiming he wasn’t sold on this whole “swimming” idea. No wonder the King in Red liked him. “Most people don’t know their true name—and it changes, anyway, as they do. The name you’re called, plus a few major aliases, is enough to identify a person for the Craft.”
He flicked the medallion. “I never had to wear one of these before, when I visited spires.”
“Spires generally let people come and go as they like. The Schools were made in the Wars. To defend themselves from the gods, they turned sideways to conventional reality. They do not quite exist here, and we do not quite exist for them. We’re mirages to each other. They become real for named allies, for those who test into them, for those initiated as faculty or to the Bar. That pendant makes you a guest. As long as you have that, you’re part of our world.”
“And if I take it off…”
“Here? Nothing happens. Up there…” The memory rose unbidden: the judgment chamber, its floor gone, the wind that stung tears from her eyes. Knowing, I can survive this, and not knowing, I will. “You fall.”
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The Schools had found Tara long ago, or she found them. She had been on the road for months, a teenage witch drifting from Badlands town to Badlands town, before she dared the ritual. When it was complete she sank to her knees in cold night sand, bleeding and hungry and utterly alone.
Then the light changed. She stared up in awe as the night sky become a wonder, and then a place, and then her place. A rainbow caught her. Raised her up. She was welcomed home.
And a decade and many thousands of miles later here she was, coming back. She tried not to sound too excited. Or too much like a tour guide.
“You might think the stone buildings would be the oldest, but they were built later. The oldest are brick piles, the ones that look like they were torn from their foundations—because they were, during the Wars. That there, the lowest bit we’re passing, is the Labyrinth.” A corkscrew of stone like a massive ammonite, or so she’d thought on that cold night, as it opened to swallow her. “Accepted students face tests of will and courage and Craft there, to prove they can walk the Schools in safety.”
“Are the Schools dangerous?”
“Is a knife, lying on a table?”
“Yes.”
“Then of course they are. If you cannot guide the bridges, or open the sealed gates, if you don’t know how to summon a light in darkness or seal a pact with a demon or charm the shower water to a tolerable temperature, they are dangerous.”
They rose past the Labyrinth, its many sharp and serrated coils. “So you make the students call the Schools to them, and then they have to sit another test?”
“It’s more of a placement exam. Anyone who could call the Schools would have little trouble with the Labyrinth. Given time.” Not that she had known this on her first night, wandering a darkness unrelieved by her flickering amateur ghostlight, as, nearby in the dark, scales whispered over stone. “Not everyone calls the Schools on their own. Most students have help: family connections, tutors, references. They come prepared.” She had made that mistake many times in her first year among the clouds and stained-glass towers: to assume that because others had not had to fight like she had, that she would be stronger or smarter. That wasn’t so. Her classmates arrived knowing less Craft than she, but more, infinitely more, about the society in which the Craft was practiced, its language and goals, the paths one might walk to power. Sometimes her simple facility with magic seemed frail by comparison. To compensate, she learned grim dedication, took comfort in hard work and pain—but that could be a trap itself, an inefficient path with few comforts but the aesthetic of brutality. “But some of us had to figure it out on our own.”
She continued: that sickle-shaped building is the Tower of Art, and those are the student colleges, and that prismatic orb the demonology department. Those twist-loops of iron are the Kettles, where we keep those artifacts and texts and products of the God Wars too dangerous to leave freely accessible, and too interesting not to study. There’s the languages faculty, there the high-energy-Craft department glistening with auroras, where thick-goggled hermits and desiccants in lead-lined robes plumb the fundamental descriptive structures of the cosmos. That building that looks a bit like a cathedral iterated on X, Y, and Z axes is in fact the initiates’ dining hall. Alumni reanimated Tertian to paint the ceiling fresco, which took a while, because, you see, there are six ceilings. They gave him extra arms, and then six bodies, and then he went mad, and he’s in the Kettles now. Nobody eats there except initiates and people on their way to somewhere else. It’s just not cool.
Oh, the hunched, ten-foot-tall figures in the plague-doctor masks, trailing chains? Those are the Proctors. Don’t mind them. They’re here to watch. It is a school, yes, ten or twenty schools all kind of stacked on top of each other, but it is also a fortress, and sort of a bank, or at least the office of one. We are a great power, and great powers are great targets. We bear the scars of past assaults—look, there’s one—preserved as a memorial. And if you squint, you can see the gemlike dots of sentry posts all around us at the Schools’ edge, and there the Proctors keep their watch.
At last they came to Armillary Square, to land before the great clockwork universe that endlessly ticked out the motions of the spheres. To the north, always aligned with the stellar pole, hovered the Argent Library, hub of all interlocking libraries of Craft, joined to the square by bridges of rainbow, lightning, and bone. The Schools revolved around her, as if they too were fixed within the clockwork-model universe, true as constellations.
The Domino Club was laying out their annual display. Students paused on their journey across the quad to watch, and wonder what picture would form after the collapse.
So did she.
For the first time since her graduation, she settled to the otherworldly stone of the Hidden Schools. To her mild surprise, it let her stay.
Caleb twisted his sole against the pavement as if putting out a cigarette. She wished—not that he wasn’t here, exactly. She was glad for his company. Caleb knew her, but not too much to be safe. She thought of Connor. She had never wanted to show him this. He might have understood what it meant to her. That was the trouble.
The drive to grow, to learn the secrets beyond fear and death—it was part of her. She had sometimes wondered what it would have been like, never to have looked at the stars and thought, One day this will all belong to me. But she was not that woman. She thought of Godsgloaming and the prelude. She thought of Kai, and of being too well understood.
“Follow me,” she said. “You are a guest, but that won’t save you if you stray.”
She led him past the dominos and the stooped figures who placed them, away from the bridges of lightning and rainbow and bone, down the Inverse Stairs, to the Kettles.

Their path led to a Kettle like a complex, obscene knot of barbed iron. Its loops and twists tangled in Tara’s mind, doubling to madness. Caleb stepped into the thorns ahead of her, twisted, was gone. Tara braced herself, and followed him.
The walls did not seem to part, nor did the path change beneath her feet, nor did she—but in a twist of topology she found herself within the iron knot. It was all around them, its churning cords transformed to walls, which pulsed as if she were being swallowed down.
“So what’s your plan?” Caleb asked. “If she doesn’t want to talk to you.”
There was a soft light ahead, the not-quite-white of pearls. “It doesn’t matter what she wants.”
“I won’t let you hurt her.”
The words surprised her. They seemed to surprise him, too.
The walls opened, and they stood in nacreous glow.
There was a demonglass bubble in the middle of the room, a shell twenty feet high. Inside that shell lay the prisoner, straitjacketed, asleep—though Tara had to check. Blood matted her hair, and more blood streaked the glass at brow level, but she was breathing. No captive here would be allowed so easy an escape.
Caleb’s education had not involved regular quizzes on vital signs. He ran to the sphere, across the glowing floor that was more idea than stone, and knelt. “Mal? Mal!”
Her cheek padded against the demonglass. Her eyes were closed. Then, all at once, open. The glass refracted her face into rainbow possibilities, screaming, cursing, weeping. But her real face wore an expression of sly intensity: a cat who’d spotted prey. “Husband.”
She flowed back onto her haunches, yawned to show her teeth and stretch her jaw. Tara could not have risen from a good bed so gracefully, and she had the use of both her arms.
A cloud of adjectives suggested themselves: “feline,” “leonine.” Verbs, too: “stalk,” “pounce.” That pouring sort of movement, like water passed from cup to cup. Don’t let words mislead you. She is not a tiger in a zoo. She is a person, and even caged those are dangerous.
“You just can’t quit them, can you? You can fight side by side with me for an hour as if there’s something in this whole world worth a damn, but when battle’s lost and won you get the shakes for that easy hopelessness they offer, the dried flowers and empty hearts and prepackaged dinners in quiet houses on quiet streets until the whole world’s a waste.”
Tara couldn’t get past “Husband?”
And now the heat of the prisoner’s gaze turned to her. “He offered me as a sacrifice to the Serpents. Or I offered him. That creates a marriage bond, though a sacrifice rarely lives long enough for the honeymoon. Didn’t he tell you?”
Caleb said, “I thought you were just fucking with me.”
That slantwise smile. “Nothing ‘just’ about this, dear.”
He stood. She was split behind the glass. “Did they hurt you?”
“‘They,’ he asks. As if none of this were his fault.”
“I don’t control the King in Red, Mal. I don’t even work for him anymore.”
“Of course not. You just take your scrap of the power he’s torn from the gods and the people and the stars and the land and anything else that can’t defend itself, and you use it to try to put little heart-and-unicorn bandages over the wound. Over atrocities that would never have happened except for him and people like him.”
“I help people.”
“You’re a pawn. A release valve in their system. Whatever you hoped to accomplish with the Two Serpents Group, you’ve just given them one more way to keep doing what they want to do. To kill and steal and get away with it, and feel good about themselves afterward. To suck the life from everything and turn us all to bone and husk and want. At least a cop knows what it is.”
“You,” Tara said, “must be a lot of fun at parties.”
“Let me out, and you’ll see.”
Beneath the heat and weight of her gaze, Tara almost forgot that Mal was the one locked inside.
“I want to ask you a few questions.”
“I know what you are.” She shook her head. “I’ve known so many of you, Tara Abernathy. Smart kid, persuaded that the scraps of power you’ve tongued from the floor as you knelt beside the high table have made you a player. You’re as much their creature as the most rotten zombie menial. More. Because when you dress yourself in the nice clothes they let you wear, you look at yourself in the mirror and think you’re free.”
“I have made a life for myself,” she said. When she had to be like this, cool and smooth even in the fire, she thought of Ms. Kevarian. “While you—hold on, I have your CV around here.…” She opened her briefcase, and a folder within her briefcase, to produce a small sheaf of calligraphed bond paper. “Let’s review your accomplishments. One atrocity, scattered cases of vandalism, theft, and thaumaturgical espionage, a few murders, and—what else?” The final side of the final sheet was blank. She returned the folder to the hovering briefcase. “I am sure you have the global necromantic system quaking atop its throne of skulls.”
Mal grinned. “You can’t tell me who I am. But I can see why Dawn left you.”
Darkness swept over the room, and grave-cold, and for an instant Tara did not realize it was her darkness. Mal was off the floor, trembling, caught in the fist of Tara’s power, lifted by her bones. Her jaw, ribs, teeth, did not belong to her anymore. A whim, that’s all it would take to shatter her.
Was her rictus grin an expression of fear, or of triumph?
Light returned. The cold purity of Tara’s power snapped. Mal sank to the floor and lay crumpled, panting, against the glass.
Caleb stood between them.
His scars shone green around his forearms and down his long-fingered hands, where he had caught Tara’s Craft to break it.
There had been no struggle. The Eagle Knights must have been fearsome on the battlefield. No wonder they were all dead now.
Well. Not quite all.
Caleb turned from her, to Mal. Tara was shocked by the tenderness in his voice. “I know you’re scared. I know you’re mad at yourself. But you can’t make us kill you.”
Her laugh was ragged. “Can’t fault a gal for trying.”
Was there a name for that frostbitten sting you felt when your rage was gone? Was it shame? Tara flexed the fingers of her unfleshed hand. Her eyes went to the absence of Mal’s arm beneath the straitjacket. “She left you, too.”
Mal spat blood. “I made my choice.”
“You cut your bond to keep her safe. Did she even know what she was doing, when she forged it? When she made you hers?”
“She didn’t make me anything. You don’t understand it at all. What she is.”
“She is a spider. Our homegrown variety.”
“I’ve seen spiders,” Mal cut back. “I have seen the hole they make in the stars. She’s not like them. She’s still … becoming.”
“And what will she become?”
Mal looked away. A shock of hair fell across her eyes.
“You don’t know any more than I do.” Tara was surprised by how gentle she sounded. “She could hurt a lot of people, Mal. She has already.”
“More than the ones who are already running the show? Be serious. Look around. A few market corrections and a fire and they’re all sharpening the knives and looking for an inviting back to plant them in.”
“You’re suspiciously well-informed for a woman who’s spent the last two weeks in a fishbowl.”
Mal shrugged. “You work for a Deathless King who loves a dramatic monologue.”
“I don’t work for him.”
“Semantics.”
“An odd objection for someone who used to be a Craftswoman.”
“I was never a very good Craftswoman,” Mal said. “Dawn could change things. I see that. So do you. That’s why she’s got you running scared.”
“The world is full of people getting by,” Tara said. “Trying their best. You know what revolutions do to people like that?”
She stiffened. Tara could not see her eyes, but there was murder in the set of her shoulders. “Better than you think.”
“She binds you all. She uses you. That’s how the spiders work. They chain you by your hopes. They dangle your future just out of reach, and feed on your striving.”
“She never bound us to her. She bound herself to us.”
“It would feel that way, at first.”
“We were better, with her. I’ve known all those bastards for years and I have never seen them so fierce, so true, so brave, as they were with her. You think we didn’t know? We didn’t feel it? How else could a bunch of beat-down mercs take on Shenshan Prison? When you’re with her, there’s wind at your back and the sea’s wide open. You’re right and free, and you’ll keep going to the edge of the world and past.”
“You make it sound like a drug.”
“It’s better. It’s inspiration. It’s— We were hurt people. With her, we could help each other.”
What hurt more? To have her own words thrown back in her face? Or—the thought that Dawn might have believed her? “And then she left you.”
“That’s not what happened. I wouldn’t let you use me against her. So I cut her free, and now you’re stuck with me.” She found her feet again. “Sorry. This is the most dramatic bow I can manage in a straitjacket.”
Caleb stepped up to the glass. “We’re trying to save lives, Mal.”
Mal shook her head in wonder. “Of course the two of you are working together. You never understood either. You think it’s only people like me who want to change things, and you know that change will hurt people, so you feel you have no choice but to stop us. But that’s not how it goes. None of the players want to keep the world as it is. That’s not how they got to where they are today, by giving a shit about the family in the valley with an underwater mortgage, three jobs, and one point seven five children. They see opportunities and take them. It’s been a tough half century for them, circling one another without hope of victory. Nobody wants to be the last king of a demon-haunted cinder. But they can smell change on the wind, and it makes their mouths water.”
“You may be right,” Tara said. “But they’ll have to get through me first.”
The woman’s laugh was all the answer offered.
Tara unbuttoned her sleeves and rolled up her jacket and shirt cuffs. “I didn’t come here for your answers or your politics. Entertaining as they are.” Glyphs glittered along her radius and ulna, and within the jewel box of her wrist. “I need to know what Dawn is planning.”
“I can’t tell you. And even if I could: my foster dad was a fucked-up man, but he didn’t raise a narc.”
“I need to know,” Tara said. “I don’t need you to tell me.”
She called for blood.
Mal lunged to stop her—too late.
The demonglass shell rippled, obedient to Tara’s will. Some of the bloody streaks Mal had left on her cell wall were still fresh. They drifted through the glass, while Mal slammed into a slick and seamless barrier.
The blood hovered before Tara, a small dark crimson drop.
The body was an argument against the universe: why some portion of it should be this way and no other. But every argument you made could be used against you.
Mal was shouting, cursing, trying to break her concentration. “Caleb,” Tara said. “What you did before, to stop me. Could you do it again?”
He looked from Mal, to her. “Probably.”
“If this goes wrong, step in.”
“What do you mean?”
“If one of us, I don’t know. Catches on fire.”
“Is that likely?”
“You have to be ready for anything in this business,” she said, and cut into her arm.
She went deeper than she had planned. Too much politics, too much nervous energy. Her blood welled up fast and hot. A thin stream corkscrewed to join Kekapania’s suspended drop.
With her eyes closed, Tara outlined the argument.
Mal’s soul was a work of art, intricate as a Craftswoman’s and dense as a priest’s, with that odd hollow carved out where a god might perch. It warped around that hollow, like water frozen in its swirl above the drain. There, where the prisoner’s soul spun into a thread, Tara found the ragged stump where she had sawed herself free of Dawn.
Mal had sawed herself free, but Tara had saved Dawn’s life. She had taught the girl, trained her. With a model to guide her, Tara could see Dawn’s marks on her own soul, their vestigial bond. Dawn had claimed her, after all, to the tune of one arm.
You could build a bridge from either side.
Mal flailed at her with Craft, then screamed as the Kettle’s restraints bit back. There followed the usual parade of signals indicating one was troubling with powers-mortal-kind-was-not-meant-to-wot-of, waves of shadow and silent thunder and the screams of ghosts loosed from locked tombs, et cetera. Caleb was shouting something. As if he’d never done anything stupidly dangerous for no good reason. Everyone else she knew kept diving onto live gods. Sooner or later it had to be her turn. It was only fair, she thought, and then she was somewhere else.

The Badlands breathed.
Tara had seen them from this height before, but always falling. No other Wars-scorched blistered hellscape had their peculiar fractal weirdness, as if rock had once flowed and fountained and air turned hard as steel and time run seven ways at once, only for all the upturned dimensions to settle down in an instant and pretend it never happened. Just landscape here, please and thank you. Nothing here but us rocks.
The weapons used in this place, and later dumped here, had been built for high-energy environments. Without a war to win, they lay silent, leaking chaos, still as a lizard on a rock until something came near enough to eat.
They were moving now. The Gray Maze flexed its paths. The Dweller of Mirrors rippled under its glassy sand. Impossible colors twisted in the deep purple shadows of night.
There was a god above the desert. The god was dead. But it was not the god who had waked them from decades’ slumber.
It was the girl.
She hovered in the open cage of the god’s ribs, where his heart once was.
When Tara spotted her, she could see nothing else.
Tara was there in spirit, not in flesh, so she was not limited by her eyes. All was revealed to her, truth as well as seeming, radiance of Craft and soul and light. In the core of every desert monster, the woolly web of their being spun into a thread. All those threads converged in the girl who hovered where the god’s heart should be.
As a child, reading adventure stories and history and understanding the latter less, Tara had thought, I wish I had been there, in those moments when the world began to change. She imagined an avalanche, the rush of motion, tumble and fall, a mountainside of snow and ice giving way, eternal stone gone dancing, a metamorphosis, a miracle. All that was, become otherwise.
Until it was your mountainside that moved. Until yours were the certainties shattered, until the rush of promise and possibility gathered to tumbling dread.
The cord in Tara’s heart drew her toward the radiant girl, up and in, until she hovered before Dawn.
It hurt more than Tara had imagined, to see her. Dawn had not changed much. Still the girl from Blake’s Rest, the girl from the graveyard, the girl who had saved her life, who’d dragged her from the Crack in the World.
But she’d put her game face on.
Her eyes were black from lid to lid. Her arm was wreathed in vines. She ruled the sands as she would rule the stars, with a gesture and a word. A serpent twined around her shoulders and whispered in her ear.
Her outstretched hand gathered the ropes of their souls as if they were reins. In her palm there was a twist of dark metal, a maelstrom made of teeth.
Her eyes in their endless black revolved, and Tara saw herself reflected there.
The Serpent raised its head. It saw. It knew. And the being of which Dawn, her Dawn, was now only a piece, reached for her, with that hand that was a mouth, and her own soul bound her fast, and she felt the feathery pressure of those teeth—

Tara sprawled on the Kettle’s floor. So did Mal, beyond the demonglass. Caleb’s hand smoked with the work of breaking her Craft. What remained of their mixed blood was a smudge of ash. Sound returned—a grating, tortured noise. Mal’s laughter.
“Do you get it now? What she is, what she might become?”
It felt so unfair to stand on her own feet, rather than hover in the warmth of Dawn’s power. How could anyone possibly expect of her this harsh chill independence? How strange to escape death or fates-worse-than, and feel not relief, but regret.
“Did you find her?” Concern looked odd on Caleb’s face, still a glowing war-mask of Quechal glyphs. “What did you see?”
The absent eyes, the mouth in her hand. Tara could not answer the first question. The second was easier. “She has raised an army.”
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“The thing is,” said Donnie, drunk, “is, the thing is, is the thing.”
“I completely understand,” said the knight of the plumes, likewise.
“It’s not as though I don’t appreciate what she’s trying to do. The moms herself, I mean. She’s extremely, that is, it comes from a place of concern, from wanting me to have everything she thinks she didn’t, growing up, to wit, you know, opportunities for fulfillment, power, authority, the full compass of my et cetera. But also, I mean, oof, right?”
“I completely understand,” the knight of the plumes repeated. Gav. His name was Gav. She got the sense it was short for something, but she didn’t want to tell what Donnie was short for, so she had decided not to press him on it, a mutual nonaggression sort of thing.
“Heyyy,” Al protested, draped limp between them.
“Delightful. Al. Darling, please drink this.” She offered a slender phial of pink fluid from her purse. Al eyed it suspiciously. “Or water, if you insist.”
Al glared at her. “’M fine.”
“I believe the lady is merely concerned—”
“You can say ‘Donnie,’ please, Sir Gav, as I have reminded you at least twelve or was it twenty times this evening.”
“I believe the, er, Donnie, meant to refer to the decidedly— What are you doing?”
“I am,” Donnie said, “conjuring some water for Al’s consumption, since she has evinced skepticism of my perfectly safe phial of panacea.”
“Same one you tested on Faceless Lou?”
“Well, he was just called Lou back then.”
“Hold on. Here.” He proffered something leather and sloshy. “Quite potable, I assure you. Alt Coulumb’s finest tap.”
“Did you bring a waterskin for a pub crawl?”
“Quite practical, waterskins. For questing. Hydration, necessity. Once you’re done, they roll up small. No well-dressed gentleman goes without. There, yes, that’s a good fellow.”
Al moaned, but she let Donnie hold the waterskin for her to drink.
“I am impressed,” said Gav, “by your desire to confront the world on your own terms.”
“The trouble with the moms is, she’s lived a long time.”
“Believe me, I understand.”
“You’d think that would make you relax about, you know, things, but she just seems to care more as she goes on, or as I do—I’m always doing it wrong. Whatever it is. I get it, I see it—how it happens, that is. If we’re alive long enough responsi-blil-responsiblity tends to, you see, accrete. But everyone has a certain number of mistakes they must make in a life, and I assert my right to make all those now, when the worst I’ll have is a headache in the morning. Wandering through a city. Making friends with random knights.”
“Your friendship honors me.”
“Also,” said Al, “you’re the product of a phenomenally privileged upbringing, and it irks you to encounter anything remotely resembling a limit.”
“Al, I thought you were drunk.”
“Oh,” she said mournfully, “I am.”
“Well, you’re not wrong. But: surely if I am so fortunate to have the chance to enjoy myself, I am obliged to do so. And what of you, Sir Gav?” That sentence sounded more like him than her. He was infectious. In a good way. Could you get good sick? She tabled the question.
“Me?” said the knight of the plumes.
“Al and I have a mutual acquaintance of long standing. We have shared a plenitude of secrets; she knows where I have buried my bodies, and I know the one time she retained a copy of the Book of the Dead from the Argent Library three days past its due date.”
“Donnie!”
“On which point you are now sworn to solemn confidence. At any rate: do you, also, find yourself an unwilling actor in this pageant? Or are you, like dear Al, so enthused by the chance to be a bit player on the grand stage that you are quite willing to upend your life to be of use?”
“Neither,” he said, “I think. That is … we must do our duty, mustn’t we? Honor and all that, you see? Only I wasn’t exactly raised for this. I was rather the spare. After my sister, well, left, it was up to me. But I’m afraid no one thinks I’m quite good at it. Myself included.”
“You were dashing back there. Very capable. With the sword, and all.”
“Oh, that, that’s easy. I was the middle-est of the family, you know, hardly any expectation of inheriting the name or—well, anything. I wasn’t forgotten altogether, but—there’s still quite a lot of questing to go round, you know, up-country, even in modern Camlaan—everyone thinks the great forests went away, but in point of fact they just got cleverer, sort of folded themselves beyond the reach of axe and logging rig and so on. You get your children wandering past the veil, your abducted swains and maidens, and once in a great while, your questing beasts.” There was, for the first time that evening, a light in his eyes of pure passion. Then it was gone. “But my sister, well, you know. And while questing is an acceptable-enough pastime for a young man, there are pursuits more vital to the realm. Or so I’ve been told.”
“I’m sorry,” Donnie said. “About your sister, I mean.”
“Oh. It’s quite all right.” His smile was weak.
“I never had one. What’s it like?”
“She was, well, you can imagine, or perhaps not. Fine, upstanding, the chevalier sans pereil or words to that effect. When we were children, I felt her every triumph as an indictment, her career an illuminated catalog of my personal failings. Certainly, that’s how the dear old mater seems to have viewed it.” He laughed, the kind of laugh, Donnie thought, that suggested he’d spent many years not. “I miss her terribly.”
“I hate,” Al said, “to interrupt. But. I think—I’m going to—”
They made it to an alley before she did.
Al’s hair was blissfully short, and so did not need to be held out of the way. Donnie stroked what there was of it, and the fuzz of her neck. Al barbered herself on a two-week schedule with the aid of several levitating mirrors and an enchanted clipper. The knight knelt beside them both, murmuring encouragement. His hand on Al’s back glowed faintly, like the first blush of morning: a warm, healing presence. Donnie’s eyes met his, and he smiled as if they shared a secret.
She heard herself say, “You have a nice face.”
Out on the main street, a parade of acrobats tumbled past, and a band; revelers surged and ebbed and a pickpocket fled two large fellows in sunglasses and suits. Three Wreckers flitted overhead against the sky on some awful mission or other. And up there, the Schools revolved.
Had she actually said that out loud, about his face? He had not responded. His hand was still on Al’s back. He was looking at her in a positive sort of way.
His face was getting closer. Or was she getting closer to him? It felt nice, anyway.
Farther up the alley, someone moaned.
Donnie had thought this alley empty—but now, in the deep shadows, she noticed a pair of figures locked in seemingly amorous embrace. Her first instinct was to avert her eyes, but something—prurient fascination, anthropological curiosity, instinct—intervened. The embrace did not seem particularly amorous on second glance. One of the figures appeared to be fighting rather more for their life than for their pleasure.
And, as a fire-eater in the parade blew flame, the sudden light glinted off the curve of a blade—the victim’s—and the assailant’s blood-wet fangs.
That, she thought to herself, still drunk, is not the sort of behavior we tolerate in my alley.
A more practical Craftswoman, the sort of which her mother would no doubt approve, would have taken critical seconds to gather resources and conduct a cost-benefit on the situation. Donnie marched down the alley toward the fight. When she was near enough not to miss, she struck the assailant with her purse, and a bolt of lightning.
The cloaked figure flew back, skidded in the alley muck, and rose on all fours, hissing. She got the sudden vivid impression of ruby eyes, of sharp teeth—one of the canines broken—and a weight of clinical malice she had never felt directed against her person. But her fist crackled with power, her eyes burned with the light of souls—and Gav and Al were running up the alley (Al in a somewhat wobbly fashion) to reinforce.
The figure turned and, in a flare of cloak and a confusion of wings, was gone.
The woman Donnie had rescued collapsed into her arms. There was blood all over her, and much of it was now all over Donnie. The woman struggled to speak, but only made wet oozing sounds. More striking than the blood—Donnie had seen blood before, even bathed in it on occasion, though she’d found the benefits to one’s complexion overrated given the trouble and expense—was the fact that the woman was changing. At first glance she had been a classic Skeldic beauty, blond and pale and tall. Somehow the beauty was now an Imperial boy, now a southern Glebland man of quite more than 120 kilos, now a golem, now a girl younger than Donnie herself. At last the form settled into an Imperial person of nondescript features and indeterminate age.
“It’s all right,” Donnie said. “You’re safe.”
The person laughed wetly. They were, Donnie realized, holding something. What— Ah. An ambassadorial badge.
Naturally, at that point, the police arrived.
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Age may be regarded as a process of accumulation. Habits gather, and memories, and loves—and so do pains, aches, injuries, tragedies. Even losses have a cumulative character, a growing weight of absence. One develops strategies to compensate: favorite pleasures, familiar luxuries, reminders that life can be a desired, even joyful state. But repeated exposure dulls even the sharpest tool.
How wonderful, then, to let oneself be guided to a new joy by a friend.
Elayne let the sauna’s heat press through her skin, to reach and melt an innermost core she had not realized was frozen. “Why haven’t I done this before?”
“Because you hate fun,” said Belladonna Albrecht. “And I’m seldom around to bully you into it.”
Elayne leaned back, breathed steam, and felt herself begin to sweat. “Twenty-four hours in: do you think we come out of this with an alliance, or with war?”
“How dare you. Can you not simply be a creature for five minutes?”
Elayne considered this. “Did you ever find Donnie?”
Belladonna glared at her—then closed her eyes and eased back into the bench, spreading the impressive span and heft of her arms. “Sixty-forty, I’d say, for alliance. The Iskari have leverage, but they will overplay their hand, particularly with the Imperials, for whom present conditions are working out just fine, setting aside recent unrest. I understand the Shining Empire’s already made preliminary approaches to Camlaan.”
“Your daughter is a spirited young woman.”
“Don’t think I can’t see what you’re doing. I treasure her spirit. I do. If only she could direct it toward more suitable pursuits.”
“I don’t remember your ever concerning yourself with pursuits your parents found suitable.”
“It’s not the same thing at all. My forebears spent a dozen generations tying themselves into progressively more elaborate knots of blood bonds, marital alliances, and debts of honor. If not for the Wars, they might well have succeeded at finding some aristocratic cell to brick me up inside.”
“Impossible.”
“I fought, like everyone else did back then, for the right to shape my destiny. Donnie stands on a foundation I built from skulls. She could do anything.”
“A true grant of freedom,” Elayne said, “must acknowledge the grantee’s right to use their freedom in a manner the grantor did not intend, and of which she disapproves.”
“Take your Ms. Abernathy, for example.”
“Turnabout. Hardly fair.”
“She has done well.”
“That has little to do with me.” But Elayne could hear some of the pride she attempted to suppress manifest in her voice. “I help when I can, but her triumphs are her own. And her mistakes.”
“She has talent, verve, momentum. A dedicated advocate. We need fighters.”
“She is that. She learned to fight—as a child, first, then at the Schools, and later, when they failed her. But I am not persuaded she ever learned to stop.”
“Did any of us?”
“And see where it’s brought us.” Elayne sighed. “Sixty-forty.”
“Is it too much to want—”
“Yes,” they both said together, and after a moment’s silence, burst into laughter. It was an old joke.
“Fine,” said Belladonna Albrecht. “Fine. But: I had to scheme and struggle and strive. She could go farther than even I could dream.”
“And there it is, in your own words. You had to scheme and struggle and strive. She faces no such obligation. You could not dream of being what she is. That is a marker of your success.”
“You’re not a parent. Of course you don’t understand.”
“How far does appeal to authority usually get you, in court?”
“See, this is why I miss you. No one dares to be half so vicious when you’re out of the office.”
“I,” said Elayne, “am great at fun.”
“I don’t want to fail her. That’s all.”
Elayne weaved her hand through the steam, trailing ice crystals. “Neither do I.”
A door opened and a junior associate stumbled in, eyes averted, bearing a scroll on a silver platter.
“What is it?”
Belladonna Albrecht broke the seal with a glare, read the note, frowned. “It seems my daughter has been arrested.”

Donnie had never been booked before. She was not entirely certain that she was being booked now—her education wasted little time on local criminal ordinance. The constabulary had dispatched the victim to a hospital, and shipped Donnie and Al and Sir Gav to an overlit station, where Donnie had refused, politely, to answer questions without representation.
They were held apart. Donnie’s room was featureless and gray, with a ghostlamp and a desk, and grooves in the chair from handcuffs. The idea, no doubt, was to isolate and intimidate, but the local cells were not kitted out to hold even a trainee Craftswoman—she could see Al’s soul through the wall, and the peculiar radiance of Sir Gav. There was, she realized, blood on the front of her dress. She had realized this many times in the last hour.
She had not been asked nearly enough questions to clear her, or to convict. On the one hand the victim’s wounds had been made by fangs and claws and a vicious punch-dagger, none of which had been discovered during the cops’ search of Al, Sir Gav, or Donnie herself. On the other hand, it rankled to be dismissed as a threat.
She reviewed that moment in the alley: the blood, the fangs, her hesitation—had she in fact hesitated, or merely felt as if she were hesitating? The rush of authentic terror. She had been entirely present in that moment, entirely herself. Experiences like this were supposed to shatter one. She was shivering, but not from fear. From effervescence: that first sip of sparkling wine.
When they let her go they brought her to a bench before a low wooden barrier—the three of them together, along with the dozen or so assorted drunks and miscreants and diplomats being remanded to the custody of whoever came to retrieve them. Across the wall waited a clutch of friends, family, drinking buddies, a tired-looking knight who was no doubt there for Gav, and, of course—Mom.
And Elayne, which was almost worse. If one had to be collected from the authorities by one’s parents like a seventh-grade girl caught binding demons behind the boating shed at boarding school, one should at least be spared having Mom’s cool work friend there to see it.
Al looked like she had just swallowed something foul. Gav sat with infuriatingly perfect posture, as if he were about to face a firing squad. Donnie squeezed Al’s hand. Gav, Donnie punched in the leg. He laughed.
“Good,” she said. “I was afraid you had gone all serious on me.”
“How exactly is one supposed to look, when under arrest?”
“Please. This is arrest? They didn’t try to mind-control us at all.”
“I wasn’t aware that was a risk.” He sighed. “And there is the redoubtable Sir Geoff. Who would never dream of telling me, in so many words, what a fool I have made of myself and how embarrassing to the family and so on.”
“It could be worse.”
“How, precisely?”
“We could have spent all night wading through paperwork, forming professional contacts, making ourselves useful. This was fun. Even the bit at the end.” She hesitated. “I mean, I thought it was fun.”
His eyes were very blue. He smiled so rarely that when he did, it changed his whole face. “It was.”
“Allegra Chen and Belladonna Albrecht Jr.,” called the sergeant.
Donnie sighed, and brushed herself off. “See you around,” she said, and, surprising herself, kissed him once on the cheek.
She led Al to the gate. Al looked like she wanted to curl up into a pocket dimension.
“Shoulders back,” Donnie whispered. “Chin up.”
“Your mother. Is collecting us. From prison.”
“From jail, at worst. And don’t worry. Mother loves to see associates with a bit of blood on them.”
“Really?” Al brightened, and stopped trying to rub the gore off her face.
Their names were called, and together they marched toward Mom.
Al would be fine. Perhaps even credited for trying to keep Donnie out of trouble. It was Donnie, as always, who had disappointed—no, not Mother, Mommadonna would never dream of holding expectations over her child’s head like that. It was herself Donnie had disappointed, her future, which Mother had built for her atrocity by painstaking atrocity for the better part of a century. And here she was, blowing it.
“I take full responsibility,” she said. “Al came along for my protection.”
She watched Mom’s face for all the usual signs—rage, love, the wonder at the mess her daughter always somehow managed to make of things.
It took a moment for Donnie to recognize the unaccustomed expression of pride.
“We can discuss your methods at length later,” her mother said. “But you seem to have made profitable use of the time.”
Profitable? What did she mean by that?
The sergeant, or whatever she was, was still calling names. Now her voice had a note of skepticism. “Prince of the High Downs, Sword of the Table, Heir and, uh, Flower of Camlaan, His Highness Sir Gavain?”
With a sheepish grin and an awkward tug at his collar, Gav stepped forth.
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Caleb didn’t like the smell of hospitals. He had grown too used to it, too young.
After their report to the King in Red he had parted ways with Tara and stumbled back to his hotel. As he stared up into the ceiling and tried to sleep he had seen Mal, trapped like a butterfly beneath that demonglass dome, and Mal, burning with Serpent-fire, and Mal, unraveled.
He had been relieved to hear the ding of the delivery rat—until he broke the parchment’s seal and read the note inside.
So here he was, wide awake in the gray-blue threat of sunrise, running on momentum and the first throbs of hangover through the bleach-and-silver halls of Sisters of Mercy Hospital.
He found Abelard on the third floor, in conversation with Vice-Secretary Sun of the Imperial embassy. “I understand that you’re upset,” Abelard was saying, with a desperate inflection.
“We are not upset, Saint. We are outraged. You cannot ensure the safety of your own streets and yet you maintain you are best positioned to provide security for the world?”
“I never— That is. We’re here to facilitate the conference. That’s all.”
“Your idea of facilitation involves a great deal more blood loss than mine. We should have insisted on hosting this event in Xiangzhou.”
“What? I just— Isn’t Xiangzhou a war zone?”
“An outrageous insult, to cover up your own failings. I expected better of you, Saint.”
“I apologize.” He recovered. “Lieutenant Elle will keep your chief of security up to date on the investigation.”
“Hardly. We will conduct our own investigation, without interference from local authorities.”
“I don’t think that’s how it works.”
“The Iskari are pursuing their fugitive. We must be allowed to chase ours.”
“You can take that up with Lieutenant Elle.”
“Perhaps I will take it up with the vice-cardinal.”
“Who will tell you the same thing.”
Caleb cleared his throat. “So what I’m gathering is, I have the right room?”
Ms. Sun revolved to him. Her eyes traveled the length of his body. Her voice softened. She had a smile. So did snakes, in a certain light. “Mr. Altemoc. A pleasure as always. Have you given any further thought to the offer I made you on our last meeting?”
“I’m too partial to the great outdoors,” he said. “But, thanks. I’m flattered.”
“It is a shame that I missed your recent visit to our territory.” She had teeth, too. “Excuse me. I have a vice-cardinal to find.”
She marched down the hall like she was crushing bugs with every step.
Abelard sagged when she was gone. Flame glimmered through his dark lenses. “I’m not cut out for this.”
“You’re doing great.”
He looked up, grateful and exhausted. “I feel awful. Everything everyone says has three levels of meaning I’m supposed to just guess at—and when they’re speaking plainly it’s worse, because what they’re saying is so … ominous. Or terrible. Or evil.”
“I’d say you get used to it. But I never have.”
He shivered. “You mean it’s always like this?”
“I don’t know for sure—I tend to deal with these guys one-on-one, when I’m working in their territory. But they don’t run into one another that often either. Everyone’s laying it on thick, trying to throw weight around. But they’re often … like this, yeah. Especially her. I met Ms. Sun back when I met Ran. It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but I got out with my skin.”
“What offer was she talking about?”
“She wants to study my scars.”
“You mean, like. Privately?”
“I mean she wants to flay me.” He opened the door. “Let’s go.”
Ran lay on the bed in a form so nondescript Caleb might have thought it was the one beneath the masks—save that it did not look like any of the other forms Caleb had seen Ran assume, on previous occasions when he had thought the masks were dropped. Tubes led from Ran’s arms, drugs and saline; the usual metronome kept heartbeat time. Same as it ever was.
“Abelard, a pleasure to see you again. Caleb. You’ve looked better.”
“You too.”
“Can’t say the wardrobe does all that much for me.” Ran plucked at the gown. “I can dazzle in a floral print, but there are limits.”
Bandages circled Ran’s neck and arms. “Was it a vampire?”
“I’ve taken a fang or two. It’s an altogether pleasant experience, within limits. This was rather not. Not a vampire. Though someone wanted it to look that way.”
“I could heal you,” Abelard suggested, after a hesitation. “I think.”
“Ah, there’s the confidence I look for in someone who offers to manipulate my anatomy on a most intimate level.” The bow lips curved into a weak grin. “It would not be prudent, I’m afraid. Special treatment leads to special questions. We cannot afford the appearance of disloyalty.”
“Who tried to kill you?”
“I had no chance to determine. Who is one question. Why is another.”
“Where was embassy security?”
“A third. My security detail was circumvented—or a hole was opened, deliberately. I suggest you proceed with caution. If the questions you asked me to pose, general as they were, led to such precipitous action, the precipitating agent will not stop with me.”
“I’ll be careful,” Caleb said.
“And we’ll double the guards on this floor,” said Abelard.
“Perhaps that will help.”
Caleb twisted his cane on the tile. His hand ached. “I hate seeing you like this.”
“Can’t say I like it much myself.” The dark eyes narrowed. “But it’s not just me you’re worried about.”
“I saw her,” he said, surprising himself. “Last night. They’d taken … He took her arm away. She tried to make me hate her.”
“Did she succeed?”
He felt Abelard’s eyes on him, too. He felt like he was looking at the world through the slits of a mask. “When I find out, I’ll let you know.”
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It was marvelous how instantly the old animus could be refreshed by such simple expedients as a shower, a shave, a hot towel, and that massage with the warm stones and the young lady walking on one’s back. Add a dash of cologne, a silk dressing gown, and a cup of strong coffee, and one might almost forget that one had spent half the night in stir, to use the vulgar parlance. “So long,” said the knight of the plumes, “as no one tells the honored grandmater about it, what?”
“If I may, Your Grace, we are quite fortunate that your exploits have as yet received so little notice from the local journalistic community. They appear to be somewhat less eager than our own equivalents.”
Gav yawned, and examined his face in the gilt bathroom mirror. He had never thought of it as a nice face, in particular. Not offensive, surely. But nice?
“The eventuality is not without its advantages, however, Your Grace.”
“Do you know, Sir Geoffrey, I was just thinking somewhat along those lines.”
“Thinking, Your Grace?”
“You needn’t sound surprised, Sir Geoffrey.”
“Hardly, Your Grace.”
“Well, anyway. You first.”
“It seems that you prevented, roundly speaking, the murder of an Imperial functionary. That has earned you credibility with Ms. Sun.”
“The lady with the cannibal expression?”
“She is a formidable person.”
“Who always wants to talk about recognizing something or other, or not recognizing—I can’t keep it straight.”
“The Shining Empire, present inconveniences notwithstanding, is a vast and influential polity. In uncertain times, we would do well to cultivate further relations.”
“Ah. Well, as I said, Sir Geoffrey, I was thinking.”
“Indeed, sir.”
“Along a somewhat different track, however. Did you see the Lady Donnie, Sir Geoff?”
“You are referring to Miss Albrecht, Your Grace?”
“Cracking personage. Scintillating wit, coolness under fire, extravagant personality.”
“Miss Albrecht is also the daughter of an age-old enemy of your house.”
“You yourself, good Sir Geoff, maintain that we are in need of allies.”
“It has been the opinion of Her Majesty’s government that the path toward security runs through developing historical affinities. To cultivate an association with the great firms would be to alienate ourselves from the Shining Empire and the Schwarzwald potentates, and raise the ire of the Iskari.”
“Our dear grandmater, I believe, spent at least a hundred years personally invading the Shining Empire.”
“It was an adventurous century, Your Grace.”
“Not conducive to alliances, that.”
“It was, as you say, a long time ago.”
“Gods have long memories, I’m told. Like elephants in that way.”
“Perhaps.”
“Do I detect a hint of the old begrudge in that admission, Sir Geoffrey?”
“Begging Your Grace’s pardon, the Home Office has taken pains to set our diplomatic course. It seems wise to respect their guidance.”
“Well, Sir Geoff, the Home Office is not here—saving in your person—and while I may not be much for diplomatics as such, I have participated in my share of quests. Sometimes one must seek the hart whose trail one hath chanced upon, or words to that effect. Lady Donnie is a delightful person, and I wish to further cultivate her acquaintance to our mutual benefit, and perhaps to the greater security and glory of the realm.”
“Perhaps, Your Grace.”
“There’s to be some sort of … shindig or similar tonight, isn’t there? Up at the Schools? I do believe I espied an invitation among the piled missives on our front table.”
“I was unaware that Your Grace had taken pains to conduct a personal review of our correspondence.”
“But I have taken pains, Sir Geoffrey. Your humble charge is turning over a new leaf. I shall attend as the soul of grace and diplomaticality, Camlaan’s face to the wider world. And should the Lady Donnie grace the floors, so much the better. For Camlaan, that is. On a quest, one takes allies where one finds them. I will wear the purple velvet, I think.”
“I shall determine,” said Sir Geoffrey, “whether it was packed.”
“Good man.” Gav regarded himself once again. A nice face? Perhaps. “The purple velvet,” he said, “or the green.”
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Kai woke on cotton sheets, squinted away the rising sun, and reached for a warmth that should have been beside her.
But Tara was gone.
She tried to remember her. To hold the taste of Tara in her mouth—the shine of her eyes—the strength of her, bearing Kai down, holding her together when she might burst. Tried to see her with open eyes, walking into the bedroom with a breakfast tray.
The door was open, the room was quiet, and she was alone.
It wasn’t how she had imagined waking up after their first night.
No, that wasn’t quite right. It wasn’t how she had wanted to wake up. She had been careful not to imagine it, because if she had, with the same gift for anticipation that let her dance through stormy markets without getting wet, she would have imagined exactly this.
She was not afraid of waking up alone. She had done it so many times. But it was tempting to believe that she would be the drug Tara needed, that her touch could untie the knot of her, when in fact they were both old enough now to know that no single night, however necessary, however sweaty, rapt, aching, ecstatic, could change a person.
Then again—it had been so very much what she, Kai, needed. And some of the best drugs worked only with repeated exposure.
She closed her eyes and felt the weight of her body. Slid one hand down her belly skin, and the other up to her chest.
Cool upon her breastbone, she felt the blade of a silver key.
The headache started then. It was full of numbers.
She cursed, grabbed her robe, and stumbled coffeeward.
Once upon a time, you could wake up before the markets. At least, that’s what older priests had claimed during her novitiate. In her painfully earnest youth she had thought—though one did not say such things to one’s elders out loud—that they were wrong. The market was not the paper trail, the prices, meetings, and auctions. The market was the need: a noodle factory in Xiang’an needs a particular sort of wheat flour. A Skeldic spinner’s guild needs so much wool, a dye factory in Dhistra needs so many beetle shells. And the people and the machines and the witchcraft that make the flour and the wool, that raise and gather beetles, they all have their needs in turn. The market was the integral of all that need: of desire and the means, however limited, to sate it. If you lulled every person alive and dead to sleep at once, they would still need things in their dreams.
Now that she was closer to the age her teachers had been, Kai had to concede that, as usual for bright and earnest kids, she had run off in her own philosophical direction while completely missing the point. What her teachers had meant was: it used to be that, since you couldn’t know what was happening on the other side of the world at two in the morning, your faithful didn’t expect you to know. And neither did your boss.
That was before the nightmare telegraph.
Somehow she made coffee while only giving herself a minor scald. She’d left a pencil and a yellow pad on the kitchen counter near the coffee urn. She let her hand drift, guided by half-remembered dreams, scratching out through automatic writing the Kho Khatang close, Zurish commodities futures, price convulsions in Southern Kathic premarkets. Panic trading. She let the coffee extract too long. Drank it bitter.
At home she had a construct to do this part for her, and when she was on the road she left it up to the home desk. But this was no time to trust an executive summary. She needed data. She needed insight.
There had been such desperation in her last night. In Tara, too. Such need. She was afraid, because they were losing. For all the riot and color of the conclave, they were no nearer to answering the threat of Dawn or of the skazzerai. They dangled by a fraying rope above the pit. She wished she had been strong enough to hold Tara down. She wished she did not like it quite so much when Tara was too strong for her to hold. Was that what had drawn Kai to her? The indomitable sorceress, not the woman inside?
As her hand scribbled on, her eyes trailed over the counter. There was a note beside the kettle. She would have seen it earlier if not for the headache. It had been lettered, carefully, in schoolhouse cursive. Next time, let’s stay for the opera.
Upon the card, perfect, deathless: a rose of pale bone.
She heard the sound of tearing paper.
She looked down. Coffee sloshed over her hand.
Her pad was covered in opens and closes and spreads and futures. There were prices and targets and projections and candle graphs, there were soul flows and sacred labyrinths and the symbols of a double-dozen faiths traced out in grainy pencil. And all that detail and overlaid complexity blurred and resolved into a familiar face.
The ghost inside her laughed.

Kai burst onto her brownstone roof, startling the pigeons and the gargoyle into flight. “I need a lift.”
Shale settled back down, though his wings twitched. “How did you know I was here?”
“I know Tara. So, how about it? You can trail a taxi, or be one.”
Traffic in Alt Coulumb was a mess, even this early—all the carts and carriages and bicycles and the usual business of a city, and the conclave on top of that. There had been, Shale said, more accidents than usual—which he put down to Alt Coulumb’s usually unflappable residents rubbernecking at the not-so-Hidden schools.
Fortunately, Eberhardt Jax’s yacht had a landing pad.
The man himself was eating on the deck, fresh-squeezed orange juice, a plate of thin-sliced melon, another of pillowy scrambled eggs, all resting on that floating glyphglass table. Jax brushed his mouth with his napkin for no reason Kai could see—nothing seemed to stick to him—and stood with a wave as she approached. “Ms. Pohala. Beautiful morning.”
It was. From the vantage of his yacht even Alt Coulumb’s working harbor seemed jeweled and peaceful as an Archipelagic lagoon. She had noticed this about the truly wealthy among Kavekana’s pilgrims: power afforded them a less crowded world. Lines, waits, inconvenience did not exist. No one made such an art of it as Jax. “How’s your jaw?”
“Sound and secure, thanks to modern dentistry. Your slap loosened a tooth. Serves me right for sneaking up on a person.”
“Couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.”
A swift and formal embrace, a kiss to the air beside her cheek. “Have you eaten? Sergei can fix something.”
“No. Thank you. Just business this morning, I’m afraid.”
“Mankind is my business, as the fellow says. Forgive the usage. To what do I owe the pleasure?”
She sat. “You’ve been buying up Ajaian bonds, through Altus and subsidiaries.”
“At fire-sale prices.”
“That’s more than they should be going for.”
“Oh, I disagree. Ajaian liabilities may turn out to be the most vital paper in the present market.”
“Because of Dawn.”
“The girl seems to have subsumed Ajaia wholesale. Ajaian liabilities may present a gap in her armor.”
“Not much of a gap. She’s exposed through Ajaia, but you don’t hold enough of their paper to move that market.”
“No.” He waited.
“But there is at least one private entity with enough Ajaian paper to make a substantial impact, when combined with the stake you’ve already accumulated. Grimwald Holdings.” She met his eyes. “Why did you approach me yesterday, at the convocation?”
“We are friends, aren’t we, Ms. Pohala? Friends greet friends, from time to time. And it only occasionally involves a slap to the face.”
“I am sorry about the slap. The thing is, you don’t strike me as a guy who would wander a convocation floor looking for his buddies.”
“I will admit that the timing was not pure coincidence.”
“You knew about the Grimwald bequest.”
He inspected his glass of orange juice, as if surprised to find it empty. “Ms. Kevarian has been retained by the Grimwald in the past. You are the logical candidate for an heir to their Concern, given your adventures in Chartegnon. According to the peculiar sideways logic by which our actions are bound these days.”
Here it was. “What did you want?”
“To help.”
“Go on.”
“I did not, until recently, understand much about the Grimwald. Their secrecy led to regrettable conflict between two ultimately aligned interests. My researchers, in their quest to understand our adversaries, often found themselves in competition with operations that we could with reasonable confidence trace back to Grimwald Holdings, or to bodies over which they held influence. Were they rival collectors? Skazzerai agents? My overtures were rebuffed. A shame. So much time wasted. They seem to have preferred the dead-end solution for which the Iskari advocate—but I like to think we could have found common ground.” A golem armature refilled his orange juice. “I hoped the Concern’s current leadership would be more collaborative.”
“And you didn’t mention this before now.”
“I did not know the identity of your clients when we met in the spirecliffs. A comprehensive report on my activities might make for interesting reading, but it would take too long to assemble. Now that you’re here, however … You are haunted. The world is, of course, in danger. I believe I can make substantial progress with regard to our personal and global challenges with a single transaction. Simply put: I want to buy you.”
“Excuse me.”
“I want to subsume Grimwald Holdings into Altus. In the process you would become fantastically rich—you may find wealth beyond the dreams of avarice a pleasant condition in which to pass the time remaining to us—I certainly don’t mind it. You would remain on board as a consultant, concerned with trading around the Dawn matter.”
“Can you do that?”
“With sufficient capital reserves and a good credit rating, I’ve found that one can do rather what one likes.” He steepled his fingers. “You have the Grimwald ghost inside you.”
She suppressed her shudder before it could show.
Don’t be like that, the ghost whispered.
“You don’t need me to lecture you on the nature of professional obligation and fiduciary responsibility—but would you permit me to indulge? Think of it as mutually gender-affirming.”
Kai raised one eyebrow, gave him her best dead stare, and held out her hand, flat, not quite inviting. “You’ll do what you want, whatever anyone else thinks. As usual.”
“The ghost is trying to squeeze you out. Its mind nestles within yours. Its organization, the structure of assets and obligations it has built, form a sort of thaumaturgical body. Body and soul: between the two, what room remains for Kai Pohala?”
“I’m still me.”
“So far,” he agreed. “Under this arrangement, the Grimwald bequest would attach to Altus, rather than to your person. That would dilute the Grimwald’s effect on you personally. Though you would remain in an advisory capacity. And to be honest, I need you.”
His self-possession had its own gravity, like stars did, or black holes. Against it she trusted the weight of the bone flower in her hair.
“What’s in it for you?”
“Aside from fewer unseated teeth?” None of his looked out of sorts when he smiled. “My analysts have not been able to map Grimwald Holdings in its entirety. Perhaps you would care to, as a favor—no? Ah, well. So far, we have been able to determine that the Grimwald had an extremely diversified portfolio of divine holdings—some of which, we think, predate most currently constituted pantheons. As a result they are insulated from Dawn’s corruption effect.”
I told you so.
Jax continued, “The girl casts a shadow on the market. Or: her physical form is a shadow cast by the market phenomenon that constitutes her actual body. The market is where we must fight her. You mentioned our acquisition of Ajaian debt. On our own, at the right moment, we have enough to stun her, briefly—but it would leave Altus vulnerable to reprisal. Not so, were we allied to Grimwald Holdings. Particularly if Grimwald Holdings were well directed. And no one knows the secrets of the market so well as a priestess of Kavekana.”
“I see.”
“With your skills, my reach, and the Grimwald’s defensive position, we might be able to defeat the girl altogether. And once we have her, well. The sky’s the limit.”
“I’ll think about it.” Her mouth felt dry.
He stood, and she found herself standing, too. “I’m worried about you, Kai.” He reached out, touched the flower in her hair, and—drew back. She hugged herself against the breeze. “Remember. There is only one thing happening.”
She laughed dryly. He’d said that when they first met, in Agdel Lex. There is only one thing happening: the world is dying. “Only you could think that was a comfort.”
“Clarity,” he said, “has a comfort all its own.”
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The second day’s sessions were held at Endwright Hall, in the Hidden Schools.
In the chill of autumn—and even workers of the Craft, who regarded superstition with contempt, did not like to say “fall” on a floating campus—the Schools showed a face of profound beauty. Ashes, elms, and maples gilded the skies and blooded the quads. The Old World arches of Endwright Hall and the Argent Library soared above Armillary Square, and at that plaza’s heart many-nested metal heavens wheeled about the turning clockwork fountain. Young Craftsfolk drifted between castles and witches’ towers, trailing academic gowns off-shoulder, joking about categorical imperatives and reading left undone, playing catch with disks of bone. With quiet diligence, the Domino Club laid their tiles.
The ambassadors rose from the city. Those who could fly did so, raised by the ghosts of birds or by shadowed wings or simply falling upward to the palace in the sky. Those who could not rise unaided caught a lift on crystal platforms from the Sacred Precinct, their credentials reviewed upon boarding by the raven-masked and gray-cloaked Proctors, keepers of grim order in the Schools. The Proctors’ eyes were blind and bloody pits, and therefore it was said they saw the truth of things.
The ambassadors brought their work: their pages and proposals, their lies and visions and the tasks with which they had been trusted. They brought their secrets and their plans and they brought their four-shot lattes in brightly colored seasonal Muerte Coffee cups. They wandered the quads, they skirted the dominos, and at last, impelled by the weight of crowds and the gravity of purpose, they climbed the broad marble steps to Endwright Hall.
There, Tara waited for Kai.
She stood against the surging crowd, her hands clasped behind her back, and tried not to look nervous.
She thought about Mal, laughing poison in her demonglass bubble—and about Dawn’s army. About the vampire queen, that fantastic light in her jewel-tone eyes and the sun disc gleaming upon her breast. The spiders were paintings on cave walls, legends told when fires burned low. They were real, but they were not here yet. Dawn was.
And still, despite it all, Tara felt an unfamiliar warmth.
Last night had been a mistake. Hadn’t it? They were under so much pressure, and the future seemed so bleak. Human bodies had limits. So did human souls. Something was bound to snap sooner or later. Accidents happened, even accidents of tenderness. She had broken before, with Connor, and in the end she had realized it, but when he kissed her and wished her well and she stepped away and turned to march face-first into the winds of history, she had told herself she would become a blade, strong and supple, with an edge so fine it would cut God.
But a healed bone remembered its old breaks. Had she reached for Kai for no more reason than despair? Was that worthy of her? Of either of them?
And what was this for Kai? Maybe nothing? She was a grown-up, as grown-up as anyone Tara had ever met, and while Connor had felt almost like a forgotten piece of her, a muscle never flexed or an organ that churned away needful and unfelt, Kai was someone else. Tara could not know her heart by the examination of her own. A terrifying thing, to not know.
Maybe this, whatever this was, would roll off of Kai. Maybe she would swim through it seal-swift. She wore her skeleton on the inside: damage didn’t show. The skin and meat hurt so that her inmost parts held strong.
They could be professional about this. They were grown-ups. She had to be ready for that, for everything to be the same between them. She might not even see her in this crowd.
Kai stepped off the crystal platform. She wore a blue skirt suit, and a bone flower in her hair.
Nothing was the same.
Tara looked away at first. Then back.
“I missed you this morning,” Kai said.
An interval must have lapsed, but time didn’t move when she did. Sucker marks showed through the dust of makeup on her neck. Her eyes were bright and black when Tara met them.
Tara took her hand. Kai held it, and Tara realized she’d reached out with her hand of bone and silver. Words were a tool useless to the point of obscenity. So was thought. “When we have time,” she said, “I’ll give you the tour.”
Kai had grown up around the ocean. She knew when to throw a life preserver. “You’ve been working.”
“Yes.”
“Did you find what we need?”
Tara breathed out. “Let’s see.”

Abelard got lost on the way to the meeting, in the tunnels under Endwright Hall.
This never would have happened down below. Alt Coulumb was a sensible city, built by humans and gods for human and godly purposes. You could ask of each building and intersection and pipe: what is this for? What was it meant to accomplish? Why was it made? And most of the time you could figure out the answers with a few basic assumptions about culture and physics. Steam tunnels might appear to an outsider as a maze of twisting passages all alike, but even a cursory student of design and theology would know them to be labyrinths, their every winding path converging to the glory of God.
Why were there tunnels under Endwright Hall? It was a floating building. All the buildings here floated. You could build up as well as down—and this was the maddening thing: they had. The hall extended in six directions above and beneath Armillary Square. And yet there were still tunnels. Because Craftsmen regarded physical reality as an inconvenient approximation of underlying truth, and because tunnels were useful.
Not, though, for the usual reasons: as solutions to problems of storage and plumbing and heating and parking. No, for wizards, tunnels were an aid to conspiracy.
Real tunnels went somewhere, for a reason. But tunnels in the Hidden Schools went everywhere and nowhere for no apparent reason at all—because if they went somewhere in particular, someone might use them, and so disturb whatever unholy cabal had chosen that particular tunnel to engage in arcane disputation about trusts and estates and demon summoning, leading to murder, cover-ups, and so on. So instead of proper signposting, efficient floor plans, and even moderate levels of health and safety compliance, you had a strangling, skeleton-haunted maze. That was how the Craft thought, how it made you think.
He hoped Tara was okay.
He’d doubled back three times, or thought he had, but when he retraced his steps they led to places he did not remember. He heard voices and walked toward them, but echoes were strange underground, and stranger in this underground-that-wasn’t.
He was starting to get worried when he met the squid.
The squid did not look like a squid at first glance. But there was something never-human in those eyes and in the set of the form he wore. As if he did not know how this primate equipment was customarily used, and did not much care. He was nonetheless contriving to eat a muffin.
The squid was big, too—he filled the tunnel, so that when Abelard tried to step around him he was still in the way. The two robed Wreckers who flanked him had something to do with that, but mostly it was a question of attitude. “Abelard,” said the squid, then took a bite of the muffin, and swallowed. “Walk with me.”
“M. Michel, I presume?”
“The same.”
“I’m late for the session.”
“So am I. You’ll be later if you keep going that way.”
“Lucky that you just so happened to be lost in the same part of them as me. As I am. Um.” This part looked so easy when Tara did it—where she let them know that she knew they knew. That was too much knowledge for Abelard. “Fancy running into a squid like you in a place like this.”
“Not really. I wanted to talk—saint to saint. And the tunnels are useful for conspiring. They are sensitive to intent.”
He gestured like a puppet might, a motion of the whole arm with fingers and wrist neutral, back the way Abelard had come. He fell into step beside the ambassador. He wondered what Caleb would tell him to watch, when playing poker with a squid. Fingers? Eyes? He wondered if the woman whose body the squid was riding was awake all the time, or just some of the time, and what she thought about it.
Mostly, he wondered about saints.
Michel finished the muffin, and licked crumbs from his fingers with an agile tongue. Swallowed. “It is strange how something so grotesque to one form can be so pleasing to another. A bit of starch and sugar with chocolate in, and this brain sends up fireworks.”
“I’ve never thought of a chocolate-chip muffin as grotesque.”
“That’s because you’ve never strangled a whale to death with your own arms.” The gesture he made did not look like a person’s strangling gesture, like holding a big cup with both hands. It looked more like trying to make a snowball if you were really mad at snow.
“You said ‘saint to saint,’ before.” Michel did not correct him, or argue. “Are you a saint because you’re in this body?”
“Ha.” He said it as a word. “We are saints, because we are the bearers of the image and mind of God, who Hungers.” He turned then down a path Abelard would have sworn had not been there before. “All existence is a dance of hunger, Saint Technician. When the old Iskari tribes fled the Undying Legions to the blood-black northern seas, they were a people weathered down. For them the sea was chaos, the edge of all they could imagine. But all the other things of their life had been taken from them, their homes, hearths, their fields and hunting grounds, their rites and sacrifices and laws and their half-blind god on his tree. They bled songs and cast off poetry to speed them in their flight. Chaos alone remained—their last and secret god of depths and endings, nameless, shunned, and hungry. They called and we heard them. Their nameless god, the final harbor of their faith, was a being we understood, a bridge between our thoughts and the thoughts of the children of the land. We answered the call, and became ourselves a kind of bridge. And so we are their Saints. The Hunger lies beyond us, and through us it may speak and shape. Thanks to our communion, the God who Hungers lies more closely bound than most to the concerns of flesh and time.”
“And you control the people for them.”
“Control is an … overstatement. Each arm thinks and acts for itself, but all serve the final hunger. And so—we survive. As many have not.”
They had reached the end of the tunnel, which was a door, and not the door of their conference room. She worked the latch. The door was heavy, and iron, a foot thick, but it swung back soundlessly. Abelard wondered how they’d worked the counterweights, then realized he was thinking about counterweights to avoid seeing the room beyond.
Michel gestured him through.
Ah.
Abelard’s agenda had referred to these tunnels as “catacombs.” He’d wondered where the bones might be.
The path they walked was no broader than the tunnel they had left, but the space through which they passed was the size of a cathedral. It was filled with, and made of, bones.
The vaults and arches were hip bones, ribs, broad sweeping scapulas. There was no altar anywhere, but there were niches where you’d put the statues and shrines of saints, all filled with stacks of bones. Some were only as tall as him. Some towered to the ceiling. Every niche held a different sort of bone: one was full of exceptionally bony-looking bones, bones like the cartoons kids drew of bones in a dog’s bowl. He guessed those were leg bones, or maybe upper arms. Tara would know. He found himself focusing on those, and not the weird rocklike bits beside them, or the shorter and pointier ones across the aisle. His mind had a place for them as simply “bones,” rather than pieces of someone. Or Someone.
“Who are they?” he asked, though he thought he knew the answer.
“Not who, anymore, but what. You have heard of human resources? Same principle. Waste not.”
“Gods are beyond time,” he said. “Beyond form.”
“But they may be drawn into time. They may be given form. They may be trapped and killed, their living essence stripped until nothing’s left but architecture. And bones. A skeleton is a frame one may use to build—oh, so many things. Palaces upside down in air.” Michel stopped. “What has the King in Red offered you?”
Abelard did not answer. To speak he needed air, and whatever filled this space of bones and shadows was not air. He heard whispers around him, in the rhythm of plainsong chant.
“You need not deny it. The offer was made. The time of the middle of the road is over. It was a good position for your city, necessary, when we had no choice but to make some sort of peace. But now—the sorcerers cannot win against what comes. It is possible—barely possible—that we can. They will not submit, so we must be destroyed. They have tried before, and you see the ruins of that attempt. You have lived in those ruins for your entire life. What place will they have, in their perfect world, for Gods or saints? If we were to walk the chambers of this cathedral, would we find a waiting niche marked ‘Kos’? Or would his bones be scattered among the rest?”
“No,” he said.
The whispers stopped. Michel looked at him.
“It can’t be us and them,” he said. “Don’t you get it? We’re not talking about who wins the game, we’re talking about whether there’s a world left to play in. And look who gets to play: priests and saints and Deathless Kings. Do you have any idea how rare we are? Most people are just trying to get by. It’s hard enough to do that.”
“It’s about to get much harder,” Michel said, softly.
“What about care? Duty? Mercy? What about helping people? I don’t mean future people. I mean right-now people? People who are scared, people who are dying?”
“We have not forgotten them. We are not the ones who burn the world for an extra few tenths of a percent on the quarterly report. Our power comes from the people. As does yours.”
“Our power,” Abelard said, “comes from people. Not from the people. I don’t know who the people are. I’ve never met them.”
“We have.”
“You put monsters around their necks and tell them who they are. It’s not the same. I know my friend Cat, I know Matt Adorne who sells eggs in the market. I know Cardinal Bede. I know Tara Abernathy.”
“Do you?” the Saint asked.
He thought of the shadows gathered round Tara, gazing from the rail of Jax’s yacht upon the ruins of the spirecliffs. He thought of her in the hospital bed, and of the day, years ago, when he’d sat smoking on the front steps of the temple, and looked up out of his despair, out of the death of his God, to see her for the first time, young and brilliant, come to save the day.
Fresh from the Hidden Schools. From this place, with its towers of bone.
He walked away. The Saint and the Wreckers followed him.
“You have the blood of the Serpents inside you. The fire of a people, of ten thousand years of sacrifice. Kos has power, and so do you. This world cannot afford a pitched battle between factions. But a quick and clever strike at the decisive moment—from one they almost trust—it could shift more than you imagine. You do not trust me. You think my methods grotesque. I understand. But consider this: we are still here. There were many gods wiser, fiercer, and more beautiful, yet we endure. Ask yourself how. And answer fast. The end won’t wait.”
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The usual suspects gathered in a room of vaulted stone, about a round table inlaid with a bone-dust scrying bowl. Belladonna Albrecht called the meeting to order. Chancellor Thistle made welcoming remarks, a note about the convocation ball that evening. Procedural motions passed without incident. Michel sat with her arms crossed and eyes lidded. The King in Red drank coffee. Jax adjusted his cuffs. Abelard’s head swiveled as if he was seated too close to the centerline at a tennis match. He seemed to want to take it all in at once.
Tara stood to new business. She swept the table with her gaze, not permitting herself to look for comfort to Kai, or Abelard, or Caleb, or Ms. Kevarian. “Thank you all for coming. We are out of time. Last night, I fixed Dawn’s location. She has raised an army.”
“How,” asked Ms. Sun, “has she raised this army? She has no facilities of manufacture, no institutional support. With whose weapons are they armed?”
“Ours,” Tara said, and showed them.
After years of working for gods, it was a relief to use a full nightmare projection rig. They were smoother than when she’d left, and higher resolution. The dreamer in question was a young woman geasblind and vacuum-locked in eboncloth beneath the table, her idle sensorium bound to the bone-dust bowl. The dreamers were work-study kids, for the most part. She hoped the pay was good.
She placed the bone chip inscribed with her dream into the mouth of a skull on the table. By the identity principle, that bone slipped into the dreamer’s mouth, and, with a low groan, her dream echoed up into the bowl.
Swirling dust shaped the Badlands, the waking gods and things that had once been gods, and the many mechanisms made to kill them. Dead weapons, expended ordnance—but not all that’s dead will eternal lie. Mountains vexed to nightmare.
Dawn, risen.
In other rooms Tara would have expected hushed whispers, fearful chattering, even protests of disbelief. In this one, she heard a cold analytical silence. She risked a glance down the table to Kai. Her face was composed, her fists white-knuckled. She looked from Tara to the girl shaped out of bone and ash. She had seen Dawn before, in Caleb’s dream. Tara wondered if she looked any different now.
She continued.
“Dawn has raised the Badlands. With this power, she could make a try for Chikal or any of the New World trading markets. Even Alt Coulumb. She could proceed to other God Wars battlefields, or the relics of older wars, and raise the powers there. There are more people alive today than all who have lived and died in history, up until about forty years ago—but the dead add up, and in a war with the living, they are all combatants.”
“And if we strike her now?” Karnov asked. “Before she is ready?”
Tara opened her mouth to say why that was a bad idea, why it couldn’t be done, only to realize she had no argument to make. Why did she not want to concede the point? Sheer cussedness? Or because, even in the heart of that army, it was impossible for her not to see Dawn, her Dawn, the girl she’d saved and taught and trusted, the girl who’d come back to save her?
At her silence, Karnov nodded satisfaction. “Then I move that we—”
“I did it last night.”
“Wait,” Tara said. “What?”
You could not tell if the King in Red was smiling just by looking at him. You had to go by the smug tone of voice. “We could not waste the opportunity for a decisive blow. So, last night, I mobilized an Archon wing.”
The rhythm of his speech had changed—not stunting, not showing off. There was a general beneath the half-mad wizard king. The others saw it. Even, and especially, those who had fought against him in the Wars.
The Deathless King slipped an ivory disc into the skull before him, and with another moan, the dust whirled into a new, and yet familiar, shape.
The Badlands again. But—
“Where’s the army?” Tara asked. “Where are the mountains?”
There were still a few—the basin-and-range cliffs in the farthest distance. But the nearer peaks and hills were gone, and with them every bush and cactus, and the horde of many-limbed monsters Dawn had raised from the charnel heap of history. The desert lay glass-flat and featureless to the horizon of her dream.
“They’re gone,” Kopil said, to her surprise. She had half expected him to let her swing, to call her a liar or even mad. “What’s left behind is not sand but ash-glass, byproduct of a titanic exercise of power. The army is on the move, along paths we can only guess.
“Our theories are no longer theoretical, our contingencies no longer contingent. The girl will strike soon. We must be ready.”
Michel leaned forward. “And do you have a course of action to propose? A weapon that can face her without being corrupted by her power? Or has this all been a time-wasting exercise, burning precious hours as you invite miscreants and terrorists to join us in conclave?”
Tara felt the key in her pocket. She saw the iron chip revolving untouched in the sample cage in her lab. Now was the time to be the genius she had always held herself to be, to say, “Yes, I broke the code, I fixed it, now it’s just a matter of running down hallways and a resounding speech or two and then we win.” But she had not found the answer yet. Madeline Ramp, across the table, watched her, satisfied as a cat with a broke-legged mouse.
No, she almost said. No we don’t. Nothing works. I can’t get there on my own, and it’s too late.
But what Kopil said was “Yes.”
Michel raised an eyebrow.
“By ourselves, we are vulnerable to our adversary. That’s true of everyone who has exposure to the markets—including those of you in the god business. But the girl’s powers of conversion are neither absolute nor immediate. Her tactics are proof of that. If she were as strong as we fear, she would not need an army: she could simply walk into a branch bank and command the world to bow. It follows that she can be stalled, or overwhelmed. I took on substantial risk last night when I sent the Archon wing, betting my survival on the merits of a surprise attack, but I am not prepared to occupy the front line on an ongoing basis. We need a buffer institution, insulated from market forces, to protect ourselves—much as some among us hide our deaths in trust. Such an institution could coordinate our various forces into a unified effort. With time, conviction, and genius, we could develop a structure for the purpose. Unfortunately, of those three ingredients, only genius is in ample supply. Fortunately the invisible hand of the market, or providence, or whatever, has already shaped an ideal tool for the purpose. I refer, of course, to Mr. Altemoc’s Two Serpents Group.”
The eyes of the world turned to Caleb.
She could read nothing at all from him. His reflex was to blank—to lock down every tell. “We specialize in disaster relief.”
“This,” said Kopil, “is a disaster. I am proposing you relieve it.”
“We’ve never—”
“What? Never worked on six continents? Never mitigated the consequences of advanced Craftwork degradation and biome collapse? Never specialized in the recovery and neutralization of arcane, eldritch, or otherwise eschatologically inclined artifacts and persons?” The King in Red was reading from a glossy folio he’d drawn from his sleeve pocket. “If so, you should fire whoever wrote this brochure.”
Caleb’s eyes might not be literally on fire—but they came as close as any human eyes Tara had seen. Except Abelard’s.
“But in fact,” the King in Red rolled on, “I know that you do these things, because I have personally sponsored you as you have done them, as have most of those present, through direct donation, or through tacit consent to your operations within their territory.”
“Tacit consent? Is that how Ms. Sun would describe trying to have me killed and skinned two years ago?”
The lady in question glanced at the notes before her on the table. And back. “Ah, but Mr. Altemoc, we have not tried to kill and skin you since.”
Caleb glared at the King in Red. “Was this your plan all along?”
“Caleb. This was your plan all along. You told me once, you wanted to bridge the gap between Craftsmen and gods. You wanted to build something useful. Now it is time to be of use.”
Caleb stared at him. Tara did not know Caleb well enough to guess the courses of his heart, but she felt a surprising anger—that everything he’d done would lead to this, to a room of monsters asking him to fix their world so they would not have to change.
The problem with trying to stare down a skeleton is that a skeleton does not need to blink.
Karnov said, “If we support the Two Serpents Group, and coordinate operations through them, will that protect us? A direct link may be established between the donor and the work performed. Through that link, corruption may propagate.”
“Naturally,” Kopil said. “That is why we will not conduct this work on the basis of direct donations. It must be managed gracefully—that is, with grace. I propose, in short, that we build a religion. Which is where Ms. Pohala comes in.”
Kai kept her skeleton on the inside, as always. She crossed her legs to create a pause. “I’m listening.”
“How long would it take you to create a pantheon for us? Or a single idol, we’re not picky. We require a structure sufficiently resilient as to channel—” And he named a figure.
Tara’s brain, which she had thought was used to large numbers, rendered it as a rush of static. Kai was very still, on the outside. “We have a number of customizable options. And fee structures.”
“You will be paid in kind, with the continued existence of this world and everything in it.”
“And in cash.”
Tara felt the awful momentum of the Deathless King’s will, and the press of possibility—standing on the precipice, ready to jump. Was there, in fact, a place to land on the other side? Or were they simply wavering above emptiness?
There was a silence around the table, but it was an approving silence, a tendency of agreement not yet crystallized into a—
“No.”
The King in Red turned, slowly, to Michel. “Excuse me.”
“No,” the Saint said again. “We face a true existential threat, a challenge to all independent life on this planet, and you see an opportunity for soul laundering on a vast scale? You seek grace? Kneel to a god. Yes, we have exposure to the markets—but we have believers by the millions, and a history far beyond your exchanges, beyond the Craft itself.”
“That,” Kopil said, “is a nonstarter.”
“What becomes of this structure you propose, and its fortunes, in success? Will it be dismantled? Or will it remain in your hands, unbound by people and custom, a weapon against those of us who profess any allegiance to either?”
“We may trade and haggle if we win. Now is not the time.”
“Now is exactly the time. Or else we leave, and wish you success as you strive to defend our divided world against all the hunger of the stars.” Michel sat in a silence deep enough to accommodate a vision of failure: the broken convocation, that army on the march, Dawn enthroned in the scooped-out hollow of the world, then pierced and pithed and drained herself by a horror from the depths of time.
Michel was watching Kai. A creeping horror shaped itself beneath the priestess’s careful features.
The Saint said, “Unless…”
“Ah,” said Kopil.
“You might guarantee oversight. A means to assure that the war funds will be used to the proper ends. Something in the nature of a hostage.”
“No,” Kai said, out of order, over the banging of a gavel. “You can’t ask this. This is absurd, it’s—”
“Not,” Tara realized she was saying, “an option—we can’t haggle over—”
The gavel, again, and all sound died.
Michel said, “Give us Kavekana.”
And the King in Red replied, “We’ll consider it.”



  
33
Tara had experimented with tennis, once. Dragged by her freshman-year roommate, she’d let herself be poured into blouse and skirt and shoes and she’d swung a futile racket for a solid half hour, until she tired of failing to return bounces off a concrete wall and challenged her roommate to a volley. The other girl leapt to serve: floated above the court, body curved like a drawn bow. Tara had forgotten how to breathe.
Which became a problem a quarter second later, when that serve buried itself in her solar plexus and made breathing an exercise in impossibility.
So she had felt this way before: stunned and sick, and horribly impressed.
When the cold shadow of Belladonna Albrecht’s will left her, she found the meeting over. There were specifics to sort out, chains of command, paperwork, procurement and matériel, but everyone seemed to feel something had been accomplished. The great powers were gone.
Caleb stood from the table with all the grace of a fresh-raised zombie. Abelard knew something had happened, but seemed to be still working out exactly what.
And there was Kai.
Kai’s expression, at least, clarified things, including Tara’s own feelings on the matter.
She was pissed.
She marched out of the room. The others ran to keep up with her. Skeletal servants emerged to guide them through the catacombs, but Tara had solved the Labyrinth in record time on her first try, as a teenager whose total mystical knowledge consisted of a three-ring binder of scraped-together hedge magic. She needed no guide here.
They caught up with the King in Red in Armillary Square. She called to him, but he kept strolling toward the edge. She ran the last ten steps and grabbed his sleeve. “Godsdammit, wait!”
The touch of his sleeve chilled like liquid nitrogen. Colors failed. She heard a rushing sound and realized it was her own blood. There were no lights in all the universe but two red suns that turned their dissecting radiance upon her.
She did not let go. To all the hells with him, anyway.
“Yes, Ms. Abernathy?” said a voice that ended worlds.
Behind her, in some alien realm in which heat still existed and life still burned, she heard footsteps, running—Caleb, Kai, Abelard, catching up. She owed it to them to stand against this chill. She owed it to Kai.
“What the hells are you doing?”
Beyond the red suns, space curved in the suggestion of a smile. “A fair question.” The cold left her, and the weight of his power, and she stood frost-rimed on the edge of Armillary Square, holding his sleeve. “I am trying to save us all. And I need time.”
“Kavekana is not yours to give,” Kai said. “We fought a war about that.”
“And how,” he asked, “did that go for you?”
“My home isn’t a chess piece!”
“All our homes are chess pieces. Yours. Mine. This city is on the board, and so am I, so is Ms. Abernathy and so are all these charming undergraduates around us. And, at one and the same time, many of these pieces are fully sapient beings, with as much right as anyone to the joy and pain and terror of life. We cannot forget this point. To act effectively at scale, we must understand our resources, their value and their cost.”
No one in Armillary Square moved, except the five of them. Two robed professors stood frozen in midargument like a Seraphine mural. Three young blond kids were laughing statues near a bubbling fountain. A boy with his nose in a book was about to run into them. The Domino Club knelt, as still as the tiles they had laid.
Kai had taken off her heels to run. She slipped back into them now. She was covered in a thin sheen of sweat. “Then offer your own home up as security. Keep your skeletal mitts off mine.”
“The Iskari would never believe I would do such a thing, so my offer would not convince them. Nor does the prospect of governing Dresediel Lex in its riotous multitude from half a world away appeal to the Saints of Iskar.”
“It would not convince them,” Kai echoed. And her fury changed register—went cold. “You’re bluffing. You skinny megalomaniacal fuck. You’re bluffing with my home.”
The King in Red watched her with his dead, burning eyes. Tara stepped between Kai and the Deathless King, and raised her hand to the glyph of her knife—for all the good it would do her. But still, always, the King in Red was smiling.
He said, “Of course. And, not at all.”
“You,” Kai replied, “are an asshole.”
“I am trying to save the world. They see death, now, the people around that table, see it for the first time in seventy years, death in the shape of a girl. How, exactly, do you propose I stop them from running to their various bunkers and organizing useless tactical strikes all through central Kath—where, need I remind you, millions of people live—until the whole world breaks to war and the skazzerai arrive at a banquet of fresh cinders? World leaders are like bored children: without a project, they destroy. So I have given them a project. An excuse to scheme, to argue and compare notes. Why do you think the Iskari asked for Kavekana?”
“To hurt me.”
“Perhaps the prospect of your suffering gives them some tawdry pleasure, but no: they asked because they know that Deathless Kings across the globe, myself included, have used your priesthood to guard our fortunes and hide our deaths. You are key to their struggles against us. They wanted you before the Wars and if they have not seized you since, it is because they know the Craftwork world would smite them if they moved to try. They asked, thinking that I would refuse out of hand, and they could leave, and bring their allies with them. They would claim that we of the Craft set our comfort over our collective safety, while the gods fought nobly to preserve the world. It was a vicious tactic. But I have signaled that the impossible is open to negotiation, and so they cannot leave. Yet. Which gives us room to work.”
“You said it wasn’t a bluff.”
“It is not. All life is at hazard, Ms. Pohala. No piece is out of play. A sacrifice may yet be required. Even this.”
“And it’s up to you to decide how, and when?”
“You would rather the Iskari? My burden is light. I only ask that people live their lives and want things. Any of the others at that table would bind you to your own destruction, for their amusement.”
Caleb stood apart from them both, his hands in his pockets. “You need time. What for?”
“Caleb. Always ready with the pertinent, impertinent question. I did not say that I need time. I said that we need time. The plan I proposed may work. I hope it will. But the Iskari concerns are real. A structure such as the one we propose could be used to wreak great, well, ethics has such a colorful and inexact vocabulary, but let’s call it ‘evil.’ That is why the Iskari—and others—will require a retaliatory option, a fail-safe should I, or someone much like me, use the power we gather against them. The Iskari are only asking openly for what every great power will seek in the shadows: a counter to the might we will amass, a dead man’s switch, a knife at Kavekana’s throat. This grim necessity would be mitigated if we had a direct counter to the skazzerai. So far, neither my resources nor those of the Hidden Schools have found one. Have you, Ms. Abernathy?”
She glared back into him. “No.”
“Regrettable. Tick, as they say, and tock.” He cocked his skull to one side, listening. “Ah. There’s my ride.”
It crested the platform’s edge in a wave of scales and armor plating. Its armature wings spread wide, the teeth of its unfleshed jaw in scimitar array. It had been a dragon once—a small one, but a dragon all the same. Tara had flown beside a dragon long ago. She had heard it sing. This one had no voice that was not a roar. Engines purred within its chest.
A segmented neck stretched down. The King in Red caught one of its razor-sharp spines and stepped aboard. “I understand the anger you all share. But soon we will possess wealth and power beyond the dreams of avarice, and the leverage to save this world. With that, in success, it will be a small matter to dispose of the squids and those who kneel to them. The last war made us more than gods. What will the next one make us?”
With a grin, and a beat of dead wings, he was gone.
Tara stretched one hand out as if to seize and pull him back. Her fingers curled into a fist. Her knuckles paled, and the muscle of her forearm cramped. She was feeling something, but trying to wrap her words around it felt like trying to whip the ocean.
She heard laughter, the hum of conversation, a clatter of dropped books: the King in Red’s hold had slipped, and time began again. Tara opened her hand. She reached for Kai’s shoulder. She might as well have touched glass.
Kai said, “Fuck.”
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The market was closed, the market men gone home. The patio rooftop of Cadfael’s Bar and Grill was open and empty save for the four of them. The waiter brought water and beer and some sort of neon-orange drink for Kai, which she said was called a Toxicity. She’d had to write explicit instructions for the bartender on the back of a napkin when she ordered it. The Hidden Schools revolved overhead. Kai glared up. “Bastards.”
Tara’s anger was a clenched fist, trembling with the strength that held it still. Kai’s anger was a slap. She’d had more time to wind up. Her whole life.
Caleb raised his glass. “I’ll drink to that.” He did. “You handled yourself well. He was in fine form.”
“They’re going to try to kill you. You know that, right? It’s not just Kavekana with a target painted on it.”
“Oh, sure.”
“That’s right,” Kai said, bitterly. “I forgot that you make a habit of trying to get yourself killed.”
“You could put it another way, and say I make a habit of not quite dying.”
“We have to stop him,” Abelard said. “I’ll—I mean, Michel as much as asked me for an alliance. What if I say, only if you give up on Kavekana?”
“They’ll laugh you off.” Kai took a sip of her Toxicity and made a face and took another sip. “Or they’ll say, sure, and ring the island with kraken anyway, claim they’re in international waters and dare anyone to start a shooting war about it, and issue demands to the high priests, only they won’t call them demands exactly, they’ll say ‘requests for reasonable accommodation’ or something like that.”
“The King in Red wouldn’t let that—” Tara began, then stopped herself. “He would, wouldn’t he?”
“I don’t know. But it’s important, for his plan to work, that everyone thinks he would. Including you. And me. And them. Gods and spiders.”
“Kai.” That drink was going away awfully fast.
“You know what gets to me?” she said. “It’s not the fucking spiders doing this. Not really. The spiders are just a bit of external pressure, a big fat scenario that makes every one of us show exactly who we are. I’ve seen it. There’s a reason worlds end, or turn into those monsters out there beyond the sky. It’s simple. It’s growth. They grow and grow and grow until their bodies strain against their shells and then they either break the shells and go looking for new ones, or die strangled by their own bulk. Say we beat Dawn and the spiders. What happens?”
“Growth isn’t bad,” Tara said, carefully. “It’s not a bad thing that we’re not all starving in hovels somewhere.”
“Some people are. Lots of people are.”
“Of course. But if we had more to go around—”
“Gods, Tara, don’t you think I of all people know how much there is to go around? There’s been enough for everyone, for every single person, for as long as any of us have been alive. And yet we starve. Not me specifically I mean. Not us. But people just like us, with different circumstances. And yet the King in Red just suggested offhand, and everyone else agreed, that they just hand me enough to feed a continent, because they think I can protect their rights not to.”
“I don’t care about them,” Tara said, and found that it was true. She thought about this city—about her Pauper’s Quarter market and the towering Sanctum, the afternoon light on the fields of Edgemont, Connor and her mother and those strange nighttime miles she had walked with her father, when she did not turn to see if he was really there. “This is our world. I want to save it.”
Unspoken: if I can.
“But it’s not our world,” Kai said. “It’s theirs.”
She finished her drink. The ice melted into orange-rinse residue. She raised her hand for another.
Caleb set down his beer. “I don’t think so.”
She frowned at him.
“I’m not saying you’re wrong about the facts. But with the Group, we’ve helped a lot of people. We’ve tried to be honest about our goals, our methods, our funding. We’ve worked with people like the King in Red. We’ve worked with people a lot worse. And, yes, I’ve thought about this: I know that means we’re never going to break their power, or make the system, as a whole, all that different. But we have saved lives and we have healed the sick and we have fed the hungry. That matters. The Deathless Kings and high priests care about their fortunes and their power, sure, but this world has real people in it and they are worth protecting.”
“Caleb.” She was on her feet now, pacing. “You come from, practically, a royal family. You live in a city ruled by one of the most powerful Craftsmen ever. I am a priestess of Kavekana’ai and I am a votaress of the Blue Lady. My home is only safe because of some very clever and morally questionable decisions made by some very clever and very nervous priests at the end of the God Wars. Kavekana could fall through the cracks and no one would care that we were gone, so long as they had time to make their thaumaturgical arrangements. Even the threat the King in Red just made would be enough, under normal circumstances, to destroy us. We don’t have a seat at the table, not really.”
He pulled out her chair. “You have a seat at this one.”
She set her hand on the wrought iron. The towers of the Hidden Schools hung over them like swords. Tara had seen her in the Iskari ship, and recognized this cold control in her: what Kai looked like with her back against the wall.
“I used to think,” Kai said—and, unable to finish, “I need to be alone.”
“Kai.” Tara rose from her seat, but the other woman shook her head once and walked away, past the server coming up the stairs with her second drink. Tara watched her go. They should stay together. Things would be more dangerous for them now. They needed a plan. There were so many reasons to call her back, and they all felt cracked and hollow.
Kai descended the staircase. The flower in her hair caught the light. Then she was gone.
Caleb, Tara realized, was watching her. Those dark eyes could be so still. So could the hands. “What?”
He shrugged. Said nothing.
“We have work to do,” she tried.
“We’re just sitting here,” he said. “Having a nice drink. Right, Abelard?”
Abelard was halfway through a sip. He wiped foam off his lip, nodded, shot a thumbs-up.
“Take your time.”
“It’s not,” she began, then stopped, growled—then started for the stairs.

Tara caught up with her in the shuttered market, but Kai did not stop walking. Tara called her name, and, when she pressed on, ran ahead of her and spread her arms to make a wall. “Stop. Please.”
She felt she had betrayed herself with that word: the girl who left Edgemont with the pack on her shoulders, or the woman kneeling in the graveyard, in the burnt-out field of Dresediel Lex, promising that she would make things right.
Kai stopped, but did not soften. “I want to be alone.”
“You do, I’ve noticed. When it gets too much. But I won’t let you walk away from this.” She heard herself, and didn’t like what she heard.
“Which this, exactly, are you talking about?”
Tara did not have an answer. She lowered her arms, but did not avert her eyes.
“Tara, they come to a world like a pearl diver to the rock—with knife in hand. They seek an angle of attack, a gaze to open the world to them. And then they pry and feast. I’ve seen it happen. I saw inside them, once, long ago: the endless ages of their memory. They know how to lick souls from the shell.”
There was another voice behind hers, deeper and older, and her eyes boiled with shadow. Above, the blue sky paled. Tara fought to reach her, against a wind that blew from nowhere. Her hand burned as it trembled inches from Kai’s skin. And still the voice that was not quite Kai’s rolled on.
“They are the eaters of worlds. You cannot stand against them, because you are what they are, in infancy. They know heroes. They feed on courage, on bravery and wisdom and skill. The sword rusts, the spell fails. Our own hearts betray us and we leap into waiting mouths to become their food.”
“Kai,” she said. “Come back.”
Her words pierced shadow and wind. Kai shuddered. Her eyelids fluttered open, closed, full dark at first, then her own once more. She drew a ragged breath and the wind faded.
The sky was blue again, and bright. Kai fell into Tara’s arms, her weight the weight of a real body. Chills chased through her. She was sobbing, tearless. Tara helped her to a nearby bench, settled her down. A skeletal arm could offer little comfort. She tried to switch sides, but Kai caught her ulna and held her.
“That wasn’t me,” she said, in a shaken and single voice. Her own.
“Not unless you usually have ghost eyes and shadow skin and—” Tara said, then, “No.”
“The memories felt like my own. The voice was mine. The anger. I didn’t know. I don’t know who I am.”
Tara heard the fear and tried to let it in. To share it. She knew what it meant to Kai to know herself, to be herself. What it cost, to lose control. “I do.”
Kai searched Tara’s face, and Tara wished she knew what she was looking for. She would have offered it freely—or if she did not have it ready to offer, she would have hunted it down and brought back its pelt.
But it wasn’t a mystery. Kai needed the same thing as the rest of them: hope. An answer to the skazzerai. Tick, as they say, and tock. Madeline Ramp, with her cat’s grin at the freshly broken mouse. The key in Tara’s pocket. The skull on her desk.
Why was Tara Abernathy here? What was she for? To make the hard choices. “I can fix this,” she said, and again, when Kai didn’t seem to understand, “I will fix it. But I need your help.”
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Initiate Feltan had been walking for a long time. They were not alone.
A whisper walked beside them.
In the wild pockets of the Sacred Precinct, where god-trapping garden paths gave way to the tangle of branch and vine, they heard the whisper and followed.
On their initiation quest in the Ajaiatez, naked in the poison dark, enlightenment had stalked them like a panther stalked a doe. They had heard the silence of its approach, the gaps in the jungle’s voice—and then she pounced, the Lady of Green, her fangs at their neck.
This was different. Feltan could have turned from this whisper, half-heard, half-understood. But they remembered Saint Abelard. Walk as you have walked, with open heart.
How could a temple or a church survive here, so cut off from the life of wild things? But as they followed the whisper, their path brought them to the precinct’s edge. They stepped barefoot onto the sidewalk and found that still they walked the wilderness.
Through night and day they walked. They heard the whisper in traffic, and in the voices of street kids and ticket-touts. They heard it in carriage wheels through fallen leaves, in the sigh of a Crier counting tips after her set.
The city was a wild place. Feltan had not understood that before. Eight million hearts thronged Alt Coulumb and made its world a jungle, an ancient wood of fairy rings and deeper strangeness, eight million forests passing over and through one another, each with its own predators and prey, its own poisons, its own eruptions of sunlight through the leaves. Barefoot, Feltan walked the wilds. Their soles were caked with dirt, and raw—they bled. Soul flowed from them into beggars’ bowls and bright-eyed drunks and into children hunched in threadbare coats around their hunger.
The whisper had not yet resolved itself into words.
Somewhere, no doubt, Reas of the Lady, Priest of Thorns, wondered in wroth where his initiate might be, his soft glove, his subtle and agreeable tool. But to think of Reas was to think of another life, in another time.
Feltan wandered into the Ash. They wandered past a woman preaching the glory of the moon. They wandered down a small street that glinted with gargoyle-talon scars. They became very thirsty and sat for a while in a doorway to rest, and wondered if the whispers would recede, would not wait for them.
But a girl knelt before them, and offered a bottle of water. She was slender and dark, knife-edged, and her eyes were black on blue beneath blue beyond blue. Feltan offered her the sign of thanks, and the secret sign, of Surrender Before a God Who Is Not My Own, and with a smirk she was gone.
They stood.
They walked on through eight million forests, until they found themself on an empty street where the declining sun cast shadows from the towers to make a night before night fell. They slipped to their knees. Streetlights flickered on. They heard the whisper still. They could not hear the words.
There had been no words. Kneeling, they knew that now. To beg words from such a power was to beg with the most stubborn pride.
The world was called to kneel in prayer, in silence. Within the silence—not a whisper. A hiss.
Feltan looked up.
Wound about the lamppost, there was a serpent.
In their final surrender the hiss shaped itself at last to words, and the words were Took you long enough.
Its forked tongue kissed them on the forehead, and it was gone. As gone as gods ever were.
Feltan knelt, weeping, and knew what they had to do.

The Sanctum of Kos towered against the sunset sky, an immense pillar of basalt and black glass—but no cathedral can be a fortress. If a heart hoards blood, the body dies. Priests and faithful flow through the meanest church, and so too, in Kos’s holiest temple, did steam and power and heat, through churning pipes and conduits and out to sustain the God’s city of millions.
The Sanctum was watched from above. Distant and sometimes altogether disembodied eyes observed each hooded postulant, each arrival and departure. Iskari spies recorded attendance and aura, and fed these records to the great squid, to be digested for insight. In the high bare rooms they’d rented, paying a premium for an unobstructed view, Imperial observers constructed elaborate meditation palaces in colored sand on varnished floorboards, peopling them with Kos Everburning’s faithful and priests. The Maskorovim simply came to services, casing the joint while others bowed their heads. Watchers filled the shadows, peered from sewer grates, clogged the sidewalk, a net of observation.
But there are gaps in any net—or else it would be a bag.
Far below the city streets ran tunnels of scalding steam, byproduct of the conversion of the Everburning Lord’s high-temperature grace to more prosaically useful forms of energy, through the miracle of wheels and magnets and loops of wire. No flesh might pass through these tunnels unscoured.
But through the inhuman darkness and vicious wind came footsteps now, and a glimmer of unlight, and Izza.
No part of this plan had seemed even slightly sane to her when the Rafferty girls laid it out, which, after a career of thieving and survival and her more recent experience of divine politics, had prompted in Izza a grudging admiration. It took some doing to come up with an idea that surpassed her previous measures of audacity.
The plan was simple in a way: trust in the goddess. It is by Her grace that Lord Kos’s love could be contained, directed, and made useful. By stone and water She shelters us. So may She shelter you. By Her grace you may walk through steam tunnels unburnt.
To be fair: Izza hadn’t died yet. But she wasn’t exactly comfortable, either.
The tunnel sloped upward, and the wind grew strong. She was sweating—the heat climbed as she neared its source. “Seril, Lady of the Moon, shelter me,” she whispered, and felt herself held by a vast cool hand.
She was far from streets she knew. She had met the scrappy local priesthood today—the kids with their secret rites and stone-throwing games, the panhandlers and penny-ante cutpurses, beggars and squatters and scroungers. She had run from Wreckers and hid from Blacksuits. She had put the word out to the conclave, to assistant secretaries and folder-carriers, to the representatives of the smaller cities, the overlooked. But the work was slow. To meet with her openly was to anger Iskar and the Shining Empire and the Deathless Kings. Who could afford such enemies?
Openly. That was the key.
There was light now: the light of a fire beyond flame. She stood before a vast turbine, spinning so swiftly its blades could not be seen by mortal eyes.
She breathed a prayer to the Blue Lady, and stepped through them, into one mansion of the many-chambered heart of Kos.
His grace raged above her, incandescent, eyeball-melting, rainbow-haloed truth. Even through the blessing of Seril she felt His heat. It reminded her of burning buildings she had escaped as a girl, of sun upon the Wastes that would drive travelers and camels mad. It reminded her that she was not a girl anymore.
She spoke to the fire, and the voice of her Lady was upon her.
“I think,” She said, “that we can help each other out.”
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Caleb watched the sunset.
It had been good to drink with Abelard after Kai and Tara left. They’d not talked about the summit, or the King in Red, or the Serpents, or Mal. Not for a while, anyway. Caleb asked where Abelard grew up, and Abelard stood up on his chair and leaned out over the balcony and pointed to a steeple north and east. “Past St. Ignis,” he said, “a few blocks in and down the lane. We didn’t have much when we were kids, but we were cared for and fed and loved and that wasn’t how it was with everyone in that part of town. I wanted to help more people know how that felt. In the priesthood, I thought, I could do that. I was better at building things and solving problems than I was at direct ministry, but you can help people by building things and solving problems. What about you? What did you want, as a kid?”
“I wanted to disappear.” He didn’t know why he’d said it quite that way. “Not to die, I mean, just to be … nowhere. I knew what Dad wanted me to be—what I would have been if the Wars never happened. Though if the Wars never happened, I would never have been born. Dad would have ended up with some noblewoman, not with Mom. But the scars made me a knight. Born to kill and die for a world long gone before I hit the scene. And good riddance.” He drank.
“You’re more than your scars,” Abelard said.
Caleb shrugged. “I knew what I didn’t want to be, is my point, and there were years when it felt like that was all I knew. The cards made it easier. At the table I could have been anyone with those hands, that stack of chips. I was lost like that for a while. Until I met Mal.” He spun his glass on the table. “You can fold every hand of your life and watch your stack go down blind by blind until you’re out, or you can go all in. I tried that once and I didn’t die. So I kept trying, and that was the Two Serpents Group. But what does it add up to, if at the end of the day all I’ve done is help the creatures in that dark room survive a little while longer?”
“You’ve done good work.”
“I hope so.” He finished his beer.
“And you’re not just helping the people around that table. Deathless Kings and priests and monsters and saints—in their own minds they’re the ones who matter. But I care more about what will happen to my old neighbors up the way around St. Ignis when the spiders come. Or about your mom’s friends back in D.L. Or about you.”
“Aw.”
“I mean, I care about you and Tara, Kai and Cat and Raz and Shale and Teo, my friends, yours. About the guy who brought you that drink, about the people in the back offices of all these firms, the people who sweep the floors and empty trash bins and take care of kids while their parents are at work. I care about those kids. Maybe the Deathless Kings deserve to answer for the world they’ve made. But most people are just trying to live in it.”
“I know that.” He stared into the dregs. “It felt different back in D.L. I had your god in me, and Mal … and there was an enemy, and I had a sword of flame, and all these scars were for something. I could have burned up there and been happy.”
“I’m glad you didn’t,” Abelard said.
“Well, sure. If I had, it sounds like we’d be fucked.”
“That’s not what I mean. Just, I’m glad you’re still here. I wish…”
“What?”
“You don’t go all in at the table, do you, unless you think you’ll win? Otherwise, it would be just as pointless as wasting away one blind at a time. There are no sure things, I get that, and sometimes there’s no better option. But the way you’re talking, it worries me. If you’re just looking for a chance to die, you’ll find one. You’re more than the pretty lights you’ll make when you throw yourself into the fire. Self-sacrifice can be just another disappearing act.”
He laughed. “You do care.”
And Abelard said, “Yes.”
They’d talked more after that, in circles, and about poker. When they got up to leave, Abelard hugged him sharply, briefly. Caleb hesitated a second, unsure what he was supposed to do, before he realized he could hug back.
He spent the rest of the day on the nightmare telegraph—with Teo, with Ortega, with a half-dozen directors focused on their half-dozen active projects, the reclamation of the Grim Fields, the Alambran Burn, the distribution of medical supplies to refugees sheltering in Apophis from fighting in the western Gleb. He had explained what might be required of them. There had been a lot of shouting, not all of it theirs. He thought about Kai, and about Mal, about that moment in the caverns under Dresediel Lex when he took up the sword of Kos Everburning, how much simpler that had seemed than this, and how by winning that fight—or not dying, which amounted to the same thing—he had won the right to continue it here, by other means.
He took walks to relieve the pain. He saw a flash of blue down an alley, a fleeing shadow that might have been a girl. He saw Wreckers flit by overhead, then Blacksuits chasing the Wreckers. He heard Criers sing about dockside disappearances, about a confrontation between local businesses and Maskorovim that left a city block covered in an impenetrable shroud of night. He bought a few custard buns from the Imperial district and visited Ran, who had improved enough to develop a comprehensive ranking of the nurses. Two Imperial Security heavies lingered outside Ran’s door, ostensibly not listening.
More meetings, more preparation. Kai sent him clipped, professional updates by rat from the Priesthood offices crosstown. She didn’t visit. Was that because she was too busy, building the King in Red his pantheon—clearing it with her supervisors, outlining the most important deal of her life? Or because she couldn’t hide how she felt in person? Not that she’d made any secret of it at lunch.
He wanted to see Abelard. He did not pray, and he did not have time to talk.
The sun set. He put on his tuxedo. The world was ending. Time for a ball.

In white tie and tails, Tara marched on the Century Room.
The Room had been the first structure of the Hidden Schools to raise itself above the Wars-torn world—at least, according to the student handbook. It had been repaired and remodeled since, clad in marble and garnished with bas-reliefs of Craftsmen in poses of scholarship and law-giving, and though overshadowed in external grandeur by the palaces of the Schools’ post-Wars efflorescence, it was still the hall designed by the great Gundry, master architect, whose going-out in the Eastern campaigns had broken and reshaped the mountains that divided Schwarzwald from the Zur. The marble here was the finest in the known world. The wood of the paneling and rails and parquet floor was irreplaceable and unparalleled, because the trees from which they had been shaped were now extinct, sports and grafts cultivated by Gundry in secret groves that burned, all, when she died.
Tara would have defended her final project here, if her life had played out according to plan. Students were not permitted in this place before their defense; she had broken in anyway to familiarize herself with the Room, its many chambers, its central hall with skull-dome of milky crystal, its high windows and bone chandelier, its fluted columns and statuary muses. She pictured herself on the dais by the living wall, her project prone on the exhibition table, as gray eminences launched assaults from the upper gallery to subvert her monstrous creation. Alone in her dorm room, she had imagined how it would feel to be ringed by bleak powers whose skill and experience outmatched her own. To face them, laughing. The prospect thrilled her then.
On the dais by the living wall, a string quartet played atonal music in waltz time. The gray eminences whirled through the chamber in three centuries of evening clothes. They spoke in low tones, toasted with coupe glasses of sparkling wine. By the buffet table the Verdance pondered bacon-wrapped dates, toothpicked through their pitted hearts. Dame Alban danced with a four-armed figure of glass and thorns, three meters tall; even she seemed a child as she twirled, and laughed. Tara recalled a bit from Hare’s Reflections, his glimpse at a ball of an Iskari princess who’d be killed, later, in the Rationalist uprising: What a revolution!
It was not a crowded hall. Elegance required space. Chancellor Thistle occupied a host’s discreetly supervising position in a corner, conferring with Jax. The lesser delegates and staffers were all back in their embassies. There was work to be done, position papers to be prepared, nightmares to be sent and answered. There was work here as well, of a different sort. The cabal from her morning meeting glittered among the other ambassadors, competing seed crystals in a saturated solution. What shape would emerge? That was a matter of chance, fate, personal gravity—of jokes and intimations and long acquaintance, of patterns developed over a sequence of events like this one. Madeline Ramp had joined the conversation with Thistle and Jax. The King in Red stood in a semicircle of skeletons. Ms. Sun approached the Verdance. Karnov and Michel’s gazes met across the dance floor. Bleak powers.
She shot her cuffs, and went to join them.

Gav had never girded himself for a diplomatic gala with more fervor—or fear. All must be in readiness, the lapels just so, the flower chosen to complement the lady’s eyes, the slippers and the socks, the drape of worsted wool that rewove itself about his form. And her token, of course, in the pocket above his heart.
The purple velvet, it appeared, had not been packed after all. But the deep green, he’d seen to that himself. Creased it damnably, but fortunately the hotel had people who knew how to iron.
Now he simply had to wait. And wait. And—
“If I may be so bold as to offer a suggestion, Your Grace,” said Sir Geoff.
“Oh, out with it.” The strings played infernal music, and the jewels and glitter and sorcery whirled about him. She would be here. Wouldn’t she? He must have missed her. Could he have missed her? What if she had been confined by her mother to a cloven pine or some other witchy whatnot? Or perhaps she had contrived to escape her obligations once again. And yet—and yet— “Your pardon, Sir Geoff.” He snatched a glass off a passing tray supported by a golem built like a giant glass hand, almost transparent—someone’s idea of a joke no doubt. “I rely as ever upon your counsel.”
“And I am grateful for it, Your Grace.” Without skipping a beat. Capital chap. “As we left, I received yet another nightmare from the foreign office, suggesting in the strongest possible terms that you reconsider your course of action for this evening.”
“Was it an order, Sir Geoff?”
“Not in so many words, Your Grace. But I am told that the Queen Herself, May She Live Forever, expressed her reservations— Your Grace, may I ask why you are making that shushing sound with your mouth.”
“I regret to inform you, Sir Geoff, that you are breaking up.”
“I seem intact, milord.”
“Oh, that’s not at all—I mean, the transmission’s not coming through. Thaumaturgical interference and whatnot. Moonspots.”
“I am unaware of any such,” Sir Geoff began, and for all Gav knew he continued in that vein—but his, Gav’s, attention was abruptly and entirely elsewhere.
In Gav’s youth, he had often complained to his tutors (there were many, their tenures short) about the regrettable tendency of courtly society to take perfectly good stuff, and turn it into language. There were languages of flowers, languages of cloth and dance, languages of table-setting and bells and fragrance, languages of just about everything, it seemed, but language itself. All this, Gav felt, was terribly unfair to flowers, cloth, dance, table-setting, bells, fragrance, et cetera, none of which had asked to be transformed to human gab.
But he had to admit that Donnie’s dress was saying something. It was a burn-it-all-down sort of pink.
She stood with annoyed reluctance at her mother’s arm, as the redoubtable mater herself—clad in a hellebore sheath of necromantic sensibility, its skirts flared at her ankles—chatted with the King in Red. Donnie seemed quite bored, while Al, by her side, looked as if she were keenly feeling the absence of a notepad and pen. Donnie’s dress, what with the flares and ribbons and crystals and tulle, would have been accounted a hazard to navigation in most jurisdictions.
There had been a number of persons in between Gav and Donnie when he noticed her. He hoped none of them represented strategically important powers, or if they did, that they would not hold a grudge concerning his brisk passage.
He bowed deeply and tried to remember how words worked. Perhaps this was why people relied on flowers, or bells. “Miss Albrecht,” he began, his voice not wobbling much. “Might I request the honor of a dance?”
A silence followed, of the personal sort. He looked up.
She had not moved. Her mouth was open. She was blushing. Perhaps with fury?
She gathered her skirts, turned, and marched away.
He watched her go, frozen and unsure. Then a gust of grave-wind shoved him after her. When he recovered, he glanced back—but Al did not seem to have shifted her gaze from Lady Albrecht. He bowed thanks anyway, and ran.

Kai was almost bowled over by the girl wearing a layer cake—and the boy following her. At least he apologized as rushed past.
Ah, youth. Someone might as well be having a good time. She, meanwhile, was having a headache.
A two-Toxicity lunch would have been a bit much even in her twenties—and she’d spent a full work day after that in and out of the pool, and on the nightmare line with a priestly council that was, there wasn’t a professional way to put this, freaking out. Not that she blamed them. On the one hand, Kavekana and its people had fallen under the shadow of yet another existential threat. On the other hand, the King in Red’s proposal would elevate their island from a faith-services destination to a center of global thaumaturgy, as pivotal as world cities and core markets like Chikal, the High City of Camlaan, and Alt Coulumb itself. With that status would come new wealth, new risks, and a different sort of security—if they survived long enough to enjoy any of it. It had been hard to tell whether the high priests were wild with covetousness or terror.
She’d popped four buzzkills, which cut the wooziness but did little for the headache. The bottle said you weren’t supposed to take more than two in a twenty-four-hour period, but fuck it, the world was ending?
Under ordinary apocalyptic circumstances she would have ditched the formal event and kept working until she collapsed at her altar. But these circumstances were not ordinary, and even setting aside Tara’s mysterious plan, there remained the possibility that she, Kai, could make headway with the various gathered high-and-mighties on the please-don’t-use-my-home-as-a-bargaining-chip front. Besides, it would be hard to justify this gown to accounting if she didn’t wear it. If accounting still existed next month.
So she wore the silver halter-neck satin with the heels and the pearls, and she had someone do her hair in high ringlets and work more pearls into it, and yes, Everything Was Happening, but damn if she didn’t look good, and damn if it didn’t feel some kind of way to stand atop of the sweeping stair and hear the page announce her to the great powers of the world.
Of course, being announced meant that people knew she was here. Which meant that Michel knew. Whatever the squid might protest regarding his taste for human flesh in the abstract, his gaze settled on Kai with predatory interest when her name was called, and he angled to corner her. Fortunately, he was still learning the knack of meat-suit puppetry—she was safe enough on the dance floor.
So she danced. She flared. She danced even with the Verdance, though when she tried to meet the eyes that presumably lurked beneath that hood, she felt an unsettling vertigo as if staring into a great pit. She let herself be spun from hand to hand, and tried not to think about the geopolitical-metaphorical significance of her movement.
She found herself, of course, dancing with Jax.
She said, “Did you get bored of badgering the chancellor?”
“He’s an agreeable man,” Jax said, with that patent-leather smile. “You look like a sacred queen.”
“You mean, sacrificial? I notice you didn’t speak up this morning, when the subject of Kavekana’s fate arose.”
“I told you—or I tried. These people, these old powers—they’re not the way forward. They can be useful, don’t get me wrong. With so many decision-makers in one place, we’d be fools if we didn’t try to get something out of this summit, and I hope to get rather more than something. But in the end, even the King in Red is less a person than a system, and systems can only do what they’ve been made to do.”
“While you, by contrast…”
“I wonder, after this morning’s session, if you have given any thought to my offer.”
He spun her. His hand settled against her back, and drew her close with the slightest pressure. She smelled him—cinnamon and oiled metal. Could they really be on the same side in this? “You only want me for my fortune.”
“Grimwald Holdings is an enticement,” he said. She hated how she liked the way he said, “enticement.” “But it’s your mind I need, Kai. Your skills, your heart. The whole package. I know I’m proposing a vast thing. You want to consider. But events have outpaced even my powers to anticipate them. You must decide. You have to tell me what you want.”
The music stilled. The dancers whirled to a halt. He drew back, and she hated that she missed him.
“May I cut in?”
She turned, and there was Tara.
She had found herself another tux. It suited her.
“I’m sorry, M. Jax,” Kai said. “I am otherwise engaged tonight.”

“That girl,” said Belladonna Albrecht, “will be the death of me. And I’ve collected entirely too many deaths to find any novelty in the prospect.”
“She can take care of herself.” In a long civilian career, Elayne had perfected the art of seeming to drink. Belladonna was not, at the moment, seeming. Elayne did not think it was possible for Belladonna Albrecht to get drunk, biochemically speaking, but the psychosomatic effects were powerful.
“She came down in that thing, and refused to change. What was I to do, melt it off her?”
“You might have.”
“Do you mean to imply that I’m getting soft?”
“I mean that you understand her more than you let on. We weren’t so young at her age, no. But just because we weren’t, doesn’t mean that she should not get to be. Besides—you wanted her to take her responsibilities seriously. Here’s the Camlaan prince. That smacks of diplomacy.”
“Don’t say ‘smacks,’ please, Elayne. Yes, there is the prince, from whom she is, currently, running away. My daughter. Running.” She shook her head. “The youth.”
“Do you trust her?”
The darkness behind Belladonna’s mask shifted. “I don’t see what that has to do with anything.”
“She’s not you.”
“Her genetic material says otherwise.”
“She has grown up in a different time. Of course there will be differences. If you trust her, you have to trust that she’ll find her way.”
Across the Century, two shapes flitted into the shadows behind the pillars: one in a silver gown, another in white tie and tails. Belladonna, Elayne realized, had seen them, too. “I hope you’re right.”
Elayne said, as if she was making a joke, “They might as well enjoy their youth while they can.”
“So you think it’s war, then?”
She had spent the afternoon in Kopil’s office, cursing. She had spent the afternoon haranguing the Iskari delegation, and she had spent the afternoon calling in every favor she had ever earned in the Camlaan foreign office, in the various allied Schwarzwald Kingdoms, in Zur, and even a few of the rival Saints in Iskar. It was an unpleasant professional necessity, sometimes, to be in many places at once. Wine sparkled on her tongue. They were past the point of seeming. “I wish I knew.”

Cardinal Evangelist Bede had assured Abelard that he would get on “just fine” at the diplomatic gala—“Don’t worry, it’s basically a sort of engine.” On reflection Abelard should have asked the evangelist to elaborate on the similarities. With engines there were checklists and binders and manuals. He didn’t know what components of the gala were functional as opposed to decorative, or what function they might serve, or how one could tell if they were broken. He had petitioned to be excused this particular duty, but the cardinal had laughed and patted his shoulder and reminded him that the mere presence of a saint in the Hidden Schools represented a substantial achievement, a voice for peace.
So he had to be here, but there wasn’t anything for him to do. And if he messed up, he might start a war. Which gave him the distinct impression it would be better if he did as little as possible.
Reas, the Ajaian ambassador, stood glowering beside a pillar. Abelard approached him to offer condolences and reassurance, and asked after Initiate Feltan, but Reas returned a vicious glare. “Those of weak faith shall be shaken from the tree.” So Abelard excused himself toward the buffet.
He didn’t see Tara or Kai. Ms. Kevarian and the King in Red had just entered conversation with an agitated Madeline Ramp, who appeared to be trying to excuse herself. He didn’t know what that was about, and didn’t want to intrude.
There was Caleb at the upper balcony. He looked lonely. He looked like he could use a cigarette. You probably weren’t supposed to smoke indoors here, but then, most of the people in this room were dead, and the mere existence of the rest violated several natural laws. He imagined they could make allowances.
Abelard waved to Caleb, but Caleb didn’t see him. He made for the stair that led up to the balcony—but then there was Michel, implacable and broad, sweeping in across his path. Abelard reversed course to skirt the buffet table, squeezing past a squamous blob who had commandeered the punch bowl. If he could get to the other side, he saw another stair that should lead to Caleb—but before he could escape, a hand settled on his back. He turned to see Jax, grinning with a surplus of teeth. “Wonderful to run into you, Abelard—have you met Chancellor Agravaine Thistle? Chancellor, Saint Technician Abelard.”
“Delighted, I’m sure,” said the chancellor. “Quite inspired by your work here in Alt Coulumb, what I’ve been able to see of it, I mean the priesthood’s, though I have not yet been able to make a close study. Upholding an extensive generation and maintenance operation on organic faith—the coordination issues alone, staggering. Vulnerability to schismatics in particular. No element of obligation in the internal system, I’ve been given to understand. Though of course there’s a certain level of thaumaturgical interface with the broader community.”
Abelard thought of the bones beneath Endwright Hall. He glanced toward Caleb, but found his view obscured by a three-meter-tall being of quicksilver and thorns, selecting a canapé. “I was under the impression that your world ran on faith as well. Though less visibly.”
“You’re not wrong—an insight drawn from conversation with our Ms. Abernathy, I expect?” Before Abelard could object to the possessive, the chancellor swept on. “The Craft is a certain way of interpreting the world, and its analytical premises are in effect statements of faith—well, commitment, really, to the priority of certain sorts of truth claim. Gerhardt examined the underlying thematics and architecture of existing faiths and world-systems, and identified common themes of offering, miracle, and acceptance—payment, obligation, service, contract—permitting a sort of interfaith conversion of value, a fungibility of soul. But it was in the propagation of this mode of analysis that his ideas acquired the mass to bend consensual reality: the world told this story to itself, the world of Craft, I mean, with such conviction that the Gerhardtian properties became the defining characteristics even of gods, all their other features relegated to the, well, the remainder. That is, what mattered about them was solely what was permeable to our mode of analysis. It’s an interesting question, one to which our new theophysics wing hopes to dedicate study.” With a glance at Jax: “Were Gerhardt’s principles in fact more true than other potential interpretations, or might other possible orderings of reality have been achieved, had events taken a different path?”
“A scholar,” Jax said, with a slim smile, “never desists from inquiry, no matter how remote its practical application. And a chancellor never desists from fundraising.”
“It is, alas, a requirement of the position. Though not so onerous as all that, given the generosity of our donors.” With a tip of the now-empty glass to Jax. “If you’ll excuse me, gentlemen? I seem to be dry.”
“Nice guy,” Abelard said, as the chancellor slipped away.
“He has a genius for agreeability. He can walk out of a room and leave everyone thinking he’s on their side. It’s one reason he’s so dangerous. Easy to forget what he’s done.”
“What’s that?” The quicksilver fellow had moved—but the balcony was empty. Where was Caleb?
“Oh, all the usual horrors. Now, come along, Saint Technician. We must keep moving, to escape the dreadful Michel. Perhaps you would be so kind as to enlighten me concerning Ms. Abernathy’s progress? Wonderful.”

Caleb leaned over the balcony and watched Jax sweep Abelard off in the direction of Chancellor Thistle.
Most people are just trying to live.
Abelard did the right thing so easily. With most folks Caleb would have said, He did what he thought was the right thing. Not with Abelard. Caleb felt lost in comparison, like he was moving through a thick fog by putting one foot in front of the other.
Now Abelard moved unsure through the ballroom, and Caleb—well, he couldn’t see what was the right thing to do, yet. But he thought he could tell what it wasn’t.
He had walked the ballroom, listened to the music, tried to eat. He found himself trying to put each of these demons and Deathless Kings and priests and saints on a hand, and failing. Could they join together to save themselves? Did they even want to?
He thought again about what he’d said to Abelard: that the game drew him not because of its depth but because of its simplicity. At the table we’re all players—and that’s all. Most of us want to win and some of us want to lose, but we all play with the same rules, the same cards. We all know what winning and losing means. Nothing in real life is quite so clear as that.
And who were the players here? All these representatives, these wizards and ambassadors—they’re not people, really. They’re bodies inhabited by history, possessed by the ghosts of their own choices. What can they do but what they’ve built themselves to do?
He felt very tired. He turned away, and walked out into the night.
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Alt Coulumb hung like a field of stars above Armillary Square. Kai hadn’t noticed at first, after the swirling lights of the Century Room—but when she chanced to look up, halfway across the square and a few steps behind Tara, the unexpected brilliance stunned her, and she stood breathless above and beneath the city, staring into the dark between the lights.
She caught up with Tara at a great blocky pile of poured rock and blank glass. Kai had never liked Raw architecture. Architecture buffs always claimed that it conveyed post-Wars modernist optimism, but it looked to Kai like the inside of a garbage disposal.
“Fuligin Hall,” Tara said. “This place ate three years of my life.”
They slipped through the glass doors.
Inside, the labs looked almost like a normal office building, with basically clean tile and off-white walls. Patterns in the drop ceiling suggested leering faces, though that might have been Kai’s imagination. “Stay close,” Tara said. “We don’t have much time. Ramp gave me this key, which means she’s waiting for me to use it. I’ve tried to delay her, but I don’t know how long that will last.” Tara led her upstairs and down the hall and down another hall, and down the stairs again, to a small door with a departmental plate that read VOLITION STUDIES, above the logo of a ring of hands, and a nameplate that was empty.
Tara squared her shoulders, and reached for the knob.
Lights blinked on as they entered. Row upon row of lab benches greeted them, each bearing glassware, scalpels in crystal boxes, a pentacle bowl, a binding circle. Kai knew the Craft had grown from applied theology, but she was still surprised by how much its working apparatus resembled her own. The far wall was a single whiteboard, marked with an arcane diagram or a benzene ring.
Tara nodded grimly. “Just like old times.”
“This is the lab you burned down? I thought you would have been more thorough.”
“This was where the intro students worked. Kid stuff. Easy to rebuild.” She led the way to the whiteboard, frowned at it with her eyes closed. Then she drew her knife and slipped it into the center of the ring. The lines turned, and the board glimmered. Tara stepped through. Kai, after a moment’s hesitation, followed her.
There was another room beyond, or what was left of one.
Burn scars marked the walls. Broken glass glittered in Tara’s knife-light between overturned benches. Great crystal machines lay toppled here, gone smash. An ash heap rose in the center of the room—all that remained of the contents of the emptied filing cabinets nearby.
“Is this what you expected?” Tara said
“Those crystal,” she said, “um—”
“Cages.”
“On the walls. What was in them?”
“Samples.”
“Some of them have wrist straps.” Tara didn’t answer. Kai shuddered. “It’s cold.”
“Stasis ward. To slow decay.” Tara doffed her jacket, passed it over. “When I burned the lab, I broke a lot of things.”
“Everything, it looks like.”
“I wanted to be thorough.” She closed her eyes. “The Craft that’s left here pulls against itself. Arguments against arguments, principles and propositions contradicting. He always worked like that: he would refer to core principles that might seem solid and clear, but his hands could shape them like clay—a variation of argument from authority that allows the advocate to choose the allowable authorities. Which would change depending on his need.”
“I see.”
“Denovo was the only one who understood the whole picture. That was how he liked it. Whim disguised as principle. When he died, the Schools knew better than to touch what was left. It’s— I’m sorry. You can’t see it.”
“Tell me.”
“We were geniuses. We were young and we were so smart and there was no end to what we could give. He used it all. What we built—what’s left of it—it’s all stained-glass windows here. Imagine a cathedral melting. What the light looks like from within.”
“That sounds,” Kai said, stepping over a broken redoubt, “unstable.”
“Any pressure might disturb the balance. Can’t fix it, can’t use it, but you can slap it in stasis and watch, and study. Every year since I left, there’s been some sudden insight from the Schools, some new trick of art that reminds me of a lemma we built here. Our throwaway projects have made whole markets. It’s about time one of us got some use out of it.” She raised the key’s blade to the tip of her ring finger. Breathed out. In. Out again. “Shit.”
Her bone hand was shaking.
Kai realized then why she’d been invited—the reason behind the reason. Craftworkers never could do things simply. Their work tonight could ease the noose around Kavekana’s throat. But—even if Tara might deny it—there had been personal considerations, too. “Here,” Kai said. “Let me.”
The key’s outer teeth were sharp, and Tara’s hand was cold. It was the work of a moment, and when the key’s blade drank its fill, barely a trace of the cut remained.
“Sorry,” Tara said, then, “Thank you,” then, “That was embarrassing.”
“No.” Kai squeezed her hand.
Tara slipped the key into a notch in the air, and turned, and the room began to wake.

In open course or through the questing wood, Gav did not doubt that he could match pace with Donnie, particularly in that luminous but hardly aerodynamic ensemble. He had chased the white hart for three days through the vasty Umbran Wood. He had walked across the narrow waist of Camlaan bearing a chalcedony egg as part of a hermit-grail situation the nature of which had not been altogether clear to him. But when he did those things he wasn’t wearing patent-leather shoes, on tile. And, when you followed a white hart through trees, you didn’t have to worry that one of the trees you shoved past might declare war.
Donnie, by contrast, was more accustomed to the environment. Somehow she found spaces in the crowd, edges. And—after her initial flounce—she was never quite running, which made it deuced difficult to justify the speed with which he moved to catch her.
Near the kitchen from which the waiter-golems emerged with their passed hors d’oeuvres, he said, “Lady Albrecht, I offer my most heartfelt apologies if I have given you affront.”
Then, by the stair: “I see that my, ah, identity, as it were, took you by surprise, and it fills me with the most profound regret—”
At the balcony, he gave up. “Blast it, Donnie, would you please stop?”
When he looked up, she was still there. He did not have words for the look in her eyes. “Gav.”
“I cannot say what I have done to offend you so grievously. But if you would do me the grace of informing me, I will take any steps within my honor’s compass, no matter how dolorous, to mend my ways. Even if that means simply discontinuing our friendship.”
“Gav,” she said again, as if reminding herself of his name. “It’s not you.”
“Our families have been enemies,” he admitted. “But I hoped—”
“To use me,” she said. “Like Mother. When it was just us, it was great, but when you thought there was some work to be done, some advance for queen and country—”
“No.”
“Then what’s with all the ‘lady this and that’? Formal introductions? Don’t you see that this isn’t what I want? That I’d rather be a million miles from any of this? Why do think I wore this dress?”
“Because you like it, and it looks wonderful on you?”
“That’s … Do you really think— Gav, it’s ridiculous.”
“Not on you. Blast it, Donnie, I didn’t seek you out. I was quite unaware of you before you broke my beak with a door. But since that moment you have been uppermost in my mind.”
“Back there, it sounded like you were proposing some kind of—diplomacy!”
“Which, no doubt, would please your mother no more than it would our own foreign office, or the dear Sir Geoff.”
She frowned. “Sir Geoff should be so lucky.”
“You seemed unhappy,” he said. “In the men’s room. In the Xiltanda. In the alley. So was I. Donnie, I’ve been deuced unhappy for so long. Ever since my sister … ever since they netted me and dragged me back into this blasted title and all the hoopla and goff that goes with it. Last night I thought, well, I thought we were having a wonderful time, and it curled me up inside to think it was all an interval or a dream, that the next morning I’d wake and old Sir Geoff would hustle me off to tea with some war criminal or other. But I thought: what if there’s another way? What if we, you and I, could do something, be something, none of them expect, and none of them can argue with? Could we beat them just by being who we are?”
“Gav,” she said again, more soft and sad. “I don’t think it works that way. You’re never enough.”
“You’re enough. For me.”
That little draw of breath like she’d been arrowstruck, the glitter of her flaring eyes, made him go still. He had surprised a white hart drinking, once—slipped from bramble into the clearing where it stood, moonlit, radiant. It turned upon him the black pools of its eyes, and he was known, and anything seemed possible—his death, his transformation, the redemption of the world.
She smiled softly and said, “You’re a fool.”
“I am.”
She held out her hand. There was music somewhere, he remembered. “Dance with me.”

Caleb had not known where he was going—or was not willing to admit it to himself—until he reached the Kettles. He needed a walk, that was all. Fresh air.
He found himself before them all the same. Wind whispered through the campus, whistled over high towers. Somewhere students were singing a song about a magic wall that had been popular when Caleb himself was in university.
He told himself this was a whim, an experiment. The Kettles would not open to him. He remembered which of the toothed doors he wanted—or it remembered him. It swallowed him down.
Mal was doing one-armed push-ups and it did not look easy for her. Back when they’d known each other, everything looked easy for her: work, racing, fishing, Craft, murder. He’d learned, later, how wrong he was.
He said her name.
She started, lost her balance, fell. Rolled onto her back. “Fuck.”
“We tried that already,” he said. Then he stopped himself. He had not felt bitter when he entered the Kettles. “I’d offer you a hand, but—” He knocked on the glass. It made hardly any sound—as if he’d knocked on a mountainside.
She rolled to sit cross-legged facing him. “Generous. You don’t have many hands to spare.”
He saluted with his bandaged limb. “A lot of that going around.”
“It takes more balance than I’ve got, without the other arm.” She nodded to the slag socket of her metal shoulder. “Push-ups, I mean.”
“That’s what I thought.”
“Where’s your minder?”
“Busy,” he said. “You talked a good game yesterday. Grim and vicious. Had me going.”
“So, to what do I owe the honor? More questions? You want to manacle me to a table? Get out the hoods and water bucket, needles and the pliers?” But she was grinning when she said it, like she was reciting lines from a play they’d both starred in back in school.
“You’ll talk,” he riffed. “By gods, you’ll sing when I’m through with you.”
“You brute. You fiend. I can’t believe I ever married you.”
“Maybe you should have thought to mention it at the time.”
“We were a bit busy, dear. Cities to burn, liches to kill. The problems of two people don’t amount to a hill of, well, you know the line.”
“I love that play,” he said. “I used to watch it and think, wow, this is what it was like back there in the Wars, when things mattered. And one day I looked up and realized, oh, it’s still like that.”
“But not the way you expect. When you’re a kid watching actors onstage it looks like they know what they’re doing. But one day you understand that people back then were just as scared and lost as you are now.”
“Is that how you feel? Scared and lost?”
“I’m trapped behind demonglass, weaponless. They muted my glyphs and took my arm. I’ve had better weeks.”
“Is this the part where you say, I want a divorce?”
She looked at him then, and though he knew her, and knew better than to trust his own judgment where she was concerned, he thought she really was surprised. “Is that what you want?”
He felt pinned by those eyes. He made himself not look away.
“You didn’t come here just to chat,” she said. “Flattered as I am by the thought. Let me guess. They’re at one another’s throats. If the knives aren’t out yet, they will be soon. Your old boss is keeping it together, but you don’t like the shape of things. Could it be you’re wondering if you backed the wrong horse?”
“What did you see in the girl? Dawn?”
“Still trying to find an angle. I’m not such an easy mark that I’ll crumble just because you show up looking pretty.”
“I saw her in the cliffs, and back in D.L. She saved a few friends of mine. I don’t have so many that I take something like that lightly.”
Mal looked fond, and gentle. He tried to remember if he’d ever seen her that way. “She does that. Saves people.”
“They say she binds them. They become part of her.”
“We all do that, Caleb. If we’re lucky. You and me, we were part of one another, once.”
“Were we?” The question slipped from him. “It felt real. To me. But I thought…”
“That you were part of my secret evil plan?” The cruelty in her laugh was directed in. “No. Gods. No. I appreciate your confidence in my abilities but—if you knew how much shit I took from the old man for what we did— Look. I…” She turned from him, ran her hand through her short hair and gripped it between her fingers as if to pull it out by the roots. He waited. She spun back. “Are you really going to make me say it? In this conversation? In this fucking fishbowl?”
“You left me,” he said. There was a dopey warmth inside him that he didn’t want her to see, but he thought she could. “You’re the one who started talking about divorce.”
“This, now, this is torture.”
“Who is she, Mal?”
“A kid with a snake. Sorry. Serpent. She’s sweet, and messed up, and when she looks around she sees a broken world, and she’s right. The stars are wrong, Caleb. That’s what it all comes down to. The stars are wrong and she wants to stand against them.”
“She is what the skazzerai are,” he said. “That’s what they say.”
“You met her. What do you think?”
It had been so many years since he last felt the urge to check his cards.
He opened his mouth. But his answer was drowned out by alarms.

Tara turned her key, and the ruined lab began to unfold. Gaps opened in the burnt walls, and predatory glyphs gleamed from the shadows beyond. Dust and chipped plaster rained down as the air twisted. Kai caught herself on Tara’s arm. When the floor stilled and space made sense again, the clearing in the center of the room was bigger, and it held a web of silver wire.
“Of course,” Tara said, hollowly. “Where else would he have built it?”
The web’s strands were so thin and sharp that they twisted Tara’s flickering ghostlight into rainbows. Kai found the web hard to look away from: as if the gap at its heart saw her and returned her gaze. The longer she looked at it, the more real the web seemed, and the less real she felt. “What is that?”
“A trap.” Tara took a clutch from her inside pocket, and from the clutch, in a twisting of dimensions, a latched steel case. “He caught the Craftwork entity on a web like this. The thing that became Dawn. So he could practice killing it. If we can learn how, we’ll have something to offer, to counter the Iskari. It could change everything.”
Kai could hear Tara trying to convince herself. “He was an asshole,” Kai said. “And he never succeeded in killing it.”
“Not for long. But he made it suffer. That’s more than I can do.” Tara set the steel case on empty air. She worked the combination with her thumb.
“Don’t do this. I don’t need you to do this.”
Her eyes were dark and desperate when she looked up. They hardened with the strength of decision. “We don’t have a choice.” The latch popped.
The chip of metal inside the case was utterly inert.
Shadow gloved Tara’s hands and she lifted the iron to the web. The web received it with a faint click, and from the walls came the tinnitus whine of Craftwork operating. Kai blinked—and blinked again.
She saw something. With her eyes closed.
She was not a Craftswoman, did not have their sight. She could see gods in the pool back home, but this was like the reverse of that: the red-black noise wash her optic nerve made of the scant light that filtered through her eyelids twisted around an absence. A hunger.
The iron was pulsing now. With each pulse the unseen machines in the walls of the ruined lab surged and groaned. Tara watched, her eyes closed. “I see,” she said. “Signal amplification. Targeted market collapse. Obligation netting around the desire loop.”
This might be a bad time to interrupt, but Tara was not making sense, and the groans in the walls were growing louder. A few of the glyphs had turned an uncomfortable shade of magenta. “What does that mean?”
“The iron’s not working like a god,” Tara said. “Different anatomy. Gods emerge from a network of believers—you break them by tying them in paradox, forcing their will in too many directions at once. This thing doesn’t care about believers, or logical consistency. It finds need or creates it, and promises to fulfill that need in exchange for what it requires. Which is everything you have. You can’t fight it like you’d fight a god, because it doesn’t care about anything. There’s no ground it will defend.”
Crimson lightning crackled within the walls. The iron seemed to be breathing now. “Tara.”
“It’s not a god.” Tara opened her eyes, and for the first time Kai saw a trace of fear. “It’s a Denovo cluster.”
“Exactly,” said Madeline Ramp.
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Tara turned fast, blade out, but Ramp was faster. There was a flash of unlight, an argument that pressed into her bones: all matter is bound in cause and effect, therefore willed action is an illusion—so how could she will herself to act? Tara froze, and so did Kai. In Kai’s hand glittered a silver knife, bright-edged and slender as a pin, that she had concealed in her hair.
Madeline Ramp strode through the doorway in her teal suit and snakeskin gloves, smiling. She looked like a cat who had just committed several war crimes. She looked like a cat who would get away with it. “This was clever—I expected a direct assault, or some ill-advised midnight incursion in tactical pajamas. It was a neat trick to snare me with powers I could not be seen to slight. Did you tell Elayne why you asked her to delay me? No matter. I see you’ve done the preliminary work. When we’re done, please send me your bill.”
Glyphs took life beneath the snakeskin gloves, and writhed up her arms.
Tara attacked the joints of Ramp’s paralytic argument, the links between her thusses and therefores. But responses and corollaries sprang up against her: it was natural and predictable that one trapped by the logic cause and effect should argue against that trap, therefore her response confirmed the logic of her bindings. The claims made fine wires against her flesh, a cage across her lips.
“I am truly grateful, Ms. Abernathy. Alexander was a careful, selfish old monster, his sole weak point an uncommon fondness for his collection of prodigies. When you became his students, you became a part of him. What he would not reveal to his dearest collaborators, he could not conceal from you. So many times I pressed him on the question of succession planning, but he believed it irrelevant, in his peculiar way. Either he would persist immortal into the furthest reaches of time, in which case what need would he have for succession—or else he would not be here to face the consequences. But now, thanks to you, his work continues.”
She stood so close Tara could have bitten her, if she’d been able to move. Her snakeskin hands swept from Tara’s shoulders down the glyphlines of her arm, stripping the reins of shadow from her, to seize them in an emerald grip. Lightning sparked between Ramp’s teeth. She turned to the web, to the chip of darkness pulsing there.
“Ah. Yes. He was a genius, as I’ve said. But even the greatest genius is at heart analytical, assembling new concepts from prior art. He built the Denovo cluster using techniques borrowed from the gods, and informed by what he could glean from the archaeological record about our once and future enemy. He refined it through analysis of the living sample. What he learned permitted him a flexibility, intricacy, and speed beyond any Craftsman living, even those of us who work through the great firms—and we stand head and shoulders above lone practitioners, as you are finding presently. Though, don’t despair. It’s taking quite a few more associate hours to keep you restrained than I expected. Fortunately, associates are cheap.”
They didn’t feel cheap to Tara. But she swept her emotions away, rage and shame and the slight scraps of fear. She could work with this. If Ramp had delegated the argument that held Tara and Kai, passed it off to juniors in her firm’s offices, working late, chanting in silver circles—then Tara might not be able to out-argue them all at once. But teamwork required coordination and trust, and Ramp didn’t seem like the kind of boss to cultivate initiative.
“But—you see the problem,” Ramp continued. “Any weapons he found against the enemy would work against him. So he kept them close. Take these, for example.” She did something with the shadow-reins and the room unfolded again: a black velvet table stood before her, laid with moonsilver implements, twisting blades, hair-thin sickles, needles, forceps. They were not really there, things of argument more than matter, whispering constructions. Tara’s stomach twisted as she imagined what they were for. “I’d grasped the outlines of his theory, but how wonderful to see them. There must be an exchange of information between nodes for the skazzerai to function: to scent the victim’s desire, to offer fulfillment and hold it just out of reach forever. With care, that contact can be manipulated to access the central system: to force a bit into the spider’s mouth, and ride it to the stars.” She selected a thin blade and approached the web. “There will be pain, of course. There is pain in any training. As I am sure you recall.”
The black iron quivered.
Tara shifted tactics.
First, flood the zone: a pulse of radiance from her heart, striking every slender wire of her cage at once. She demanded citations for the associates’ claims on causality and will, to set against prior argument before the Courts of Craft, in which she had been assumed to be responsible for her actions. Articulate, please, how the circumstances of your present case differ from those in the matter of Kos v Star Apple. Now, Kos v Alkahten. Now, Church of Kos Limited Enterprises v Intermittent Tow LLC. Tara had been involved in hundreds of separate cases for the Church of Kos, and she could cite each one.
The associates reeled. With competent supervision they might have been able to identify common threads of argument, and claim that all Tara’s separate responses were properly considered as one. But Ramp had not delegated so effectively. And while her associates scrambled in their own defense, they were not arguing Tara and Kai into stillness.
Tara could breathe now. Her fingers twitched. Ramp didn’t know yet, because she wasn’t the one who’d worked the bindings. For her, Tara was always a distraction. She had bigger game.
Tara moved now from argument to threat. Time was of the essence in this matter, and Ramp’s associates had yet to acknowledge her claims. Surely this demonstrated theirs was a frivolous action—worthy of censure, even. Associates tended to get jumpy when they thought they might be held personally responsible for something a partner told them to do. In some spire somewhere, she imagined chants faltering, gazes locking, sweat rolling down brows that hadn’t seen the sun in months except through a UV-filtered window. The associates met her gaze and flinched.
The cage snapped. Kai caught her as she fell.
The iron trembled as the blade drew near. In fear? Or anticipation? Denovo’s tools established a path between Ramp and the metal, but paths ran both ways.
Tara shouted, “Stop!”
Ramp’s scalpel slipped into the iron as if into a pool of water. And the iron—pounced.
It burrowed into Madeline Ramp’s right hand. Her work blade flashed in her left, slashing down, as she tried to carve off her right at the wrist—but when her veins opened, the blood within already ran black. She stabbed higher, to part the joint at the shoulder, but her glyphs were bloodred now. Her mouth gaped and wires lashed from her throat instead of a scream. The silver web tore free of the wall, and writhed about her like wings.
She turned to Tara. Her face in that final instant was pure horror. Her eyes caved in, and the ruin of their collapse kindled crimson fire.
She burst into chains.
Tara might have fought. That was her first instinct. She might have fought, and would have died. But Kai was already running, and pulled her after.

When Caleb reached Armillary Square he was not surprised to see Kai and Abernathy. They seemed to have a knack for getting into trouble even greater than his own.
He was surprised to see them running scared, but only until he saw what they were running from.
It burst through the concrete wall behind them, a dark shape that sang wrongness in his gut. It looked something like a person—the way a gorilla was shaped like a person, or a human body was after a fall from a great height. It was made of chains and ruined flesh and teal suit, and moved with an awful wet lurching motion, walking on knuckles with arms that split at the elbow. Whips of silver wire flailed from its back.
He did not recognize the shape, but the writhing grayness was familiar, and the melted face, and the bowel-tightening, slightly wrong geometry. It reminded him of workdays in the spirecliffs.
Many courses of action suggested themselves. Shrieks of horror, mad exhortations to dead gods, clawing out his own eyes, et cetera, all seemed like a waste of time. Abernathy had stopped running and squared up when the chain-thing burst through the wall, because while she wasn’t any kind of idiot, exactly, if she were an idiot that’s exactly the kind she would be. Kai was tugging at her arm, but Abernathy’s glyphs flared and a circle burned into the plaza about her feet. Her hair danced in sorcerous wind. She meant to fight.
The chain-thing launched itself through the dust, only to bounce off a transparent octagonal wall. Abernathy staggered. The chain-thing unhinged its jaw, and began to eat the wall.
The right direction to run was away. But Caleb’s judgment on such matters had always been questionable.
“What’s up?”
Kai shot him a withering look, and pointed with her chin at the chain-thing.
“Bad date?” Kai’s look didn’t any get less withering. “That looks familiar.”
“It’s not skazzerai. Not yet.” Abernathy’s eyes shed blue light. Sweat froze on her brow. Her words were written on gravestones. “Trying to become one. I can stop it.” Didn’t look like she could, though. Her wall shattered. The chain-thing pulsed, swallowed. It was bigger now.
Spotlights burst from the sky to pin the chain-thing down, and black shapes like massive birds swept in: the Proctors of the Hidden Schools, their talons wet with green flame. Two plunged into the chain-thing, slashing and cutting, digging with their beaks. The chains writhed, and grew mouths, and ate them.
But there were other Proctors, smart enough to keep their distance. Curses tore into the nest of chains, and lances of coherent fire, and lightnings from Abernathy’s blade. The chain-thing slipped on a rainbow slick of oil, fell. It was growing, but it was also in pain. Its twisted stretched-clay almost-face swiveled, frantic, hungry, searching.
Caleb knew that look. It was hungry—for souls. Liquid if possible. Easily digestible. And there were souls nearby: the wealth of nations, fortunes made from sunken continents and burnt cities.
The chain-thing began to run.
Caleb ran faster, toward Century Hall.

Donnie and Gav were dancing, and she was having fun. She did not know what to do with that.
She had been dragged to so many functions over the years, and at each one her dear Mother had laid out her agenda for the night in bullet points: introduce self to skeleton; do not interrupt monologues about plans evil or otherwise, no matter how questionable their taste; compliment host on catering and decor, ditto. Donnie had made an art of minimal satisfaction, of polite disinterested compliance. Dancing was, of all those bullet-point demands, by far the worst. She had never learned to dance without her heart in it. People came away wondering if they should expect to hear from her counsel in the morning—which led to grief from the moms.
But Sir Gav was vexing. His step was unconsciously brilliant, that is, brilliant so long as it was unconscious, and endearingly awkward whenever he stopped to think about what he was doing. He smelled of ginger and vetiver, but only so you’d notice when you were close. When they paused for drinks she told him about unfortunate parties past, and he listened, and offered tales of his own: mortal insults to basically immortal duchesses, fairy princes roused to wroth, the one time the Hon. Georgie Arbuthnot graced a royal gala in rhinoceros costume, having been persuaded by unnamed friends that the affair was meant to be fancy dress. He was, by résumé, exactly the sort of person whose acquaintance the moms had spent the better part of eight years attempting to persuade Donnie to cultivate, and despite all habit, when they finished their drinks and he asked her back out onto the floor with that raised eyebrow and tilted head and proffered hand, she accepted, and even (what!) giggled.
It was a confusing situation. But he spun her beneath the chandelier, and all was crystal.
“Not so bad,” he murmured when she returned. “Is it?”
She opened her mouth to answer, and was saved by the sound of breaking glass.
A man had burst through the window. He rolled over the stone floor and came up stumbling: handsome, Quechal, well-dressed, and desperately urgent. The quartet screeched to a halt and the murmur of conversation dulled, as did the light, as a number of those present opened glyphs and readied Craftwork and miracle. “Get back!” he shouted into the silence. “It’s—”
Whatever it was, it came through the wall before he could finish.

Kai should have left this to the professionals, but when she asked herself what sort of professional that might be, she came up blank. So here she was, running into the fray.
She reached Century Hall neck and neck with Tara, as the beast that had been Madeline Ramp lurched inside. It was six meters at the shoulder now, having consumed four Proctors on the way, along with a decent amount of masonry and a rain of aerial bombardment. Altemoc’s dive-roll through the window had saved some lives: wards and glyphs gathered shadow among the crowd, and claws of living darkness tore into the chain-beast’s flanks. It roared with Madeline Ramp’s mouth, and burgeoned, growing new arms, two of which snared a fleeing Maskorovim and stuffed him into a maw fresh-grown for the purpose.
This is how it starts, said the ghost inside her. We know how it ends. If we do nothing.
The Verdance stepped forth, radiant with purple-black authority. Vines lashed from the dark sleeves of his robe to snare the chain-beast, spreading roots through the gaps in its metal. For an instant, the beast halted. Then the vines blackened, and were chains themselves, and the Verdance came apart.
They can’t stop it. Not like that. And this is just an echo of what’s coming.
The beast could not become skazzerai—Tara’s fragment had been damaged and inert for a hundred thousand years. As it grew, transcription errors would tear it apart—every new link in its burgeoning chains a degraded copy of a copy of a copy—but it could corrupt anything it touched, making more of its own malformed substance. It was fast, too fast, stronger with each meal. It might claim the city before it died.
It doesn’t have to be this way. I can help. We want the same thing, here. Why not let me drive?
Why not? What did she matter, when set against the world’s need? Why was she holding on, except for selfish pride?
“Tara,” said a voice that came from her mouth, but was not her own. Tara glanced back at her, drew in sudden breath, shocked—by what? Kai was herself, and not: a flag buffeted by wind, a luffing sail, showing one side and now the other.
In the deep places of her mind, something grinned. Was it her?
It was. It had to be.
We won’t be able to fight back, she told the ghost, if you let all these people die.
It’s a negotiation. It always is. How much are you willing to risk—and how much are you willing to trade.
Fine, the ghost said. Consider this a free sample.
“Caleb,” she said, as she fell. “Use him.”

Gav threw Donnie to the floor and covered her with his body—as if his body would be proof against falling masonry! She woke her own glyphs and fended off the most dangerous chunks, but a fragment did get through to draw a shockingly sexy line of blood across his temple. His sun-blade shone in his hand as he turned to face the beast—only to be almost gored from the side by one of the Verdance’s awful dryads, chains turning now in the gap between the vines that composed the greater part of her absurd figure. Donnie rebuked the dryad with a wave of ice, which the nasty thing seemed to absorb, rudely—though it did release Gav.
The dryad’s mouth was gagged, but a second larger mouth opened where a human woman would have kept her belly, and that mouth screeched, until Gav’s blade transfixed it—just as another dryad launched itself at his exposed back. Donnie drew her work knife, and tried something she’d been dreaming of for years.
Dryads were not all plant. Each had a sort of skeleton, and while bones contained living material, a decent amount of their mass was inanimate crystal of one sort or another. You could address a skeleton separately from its housing flesh. It wasn’t a good idea, strictly speaking, since that line of argument opened you up to a counterclaim. But a possessed insane dryad wasn’t likely to exploit that particular weakness.
The dryad’s bones weren’t sharp enough to burst free of her body, but getting shoved around by one’s skeleton caused all sorts of internal bother. Donnie was feeling rather triumphant about the whole thing, until the dryad’s body bent itself double backward, extruded new legs, and scuttled toward her.
She found, to her surprise, that she was smiling. “Let’s try that again, shall we?”

Tara watched the disaster unfold.
She wasn’t fast enough. She wasn’t good enough after all. Hadn’t solved the puzzle of the skazzerai in time. Hadn’t fought it in the lab, hadn’t held it there. Hadn’t stopped it before it reached Century Hall. And now Kai was flickering beside her, a caul of shadow across her features—losing it—and maybe the Grimwald inside her really could help, could fix this, and maybe not, but either way, would Kai still be Kai afterward?
People were screaming. She saw Abelard in the crowd, with Jax—saw Jax’s fierce rictus grin.
She had to do something.
“Caleb,” Kai said—and it was Kai’s voice, though the Grimwald was fighting for control. “Use him.”
Use? Not help?
Think. Think faster. Be what they need—what she needs.
Denovo’s tools hadn’t been enough. Ramp tried to use them and here was the result, eating people in Century Hall. But—Denovo built those tools. He would have known about their weakness. Fit his actions to his motives. He had tried to kill Kos, before Tara came to Alt Coulumb—not just to kill the god, but to inhabit his vacant body, to become something like a god himself. But Denovo scorned gods. Why make himself into one, when he had a captive skazzerai to play with?
Pathological narcissistic misogynists weren’t exactly known for consistency, but this wasn’t some self-serving rhetorical pivot. Denovo had exposed himself to the point of death. He must have done so for a reason.
He didn’t want to become a god, really. He wanted to wrap himself in godskin and remain a Craftsman. Why?
Because he had the right tools, but he didn’t have the right protective gear.
A Craftswoman’s touch created a claim, a bond with the target. But a god could give without obliging repayment—could bless, could offer grace. She needed a Craftswoman’s argument, made divine.
Caleb stood between the King in Red and the beast. His scars were open. He was a god’s weapon.
So she used him like one.

Caleb had thrust the King in Red aside when the chains came. Stupid idea, trying to save the practically immortal war-wizard? He’d consider the point later, if there was a later. His scars had borne the first assault, but he didn’t feel good about his chances with the next.
The beast reared—it had a lot more height to rear with now, and more legs to rear back on.
A silver tray clanged off its face. Then two canapés. Then a punch bowl.
It twisted, sinuous and deadly, to face Abelard, who stood behind the buffet table, searching for other missiles. He grabbed, and brandished, a ladle.
The beast roared, its fangs dripping oil.
Caleb leapt between Abelard and the beast, and raised his crossed arms to block the chains.
The beast sprang.
Time ran slow. He heard Tara’s voice in his ear. “Sorry, Caleb. This is going to sting.”
A spear of ice pierced his skull from behind.
His veins went glacial. His scars burst open, all of them at once, and he felt each one, even the feathery traces at his ankles. His body was moved—stumbling, awkwardly puppetlike—toward the beast. His hand came up. Something like a spear made of hooks shaped itself within his grip, cold and slick with scarlight and blood.
He had seen what happened to those who touched the beast. He had seen the Verdance come apart.
But he was a knight. Now, at last.
He screamed as he thrust home.

Donnie was plucking petals off another dryad when she heard the scream—and then the dryads were screaming, and, with a wash of shadow, limp. She swung around to see the beast unravel. Its lengths of chain and wire poured like a waterfall upon the man who’d thrust a spear into its heart. He knelt beneath the flood, baptized by metal that decayed to filings, to dust. What was left of the bodies the beast had consumed fell, too. There wasn’t much. A scrap of cloak, bones, an eye jewel, a bit of snakeskin.
A dreadful stillness claimed the room. Then—a cheer.
Donnie joined in. But—odd. She didn’t hear Gav’s voice.
He stood beside her, stiff, bright sword still in his hand. A silver arrow protruded from his chest, and his shirtfront was a wash of blood. “Terribly sorry,” he said, before he fell.

There were cries all around, for doctors, for bandages, for justice and justification. Proctors landed in flocks, and golems woke from the walls to offer aid. There was much to do—but there was a moment to seize, and Tara would not waste it.
She marched into the hall, toward Caleb and the ruin of the thing that had been Madeline Ramp. She scanned the crowd—found the King in Red, Michel, Ms. Sun, Karnov, Belladonna Albrecht, Chancellor Thistle, Ms. Kevarian. She set her hand on Caleb’s shoulder. It was cold. He was breathing, and when he looked up at her, he smiled weakly.
She fixed Michel with a glare. “We have our weapon.”
But it was another voice that answered. “Indeed, Ms. Abernathy. And thank you.” Ms. Sun made a cupping gesture with her hand—and a sphere of gold slid into being around Caleb, trapping him in place. “Now, let us determine how to use him.”
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Gav dreamed of snakes. Deuced big ones, bodies taller than a man, they writhed in the shadow of Umberland trees. His horse—not his own Winnie but a dapple gray like the great steed Llwyd his sister used to ride, far too big and ornery for him—shied, reared, pawed the air. Its dark eyes rolled. There must be a way out, but everywhere he looked he saw scales and teeth. His horse bolted. He clung to its pounding back, but in its flight it reached the gully through which a dark stream ran, and when the gray leapt he slipped from the saddle. The waters seemed shallow but they closed around him like a sea. In panic he swallowed, but the water was not water after all but a liquor that ran golden through him—and he sat up on a narrow bed, on a pink comforter, and coughed until his eyes crossed.
He saw a pair of Donnies, holding two open phials of pink liquid, from the mouths of which issued a disconcerting smoke.
“There,” she said, to a person he could not at this moment see. “What did I say? He’s perfectly all right. Still has a face and everything.” Their acquaintance was, admittedly, recent, but he thought he could tell by now when she was affecting a nonchalance she did not feel.
Gav reached down to touch his chest. His bare chest. There was a puckered scar beneath his right mammalian feature, which put the kibosh on modeling for oils anytime soon. “It wasn’t so bad a shirt,” he said, “really.”
“Try not to get stabbed through the next one.”
“Where am I? Fascinating decor, this. Quite—” He picked up a plush fur blanket that appeared to be alive, and pink. “Fluffy.”
“My dorm room,” she said. “It was close. And secure. Thanks to my mother’s interventionism.”
“Would have thought a hospital would have been more the thing.”
“I didn’t want to risk it. You were only dying. I was quite confident in my ability to handle the situation.”
“Quite confident,” he said, “doesn’t, I think, mean the same thing for us as it does for you. So, er, who tried to, that is, to kill me? The beast? One of those dryad ladies?”
“None of them,” said a pair of the now doubly redoubtable Sir Geoff, cramped in two pink desk chairs beside two matching writing desks. How long would this cross-eyed vision last? “It appears milord has made certain enemies, who took advantage of the chaos to make their move, if I may use the expression.” He knelt. Gav was recovered enough to experience shock at the sight. And there was only one of him, now. “I have failed you and your family. I beg your pardon, milord.”
“No more of that, Sir Geoff, please. Do rise. Could have happened to anyone. Here I am, as well-endowed of life as ever. No thanks to this gizmo, I imagine.” It was lying, covered in his blood, in a bowl on a small side table, atop a number of thick textbooks bound in red leather. “Wicked little thing. My teachers called it a pursuivant—if I’m remembering my lessons. Which I might not be: never did like Master Chilimond’s ‘Ways Someone Might Try to Do for You’ class, particularly not the practica. Twisty three-bladed little monster, blood-drinking, hard to remove once it’s in you. You give it a whiff of the target and it goes straight to the heart, so to speak. Good luck it was a bit left of center, in my case.”
“Someone wants to kill you,” Donnie said. “I can’t have that.”
“Can’t say I’m wild about it either. Do get up, Sir Geoff. Thank you. Political, do you think? It’s a professional’s weapon. But to what end? It’s not as though I’ve been world-shaking at this event, Sir Geoff’s efforts to the contrary.…” He shook his head. “I can’t make sense of it. Perhaps someone of your mother’s acquaintance rather disapproved of our dance?”
“My mother was only too happy about it,” Donnie said. “Unfortunately. This required planning. I think it has something to do with last night.”
“That unfortunate fellow in the alley? The vampire attack?”
“It wasn’t, though. It was just supposed to look like one. It was a professional job, and this is professional work. You got close to the assassin.”
“Not close enough to identify them. I told the Blacksuits everything I knew.”
“But the Imperial embassy security never reached out to you. Isn’t that strange?”
“Perhaps. Donnie, I don’t quite see what you’re getting at.”
“Neither do I, yet.” She stood by the open door, having put on a coat in a brilliant shade of mauve, and a scarf with all the subtlety of a claymore. “But I want to look into it. Meanwhile, you’ll be safe here.”
“I’m going with you,” he started to say. But oddly, his mouth wouldn’t open. Nor would his body move.
She smiled sadly. “Whoever tried to kill you, might try again. They have your scent, at least enough to key the pursuivant. Which brings us back to that you-almost-dying thing that bothers me so much. My mother, bless her heart, made sure my room was fitted out with cutting-edge security. Including stasis wards, in case of high-impact kinetics. Overkill, I thought. But they’ll keep you both safe, for a while, until I get to the bottom of this.”
She blew him a kiss.
“Thank you. It was a very nice dance.”



  
40
“You can’t skin him,” Tara said.
“Now please,” objected the chancellor. “No one said skin.”
“Except,” said Ms. Kevarian, coolly, with reference to her notes, “for the honorable Ms. Sun.”
“Well, she didn’t say it in quite those words.”
“I merely tendered the suggestion that if Mr. Altemoc’s scars are an asset in our struggle against the skazzerai, we owe it to ourselves and to our world to take full advantage. Either by replicating the asset, at scale—after exacting and detailed study—”
“You can’t dissect him either. And when you say at scale, let’s be clear, you’re proposing industrial child mutilation?”
“If that is your attitude toward progress in the field of knowledge, Ms. Abernathy,” said Ms. Sun, “it is small wonder you have made so little of it. The Eagle Knights were initiated upon adolescence.”
“So you’re proposing industrial-scale adolescent mutilation.”
“There are indications that some victims of the Eagle Knight process have achieved limited manifestations of their abilities in adulthood. There is precedent.”
“I still think,” Caleb put in, through the translucent demonglass bubble in which he was trapped, “that I get a vote.”
“Of course,” Ms. Sun continued, “if replication proves impossible, then we arrive at the concept of grafts. Caleb possesses, I understand, a regenerative faculty that, properly manipulated, would permit successive rounds of dermal extraction.”
“And now you’re back to skinning.”
“We are not,” said the King in Red, “back to skinning.”
Except they were, Tara thought. They had been back to skinning twenty-six times by her count since Ms. Sun trapped Caleb in Century Hall, and the Iskari drew on Ms. Sun, and the King in Red on everyone, and Chancellor Thistle stepped in to suggest that it would be better, for the Hidden Schools’ already-strained remodeling budget if nothing else, for everyone to set down the weapons of mass destruction and talk things over like civilized inhuman monsters. They had been at it for seven hours, with uneasy breaks for conferring with home offices, and for coffee, and the bathroom, for those present who still had normal biological functions. Most didn’t. Maybe that was the problem.
Thistle had supervised Caleb’s transfer to a cell in the High Labs, floored in transparent crystal over a stomach-churning drop to Alt Coulumb. Golem servitors had brought in a round table and chairs, and little letterpressed placards for everyone, and silver coffee urns, but for all its hasty diplomatic retrofitting the place was still a lab, with a tilting, blood-grooved manacle table, various blades and hooked tools, glassware, and exsanguination apparatus, which added a certain tang to the discussion. Tara was reheating half a cup of coffee over a lab burner, and pondering regicide.
Of course, not all those present were kings. Bureaucraticide? Just-fucking-killing-everyone? She needed a dictionary. So she could throw it at them.
Seven hours of this. Ms. Kevarian kept trying to frame a multilateral solution; Michel turned it all back to grand conspiracies against the Iskari, and for all Tara knew he wasn’t wrong. Karnov wanted practical military applications; Ms. Sun wanted control; the Dhistrans did not want Ms. Sun to have control. Kai sat there grim and grave, saying little. Jax just smiled.
“This is good, really,” Abelard said. “We can all agree on that? Yesterday we didn’t know if we could fight these things at all. Caleb’s given us the key. Caleb, and Tara, and Kai. Can’t we just—”
“Of course,” said Ms. Sun. “That’s precisely what I am saying. We have a path forward. We must advance.”
“Without killing anyone.”
“I am not proposing killing anyone as an initial matter.”
“It’s not just Caleb, is my point,” Abelard said. “He receives power, and uses it. All sorts of systems fit that description. Any saint—”
“Would render her patron goddess vulnerable to direct assault and infection,” said the chancellor. “The saint in question would have to serve as a conduit for Craftwork.”
“So?”
“That would open her deity to attack by the Craftsman so trusted. That will be an obstacle for many. The particular virtue of the Eagle Knights lies in their flexibility: they were built to bear the power of any god who called upon them. That same blessing permits them to direct Craftwork. There are analogous systems, of course. Mr. Altemoc is not entirely unique. The angel-hosts of Alikand—”
Michel scoffed.
“Well, er, setting that aside, the Knights of Camlaan are empowered by faith in a goal or quest, which allows the Crown to deny them in event of their capture. Kavekana’s idols and priests, while not operationalized for warfare, already serve as conduits between the divine and Craftwork worlds—and as barriers between them. But in general they are concerned with flows and asset preservation, not combat.”
“We have given much thought,” said Michel, “to the operational value of Kavekana.”
Kai glared. “I’ll bet you have.”
“It seems to me,” interrupted the King in Red, “that we find ourselves in a congenial situation. Yesterday I proposed a structure that would funnel capital reserves through the Kavekanese priesthood into Mr. Altemoc’s Two Serpents Group—ensuring several layers of insulation against the corruption effect. That, we hoped, would suffice against Dawn, so long as we caught her in time. I was far from persuaded this approach would prove effective against the skazzerai themselves. Now we have seen the speed with which their corruption spreads—and Mr. Altemoc and Ms. Abernathy have demonstrated an ability to counter it. Mr. Altemoc himself could transfer Craftwork power to a number of analogous persons—tactically excommunicated saints, glyphworked warriors, knights, heretics and so on. This provides us a foundation. Though, no doubt to the disappointment of Ms. Sun, it requires hardly any flensing.”
“And leaves you,” Michel pointed out, “in control of the one weapon with proven efficacy against the foe.”
“He’s not—” Abelard began, but the King in Red raised a hand, and spoke over him.
“Mr. Altemoc is not a weapon. As for the assertion he is under my control—a cursory review of our history will disabuse you of that claim. He is, however, a being with inviolate rights under the Craft, and a citizen of Dresediel Lex. I would regard any attempt to practice upon him without his consent as a grievous error. As would any of you—even you, Michel—once I wreaked remonstrance upon you.”
“You knew this would happen. You must have known. And now you are presenting us with an ultimatum.”
“Hardly.” But even a skull’s poker face was not that good. Before Century Hall, the Iskari could have walked away from the table and brought allies with them—maybe even the Shining Empire. Now? After they’d seen how the Craft could stand against the skazzerai? Faced with a choice between the King in Red and the Iskari promise of—what? A divine order come again, ruling a planet that couldn’t feed itself without soul markets, enriched soil, and high-energy necromancy?
And Tara had helped him do it. Even her failure had helped. Maybe he had counted on it. Maybe he set her up. Had Madeline Ramp, after all, escaped their conversation? Or had the King in Red let her go?
“Though I will note,” the King in Red continued, “concerning terms introduced at the end of yesterday’s discussion: the Kavekanese priesthood’s value in this scenario depends on their independence. Any Iskari influence over Kavekana or the priesthood would place the Demesne on the front line of any conflict, without the defenses the rest of us would enjoy.” He took a sip of coffee. “Might want to bring that one up with the community of Saints, hmm?”
Tara had wondered what it would look like when a squid in a human body wanted very, very much to kill someone. Now she knew. Michel’s eyes were dead and level. The fingers spread.
And Kai … she was so still. Yesterday the King in Red had placed Kavekana on the chopping block. Today he whisked it off. Had his whole grandstanding time-stopping speech in Armillary Square been commitment to the bit, not trusting them not to give the game away? Had Kai’s anger convinced him to rethink his strategy? Or was he just trying to run up the score against the Iskari—even if it backed Michel into the kind of corner where he might do something dangerous, or stupid?
Kai did not speak. She looked as if none of this surprised her. Perhaps it didn’t. Perhaps it shouldn’t surprise Tara either. But it made her furious to think of Kai sitting there silent, resigned to to the cold callous logic with which even her allies treated her home.
“I still think we should skin him,” said Ms. Sun.
In the city below, the concrete bloomed rose and the windows gold. Far away, the sun was rising.
“I cannot believe you people,” Tara said, and realized she had said it out loud. They all looked at her, more curious than offended. “Caleb saved your lives. If you’ll pardon the expression. We have hope. A shred of it. And we’ve spent hours posturing, scoring points, and threatening war. Don’t you want anything else? What the hells are you for?”
No one spoke. Abelard applauded, until he realized he was the only one.
Chancellor Thistle cleared his throat. “It has been a long night. As Ms. Abernathy illustrates. We have reviewed our arguments in detail. Now we need rest. Not to mention breakfast. Perhaps we could, ah, consider potential avenues of compromise, while Mr. Altemoc remains in protective care. Shall we reconvene at, say, noon?”
Tara did not wait to hear the murmurs of reasonable assent. She marched off in disgust.

Abelard caught up with the King in Red in the hall outside the lab. Coolant lines thrummed cold beneath his robe. Caleb had looked so patient in that cell, as if he’d expected this to happen sooner or later. Self-sacrifice can be just another disappearing act. “You can’t be okay with this,” Abelard said. “With just—leaving him here.”
The Deathless King did not break stride. “He is the keystone of our hopes.”
“Did you know?”
“I suspected.”
“And you didn’t tell him. Or Tara.”
“I did not have any degree of certainty. I had my suspicions based on his experience with the Serpents, and the outcome of our battle in Dresediel Lex—not to mention his survival in the spirecliffs. But how would I have tested those suspicions? In that way, the attack on the Century Room proved fortuitous.”
“Not for the Verdance. Or Madeline Ramp.”
The skeleton shrugged. “Never liked him. And did you really care about her?”
“Caleb’s stuck in a bubble. They want to skin him.”
“He is warded by all vigilance and strength that gods and Craftsmen may spare. He is more safe than any of us. For the present. Protected by indecision.”
“And what happens when all those monsters make up their minds?”
“If they do—well, then, we’ll see.”
“You’re not looking at me. You’re being all ominous and majestic to cover for the fact that you’re no more happy about this than I am.”
The Deathless King rounded on him. He seemed taller even than usual. Abelard tried to breathe; he just couldn’t quite remember how. He remembered the bones beneath Endwright Hall. He stared into the fires of Kopil’s eyes. “You,” the skeleton said, “are learning.”
“I don’t want him hurt.”
Those fires flicked, reviewing the empty hall. “Neither do I. But we have an opening now and I will use it. I only … hope … there is enough time.”

Kai found Tara on a balcony over the city. “Hey.” She reached for Tara’s hand, her shoulder, but the Craftswoman pulled away. “Give yourself some credit. You found us a fighting chance.”
“I stole it from a dead man’s workshop. I couldn’t even do that right. You almost had to let the ghost take over, to save us.”
“I took a risk, like you did. It paid off.”
“It might not next time. Kai, I can’t let you—”
“You can’t let me?” Kai realized in the ensuing silence that she had talked over her—checked the advance of the container ship that was Tara Abernathy. It felt like diving into ice water: the brilliant double shock of the cold, and of the fact that you’d managed to jump at all. “You can’t win this alone, Tara. We can. Together.”
“You heard them in there. Kopil used your home as bait.”
“Not even. I think he would have sold us out if he had to. That’s eating breakfast for things like him, it’s pawn to king two, it’s the world’s least surprising move. It’s awful and I hate it but it’s nothing new. I don’t mean they can do this, Tara. We can. You and me. Caleb. Abelard. Maybe Ms. K.”
“How? We need the Deathless Kings, the gods. Their weapons, their wealth.”
“But we don’t need their permission. You still believe those people back there are the real actors. They don’t matter, nowhere near as much as they think. They are actors, in a way—but only like actors on a stage. They strut and bellow, but they don’t write their lines. They’re led by their interests and obsessions and fears. They’re not free. Half my business is convincing people like them that my advice was their idea all along. You start by finding what they need. We didn’t have that before and now we do. Now we work them. And, hells, pissed as I am at the King in Red? He’s doing the work. Step by step.”
“One forward, two back. They want to cut Caleb up for spare parts. Abelard has lava running through his veins and you have a ghost in your head. We need everyone in that room on the same side, but all they want to do is sink teeth into one another’s throats. I can’t make them listen and I can’t save any of you.”
“And who gets to save you?”
Tara’s wide eyes glistened. “No one. I need to save you all from me. This is my fault. I’m the one who should pay the price.”
“I won’t let that happen.” Kai gripped her shoulders through the suit and looked into Tara’s eyes and saw for the first time her need—to be stopped. Held. Kai wanted to gather her, pin her down. To breathe her in and keep her there, under her skin.
Tara’s pocket buzzed. She flinched from Kai’s touch, jammed her hand into the pocket, fished out her watch.
Three small hands darted between the glyphs around the dial’s rim: the Sun, the Train, numbers and letters. Tara went still, as the message played again.
“What is it?” Kai asked.
Tara looked as if she wanted to lie. “It’s Dawn,” she said. “She’s here.”
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She rose as if from sleep, and was herself again: a girl in the window seat of the first-class carriage of a passenger train approaching Alt Coulumb at daybreak, with a sealed envelope in her hand.
She had dreamed of being something else—something bigger and deeper, like the ocean if the ocean could wake up. Had she been the ocean, or had she been drowning there? Maybe if you were the ocean, you were drowning all the time inside yourself.
The conductor called, “Next stop, Alt Coulumb Axial.”
She had dreamed of this place—of tall stone towers scarred with gargoyle poetry, of the demonglass arch, of the spires in the sky. The sun was an eye, here, and so was the moon at night. She must be careful, cautious, and bold.
That only left the question of what, exactly, she was supposed to do—and to whom she was supposed to do it, and when, and why, and how.
She remembered rage. Power. She remembered a desert come alive. Snatches, images and scents and sounds and math—memories of being in other bodies, some barely human, some barely physical, all shuffled together into a devil’s flip-book. And now she was here. Herself. Whatever that meant.
She turned the envelope over.
It was addressed to DAWN, and the handwriting was hers. So was the name.
In high summer, back at the Rest, you forgot what cold was. The heat wormed through your skin and nested in your bones and wrapped around your heart, and though you’d frozen in Chikal winters as a kid, though you’d chopped ice and slept under three threadbare blankets and counted yourself lucky you still had all your toes come morning, those memories just seemed like lies you told yourself—until someone dumped a bucket of fresh well water over your head, and cold became real again all at once.
She was here. She was, again. What she had been in the middle there, in the Badlands, it had been so much bigger than her that it felt like something else.
But now she was alone.
Alone?
“Sybil?” she whispered. Her neck was bare. Her belt was an ordinary leather strap, with a wide buckle, holding up loose earth-toned trousers. No—she couldn’t be gone—her breath was shallow and fast.
Her ear twitched. A soft, small voice groaned as if hungover. “Boss?”
“Sybil!” Her cry drew a glance from a matron reading a newspaper across the aisle. Dawn glared back, then turned away, and continued, silently, “You’re here!”
She felt the serpent move around her left ear like a dancer’s ornament. The tiny body stretched. A forked tongue flicked her cheekbone. “Some of me. Now: where’s here?”
“Alt Coulumb, in about five minutes.”
“Alt Coulumb? Boss…”
“We must have had a plan.” Dawn slit the envelope open with her finger. “Now, let’s see if it was any good.”

You’ll have to trust me, the letter began.
This was not an auspicious opening, but Dawn had to admit it was technically correct. She didn’t have much choice.
But she found as she read that she did not have to trust the letter much at all. Its words woke memories of holding the pen, and those memories woke others, growing in from all sides to close the gap like skin over a wound—though what was there after the healing stopped might not be the same as what had been before. She remembered that terrifying sense of having been unwoven and reknit beneath the Badlands tree. Her fingers were still printless. She checked, and shuddered.
We could not think of a better way, the letter continued. But
there are risks. You will have to move fast, especially at the beginning.
Alt Coulumb Axial was a many-mouthed cathedral. Their track joined another, and a third, a sheaf of tracks, bearing passenger trains and hulking miles of freight.
As she watched the freight cars pass, she felt heavy and small and dense as some crushed seafloor thing. People were people—she could imagine people, even millions of them. But those box cars were the food, the clothes, the cotton pads and latex gloves and toothpicks and books and all the other things those people wanted. That want pressed down on her. A person was not a thing, but people made things and wanted things, they turned the world into things in such profusion and perversity. If you saw those things in a clean and beautiful place, or even on a peddler’s rug, there was wonder in them, even joy. Jumble them by the mute ton and they made her think of hunger and blunt teeth.
The station swallowed them.
The windows showed darkness and the darkness was a mirror. She realized that she had dyed her hair. She wore a broad-brimmed black hat. When she slanted it across her eyes she looked like someone who knew what she was doing.
“I can’t believe this was the best plan we could come up with,” Sybil whispered.
“But here we are.”
“I could start eating people. Take over the train. Build out from there.”
She shook her head. “We need to keep a low profile. Hide.”
“In a god’s city. In a city of two gods, in fact. Who are both looking for us. And then there’s Abernathy.”
Light came back: the station platform. Her reflection disappeared. Just us two, now.
“Let me worry about Tara,” she said. “And look on the bright side: they probably don’t know we’re coming.”

“Track nine,” Cat said, one hand on the tiny statue of Justice she wore around her neck. “Black hat, brown slacks. She’s gone brunette. Railway constable has eyes on her.”
Tara leaned over the stone railing and scanned the crowd near the arch that led to platform nine. She felt like she was a hunting dog and hunter at once: straining against a leash and straining to hold on, to preserve that rush of power until the right moment.
“I’m surprised she was so easy to spot,” Kai said from the rail.
“She wasn’t,” Tara said. “We’ve been watching every approach for days. Flights, ships, trains. Anyone who crosses the border gets a look. The more power they carry, the more of a look they get. But it is strange. If she were anywhere near the strength I saw in the Badlands, we should have been able to find her before she reached the city. Before the train left Chikal.”
“What does that mean?” Kai asked.
“She’s being careful.” She didn’t look at her. Who gets to save you?
No one. Obviously.
In another age, Alt Coulumb Axial’s grand hall might have been a palace ballroom, if there had ever been a court so large or an empire so grand. The vaulted ceiling was a miracle of paint, displaying the night sky by day and the day’s sky by night. All tracks, including nine, opened onto a marble checkerboard floor, where the paths of thousands curved around the central fountain, which reflected, rather than the painted sky above, the true sky that would greet newcomers when they emerged into open air. A violinist busked under an arch. A bookstall sold paperbacks and a florist sold flowers and a kebab window sold more meat than you probably needed if you planned to spend your day sitting on a train. A marble pillar rose from the reflecting pool, topped by a four-faced clock that glowed with moonlight: Seril’s care, filling the hall like water filled the hollows of the sea.
Tara felt the goddess call, and ignored her. Gods brought timelessness and revelation. What she needed now was brutal cause and effect.
“Who,” she asked, “invited all the monks?”
Cat shrugged. “You did.”
“What?”
“‘A summit of all faiths and nations,’” Cat recited, and pointed with her coffee cup to the posters on the wall. “‘Alt Coulumb welcomes you. Share your stories, share your world.’”
“I didn’t come up with the slogan. Or arrange a proselytizing convention in Axial.”
“Gods go where the people are,” Cat said. “Like any other pest.” She rolled her eyes at the moon lantern. “I didn’t mean you.”
Tara counted at least a dozen faiths below: the red robes of Alt Coulumb, Iskari Saint-servants in muted purple, the white and gold of Southern Glebland pantheons, Shining Empire adherents in olive drab brandishing their tiny yellow phrase books, minor snake cults and devil-summoners and those weird math nuts who thought twenty-sided dice were sacred. A troupe of Mare-priest dancers from Alt Selene dived and tumbled in their masks. Even customarily circumspect faiths had sent their delegations.
“Have they been at this all day?”
“More or less,” Cat said. “The Ajaians showed first, then the Zurish Orthodox. The rest were here by eight. No brawls so far. Everyone’s behaved themselves. Though the janitors have been grumbling about all the inspirational literature people have been throwing out. Waste of good paper. Target should be coming into view—there.”
Tara had not needed the cue.
The hat might be slanted across her face, the clothes more modern than any she’d worn in Edgemont, but when Tara’s eyes settled on the girl, the hall and monks and buskers and fountain and florist all fell away. She knew that form, that stride, as if a hurricane blew against her and she advanced not in spite of the wind, but because of it.
Dawn looked up. After everything, her eyes were the same.
Tara was back in the Edgemont graveyard. She was back in the Tellurian Annex. She was back in Blake’s Rest, staring at a girl with a Raider’s knife at her throat.
Kai’s hand settled over Tara’s, holding her, holding her back. Tara pulled away and turned to Cat. “Move in.”
“On it.” She was: plainclothes officers, their Blacksuits not yet deployed, slipped through the crowd toward Dawn like sharks through a sea. Cat sipped her coffee.
All Tara had to do was watch. The Blacksuits knew their business. But this wasn’t their business. It was hers.
She swept down the stairs into the crowd.



  
42
Kai raced after Tara, thinking of all the inventive names she’d call her when she caught up. “Idiot” didn’t go far enough by half. There were some suitable expressions in Kavekanese but they didn’t translate well, and it spoiled the point of a curse if you had to explain it to the cursed party.
Tara cut through the crowd. Kai tried to follow.
Kai was used to private observance, to pondering prophet-and-loss statements in her cozy office back in Kavekana’ai. There, faith was a way to understand markets, futures, desire. This was faith as carnival, smiling faces and costumes and literature printed on glossy pamphlets. Drums. It felt too bright, too simple. But of course, long before there had been offices and people to sit inside them pondering the mysteries of faith, there were drums.
Pamphlets, too, probably. Even if they’d been written on bone.
She kept an eye on the black hat. The girl was walking fast. Tara would catch her at the fountain—and the plainclothes officers soon after. Could it be this easy? One strike, and done?
Not likely. They’re wily, the spiders, and careful. They do not surrender. Even if you cornered their servants, you had to fight them to the end.
She shook her head to clear it of alien memories, of blasted craters and molten steel under a wrong-colored sky.
She was Kai Pohala, priestess of Kavekana’ai and of the Blue Lady. She had never killed anyone. She had never seen a world devoured from within. She carried an old ghost’s memories, that was all.
The crowd shifted—drawing nearer to the fountain, where some bright-faced Ajaian evangelist preached about love and joy and fellowship and root structures. As if you could love your way out of the death of worlds, as if joy would save you from the trap.
Whose thought was that? Hers, or the ghost’s?
She shouldered past a big-bellied man in a goat mask, and found herself by Tara’s side, in a small open patch formed where the crowd eddied around the fountain.
There, across the checkerboard floor, was Dawn.
What had Kai expected? Some wrong-angled demon, a magus rippling with power, a human form that barely masked the strange intelligence behind?
She was a girl. Pretty and tall, amateur dye job. Lean with hard work and dark with sun, the way pale-skinned Skeldic ship-folk darkened. She did not see Kai at all. Those big blue princess eyes were fixed on Tara.
However the girl had steeled herself against this moment, it was not enough. She trembled. Her hands tightened on the crochet bag she’d brought for luggage. There were tears in the corners of her eyes. Kai had seen that look once, on a drowning goddess: aware of every mistake she’d made that led her here, how inevitable each one had seemed at the time, how impossible they were to take back.
She was the most dangerous person Kai had ever seen.
Tara was still. Her grim fixed purpose ebbed. She looked, for once, unsure, and almost kind.
“I’m sorry,” Tara said.
At the fountain, the bright-eyed young priest called upon his goddess, and let something fall into the water.
Tumblers turned within Kai’s soul and doors of memory creaked open—memories not of moments but of patterns repeated down centuries, and she knew, the way she’d know she had set her hand on a hot stove, that something had gone wrong.
She had to stop the priest. She flung out her hand, cried an ancient word of power in a language she had never heard before. But this body was slow, not forged for speed and battle.
The seed touched the water.
And it grew.
Grew was not the right word. Plants grew when you weren’t looking. Children grew month by month, by pencil marks on doorframes.
The seed exploded.
A trunk burst from the water. Branches unfurled from that trunk in lightning jags and sprang with leaves, with flowers, draped and barbed in vines. Roots cracked marble and plunged to shatter pipes beneath. Creaking limbs thick around as full-grown men smothered the shining clock, and a voice Kai had not realized she was hearing—like a mother singing lullabies in the next room—stopped.
All the lights went out.
Tara cursed and drew her knife, that sharp glint of edged moon. It illuminated the surging crowd, the checkerboard floor—and the space were Dawn had stood.
The black hat lay trampled on the tiles. The girl was gone.
Screams echoed in the dark, curses, cheers, applause. A miracle! Not the boring daily kind, like keeping a city of millions from choking to death on its own effluvia, or providing food so those millions didn’t start wondering how their neighbors might taste, or the improbable wonder of tomatoes in midwinter—but something real, dramatic! Trees from nowhere! Wow!
Not to be outdone, the goat-masks started drumming. In the dark they towered over the crowd, limned with crimson fire that cast more fearful shadows than useful radiance. The Zurish Orthodox brethren chanted double bass to the rhythm of the drums, and the ice wind of their faith stopped Kai’s breath in her throat.
The station filled with gods. The crowd swayed with the power of the dance.
Tara searched the shadows, the chaos of limbs. Darkness covered her—her skin slick with night and lit with glyphs. No softness there now, no humanity.
It was like that at the end: the powerful drew upon their strength, even when that strength would kill them. The Craft would ward Tara Abernathy and make her mighty, until the moment it surrendered her to the enemy.
“Where is she?” the Craftswoman asked.
Kai knew. The room was charged with the grandeur of gods, and in that wash and tide she saw eddies of absence. A trail. “There!” She grabbed Tara’s arm. She might have grabbed cold marble. But Tara ran with her.
As they ran, Kai thought: I have made a mistake.
Tough spot.
The silver chain dug into her neck. She ignored the ghost. Ignored the weight of its key.
If Tara finds her, she’ll fight. Do you think she’ll win?
Tara swept the crowd from her path with waves of night, until they reached a maintenance door, just closing. Tara caught the door, and ran down the concrete steps into the tunnel. She shouted back, “Get the others!”
Kai followed her, soundless.
You know how this ends, kiddo. We’ve seen it before. She doesn’t understand, can’t let herself understand, how powerless she is against that girl. Every glyph on Tara’s skin is another vector of attack. She’s bold, and brave. She’ll catch the girl and fight her on her own, and she will lose.
Will you let that happen?
The steps led down into a cage-walled maze, a basement crimson with emergency lighting. Pumps churned and pipes dripped and great fans roared far off, and somewhere ahead she heard running feet.
We can save her. But no more freebies, kiddo. Time to commit.
Kai saw the brave, brave woman with the knife in her hand. Tara lived by throwing herself onto one grenade after another, and somehow staggering away. She had stabbed Kai once, to save her.
It was time for Kai to return the favor.
The silver chain around Kai’s neck parted with a pull. The key fit cold against her tongue. She swallowed it down.
And the world was miracle.
She laid a hand on Tara’s shoulder. Tara turned, fast, blade up, not fast enough. Her wards relied on careful definitions to determine what could pass them. One did not wish to stop air from one’s lungs, or prevent a loving hand from applying first aid.
Kai loved Tara. And she was trying to save her life.
She reached through the shadows of the Craft, and set her hand on Tara’s throat.
Across many oceans and half a continent there was a god of dreams whose time had passed twenty ages before Alikand first raised its walls. He was no more now than a whisper on dry wind between fallen pillars on a trackless waste. And yet at Kai’s call he offered the remnant of his faded strength. A miracle worked through her.
Tara stopped. Slackened. Fell.
Kai caught her and set her, carefully, against a cage.
The walls and metal of this place were sacred to Kos, and Kos, too, owed his debts. Kai shaped the cage like clay, and used its bars to bind Tara at the wrists and throat. That wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t hold her long, but it would give Kai time to do what had to be done.
She touched the Craftswoman’s cheek. There should have been more time. There never was, when you wanted it. Ten thousand years and never enough.
She stood. Shot her cuffs. From the air, she produced a coin. She walked it down her fingers, and back up.
She did not have as many resources as she would have liked. Not enough time to prepare. But that did not matter. Alt Coulumb was a city of miracles.
She stretched out her hand, and made them hers.
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Everything was proceeding as written, so far. That was what worried Dawn.
Ajaia’s forlorn priest had come through: tree, darkness, chaos. Dawn had escaped the panicked crowd into the tunnels beneath the station. From here she had many outs. She could make for the street, or the freight yard, or run to the local rail station, where the subway met the el. The letter suggested that would be the best choice, and the letter-writing version of herself had the benefit of Valois’s experience, and Temoc’s. She was in as good a position as she could have asked for. Clearly, now was the time when things went wrong.
She told herself: focus on the plan.
Don’t think about that moment by the fountain, when all your vows and determination seemed like dreams dreamed in another life. Don’t think about Tara. Don’t think about what she said, or what you might have said back.
Run. Down past the caged machines, and right, then up the winding stair by the steam tanks to the maintenance door, out into the station, to the crosstown el. Simple.
The metal cages slithered and twisted around her. Was this panic? The blood pounding in her skull?
Then they struck.
She ducked, tripped, fell. Metal claws caught her dress, her hair. Sybil lashed out—concrete turned to ash beneath Dawn’s fingers—and the metal flaked to powder.
Her breath made frost in the air. It glinted in the red emergency lights, a fog of frozen blood.
Alt Coulumb was a city of gods, not Craft. There was so little ambient power here for her to seize. She was alone in the reddish dark with the dregs of her own soul, and what she could scrape from raw matter, and—
Footsteps. Drawing closer. Fast.
Get up, she told her frozen limbs, and up she staggered. The red light was graying out.
Something rounded the corner behind her.
It was a woman in silhouette, or it had the body of a woman. Her shadowed features split into a grin, baring lambent teeth so white they were almost blue—inhuman teeth, magazine teeth. And sharp.
Sharks grew new teeth all the time. She’d read that somewhere. When one broke or popped out another slipped into place. So the shark could always eat you.
The monster’s fingers worked a silver coin, down and up, down and up forever.
Dawn ran.
A pipe caught her boot. She fell. Her knee slammed into ashen concrete. The pipe slithered around her leg, searing hot from the steam inside. A thicket of wires dug into her skin. She kicked free of her boot and lurched away with cuts on her arms, on her cheeks. Her knee gave out and she fell again. A metal thicket wound about her, held her fast, raised her up.
The monster advanced. Unhurried. Up went the coin, and down.
Fear caught her, but Dawn knew fear, and how to make it into useful anger. There were too many people counting on her now. The Arsenals. Her pa. Mal.
Tara.
She glared into the eyeless face, and said, “I’m not scared of you.”
The monster’s stride hitched. Its shadows thinned. Dawn glimpsed the face beneath, eyes big and liquid and dark, confused. As if she didn’t know why anyone might be scared of her.
She recognized this woman. She’d seen her at Tara’s side in the crowd. She had been human then. Still was, even if the monster was driving. The coin slipped from her fingers.
Dawn struck.
She did not have the time or power to frame the sort of airtight Craft Tara had taught her back at Edgemont. When Dawn had been gut-shot in Blake’s Rest, she’d just grabbed the world and—pulled.
Pipes burst. Steam filled the tunnels, and froze. Metal crumpled. The last lights went out, even the flash of that silver coin. Dawn was falling. Free. All around her, sirens wailed and alarm bells rang and status lights blinked red. Something horrible was happening to the city and she didn’t care.
She fled.
Lurching, one foot bare, she slipped on cold ash. With her eyes closed she saw nothing at all, no trace of nearby soul. She tried to remember the path. The winding stair. Off to the left, and up, she saw a tangle of light: the station.
She tried to make a light and almost fainted from the strain. Fine. Who needs light? Run by touch and memory, and those little safety lamps that glow like old stars in the dark.
She had to move her body as if working a puppet. Legs and knees, ankles and calves and feet—you never thought about how complicated feet were until you had to drive them one muscle at a time. She followed the wall until it stopped, then reached, found a railing, found the lowest step of the winding stair.
Up then. Up and around to the second floor, the station nearer now, safety and a bonfire of souls. Her whole body found the door at once. Locked.
She fumbled in the dark for her glove, her picks. Behind her, she heard low heels on the iron stair.
Sybil’s voice, so weak it might have been her own, thought, No time for picks. Another wave of cold. The door shattered, and she was through.
The station lights burned her eyes. Cries from the platform. A human nearby screamed, jumped back—pulling with her the smaller human who was holding her hand, clutching the other smaller human strapped in a cloth pouch against her chest. Everywhere light, heat, blood.
“Food,” Sybil said.
No. There wasn’t a person left inside her to say no anymore, just a bruised and bleeding vacancy, a jumble of impressions wrapped into an I, a game meat played when it was bored. But. No.
Staggering. A pillar of light, a stained-glass logo—First Trade of Alt Coulumb. Banking kiosk. Controls: a lever, a slot for the customer’s personal ikon, a tarnished silver bowl for the blood of the desperate.
A fist crashed through the stained glass.
Her fist, she thought, because there was a her again.
Soulstuff flowed into Dawn. She could breathe, think. The mother stared at her in horror. Maybe the splinters where the maintenance door used to be had something to do with that. Or the wreckage of the kiosk. Or Dawn herself, caked with ash and sweat and blood.
A train was coming, on the near track. Opposite the central platform, another train was about to leave. And she heard the tap, tap, tap of heels on the winding stair.
She could not fight the monster here. Not even with this fresh soul thrumming through her.
“We could,” Sybil hissed. “We could fight and win.”
At what cost, and with what weapons?
The question answered itself in the asking. The weapons were all around her—the hundreds, thousands of human beings that thronged the station. The part of her that was human herself, raised by a father and by the many aunts and uncles and grandmother witches of her wandering camp, recoiled at the thought. That part was weak.
But she was a woman of many parts now. Some of them were made of iron.
The mother had drawn back. Put herself between Kai and her child.
In the graveyard, Kai had needed Tara: her strength, her courage. So she took them, as easy as breathing in.
She saw the fear on the mother’s face, and felt sick.
She shoved through the crowd, and jumped down onto the subway tracks.
“What—” said Sybil. “What the hells are you doing?”
The ground shook.
“There’s a train coming in case you didn’t—”
She hopped the tracks, leapt to catch the platform’s edge. Lights shone from the tunnel dark. She felt Sybil reach out—to eat the train, the lights, the crowd.
“No,” she said. “No. Not this way.”
“Do you think any of them would hesitate, if they were down here?”
Maybe not. But they’re not here. I am.
She kicked off the wall, pulled herself up—and lay gasping on the paint as the train screamed to a halt beside her.
There was a hand in front of her face—a boy’s, maybe twelve, maybe thirteen. Kids got their height earlier in the city but they stayed soft, so age was tough to guess. He was wearing a black T-shirt screen-printed with the silhouette of a mounted woman raising a sword.
She took his hand. “Thanks.”
He beamed at her, and a moment later remembered he could speak. “Of course.”
Doors hissed open. People flowed around them.
She glanced through the train window, across the platform.
There, she saw the monster.

Kai would not let the enemy escape.
The enemy had fought her in the tunnels, hard and fierce. Its power would only grow. Like an octopus, the enemy could change shape to hide until the instant of attack. It would mimick fear if it had to, and helplessness. It would pretend until it opened its mouth to devour.
There could be no mercy in this fight. The spider had to die.
But the enemy had looked up at her in the dark. She had not begged, had not pleaded.
I’m not afraid of you.
The spiders were never afraid. But were they ever brave? They calculated. They sought weakness, and entered there.
Kai worked the coin in her fingers, down and up, down and up.
In the tunnel, when the girl glared at her in fear and defiance and pride, she had looked like Izza, like Tara, like the Blue Lady drowning in the water. And she had felt, Kai had felt …
Nothing. No pity. No remorse. No sympathy. Why should she, after all these eons? She had never doubted her purpose. Never questioned the steps that brought her here. She would protect her world, her people.
Miracles slumbered in the stone, in the train. Miracles coursed through pipes and power lines and burned in every lamp. They were hers for the taking.
The coin walked up and down.
Was this her? Was she herself?
There had been a girl, once, scared and angry and trembling, who held a knife to her throat.…
Remember Tara, when she saved you from Michel. Remember your skin slick from the shadows of the pool. Remember your hand on her cheek. Remember your hand.
I’m doing this for her. I have the spider on the ropes. If I hit hard, right now—
Remember.
She had drowned once, nearly. She had dived deep into the pool at the heart of the world, to save a goddess who cut her as she died. There had been months of slow healing after. Weeks of therapy, stretches and agonized lifts of pathetic weight. She needed a cane sometimes even now. And her hands—they were fine for writing, for office work. She could set a cup in a saucer. But her fingers twitched when she tried to hold them still, to do anything gently. Izza had despaired of teaching her close-up work, even the most basic vanishing of coins.
Who was this, walking the coin along her fingers? Whose hands were these, clad in shadow? Whose the memories of ruined pyramids, of worlds long swallowed by the ocean of the sky? Whose brutal logic and dread power passed sentence on the scared girl behind the train?
Her fingers shook. The coin slipped. Her hand darted out to catch it. The edges bit her palm.
She’s not a girl. She’s a tool, a mask. She will be the end of everything you love. She will eat us all.
Then why hasn’t she? She could turn them all against us, all the people on this platform, could bind their souls as weapons, drink them dry. All she’s done so far is break a bank machine and a door and run away. She’s not what you think. She’s not what any of us thought.
You can’t be sure of that.
The coin cut her hand.
And what pain awaits when you fail? A hundred thousand years of loneliness, of loss. Remember it. We can finish this right here. This is what you want.
No, she thought. It’s not.
The key she had swallowed was inside her, turning the lock of her. Using her. Its teeth stuck in her heart.
You want to talk about pain? Here’s mine. Here’s gallowglass stings and scraped knees and here’s the ache that comes and nests and never leaves, when half your sky falls away. Here’s a mother’s silence and here are tourists’ stares and here is me drowning, and here is how it felt when I dived into the pool and took myself apart and put myself back together. Here is how it felt to march away from my sister in Alikand and here is how it feels to fail and here is how it feels to die.
Now. Go Away.
She heard the roar of a departing train and far away, the bright ringing sound of a dropped coin.
And then she fell.
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By the time Tara reached the subway, it was all over but the medics.
Blacksuits questioned witnesses, but no one knew which train the girl had taken, or if she had taken one at all. A kid swore he’d seen her make for the stairs to the street, but the ticket taker had been brow-deep in the racing form and might have heard a woman, running, or he might not, hard to say. When asked how he sold tickets with that approach, he shrugged. Guy needs a ticket, he puts in his coins.
Dawn had vanished into the city. One girl among millions.
Tara shoved through the circle of medics to the stretcher. Kai lay beneath one of those crinkly metal blankets. Frost clung to her cheeks, melting slowly. She looked wrung out, a doll discarded. Even the arrangement of her features seemed wrong without the mind to animate them. She had never thought of Kai as an expressive person, but control was a form of expression.
She was breathing too shallowly for sleep. Tara could see her pulse in her throat.
Connor. Abelard. Caleb. Kai.
Kai’s cheek felt cool as marble. Her lashes fluttered. Her eyes opened. She said Tara’s name as if unsure.
“It’s me.” Giving her soulstuff felt like pouring water on sand. “I’m real.” When you rose out of Craftwork nightmares, it was hard to tell. It didn’t help that nightmares could lie. “It’s okay.” It wasn’t.
“I was worried.” Her eyes shut. “About you.” It was a breath more than a word.
There were hands on Tara’s shoulders. They bore her back like a riptide. Hospital, someone said. Observation. She barked orders to a Blacksuit. “Make sure there’s security. Get Shale. Any units we can spare from the search.”
She felt the moon behind the Blacksuit’s faceless countenance. Seril wanted in. But Tara would not let herself be soothed now, absolved, comforted, washed clean in moonlight.
“My condolences,” said Michel, softly. “I take no pleasure in seeing her like this.”
The squid stood behind her, out of arm’s reach. If he’d been closer Tara would have tried to kill him. “What are you doing here?”
“Our priests were present in the Grand Concourse, as were those of our allies.” Stress on that last word. Tara saw the others, then: Ms. Sun at Michel’s side, one of Ivan Karnov’s bodies seated on a bench reading the newspaper. Belladonna Albrecht waiting for a train. And, behind them all, the King in Red, and Elayne Kevarian.
“Why did you not tell us the girl was here?” asked Ms. Sun.
“We didn’t have time.”
“And you wished to control her if you could,” said Karnov. “Perhaps to use her as a bargaining chip. To secure Mr. Altemoc’s release? Or to further ensure the security of Ms. Pohala’s homeland? Each of us would have done the same. Where is her army?”
“I don’t know.”
Karnov shrugged. “Perhaps it is time to deploy Altemoc. A field test.”
“Unwise,” said Belladonna Albrecht. “Altemoc is a strategic asset. Without him, the Two Serpents Group deal falls apart, and we are deprived of our sole sure weapon against the skazzerai. We cannot afford to endanger him. For all we know, he is the object of the girl’s incursion. Meanwhile she evidently believes herself vulnerable. She ran from Ms. Abernathy and from the Blacksuits—hardly matchless powers. We have a window of opportunity.”
“And so we will hunt her,” Michel said. “All of us.”
“She has committed great crimes against the Shining Empire,” said Ms. Sun, “and must be called to account.”
“As you have argued,” said Chancellor Thistle, “she presents, er, quite the danger to free- and unfree-thinking peoples everywhere. Imagine the benefits to knowledge should we capture her alive and glean the principles of her operation.”
“She’s just a girl.”
“Come, Ms. Abernathy. You don’t believe that.”
But she did. She had, for a moment, by the fountain. After all this, after the spiders and the end of the world, after her father, she had still come face to face with Dawn on that checkerboard floor and seen the girl from Blake’s Rest, the girl she’d failed to save.
The paramedics wheeled Kai into the lift. The doors slid shut.
Tara said, “Justice will direct your efforts.”
Michel frowned. “I do not think so. We will coordinate, certainly, and share what intelligence we obtain. It would be folly to let such a prize slip from our grasp: the enemy in a moment of weakness. But it is a flaw in your species, this hunger for a single point of command. There is a saying that translates well from our tongue to yours: Many arms makes light work.”
“You’ll get in one another’s way,” she said. “The risk to civilian lives—”
“Precisely.” The King in Red spoke for the first time, and all turned to him. “Chaos will work to the girl’s benefit. That is the fundamental challenge of asymmetry. The Saint is correct, however: we do not have time to develop a central command structure. Fortunately we do not need one. We are in direct contact with our assets in Alt Coulumb and with one another. We will retire to the Schools and run our operations from their tactical suites. I have used those facilities to coordinate strike teams before, though not”—with a grin— “for some time. It will be a pleasant return to form.”
“And each of us,” said Michel, “will serve as hostages for the good behavior of our forces?”
Karnov laughed. “Ensuring none of us absconds with the prize. Elegant. I accept.”
“Indeed.”
“This is our city,” Tara said.
“No one disputes that,” replied Michel. “But now it is our hunting ground.” He held out his hand. “This is the alliance you have sought. Will you join us?”
She stared past him, into the closed doors of the lift. “Yes.”
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It was time for Dawn to disappear.
The schedule could be changed, but not much and not easily. She had to stay under cover. Keep a low profile while she got ready for the next stage. The plan did not depend on her entering the city without being discovered—only on her remaining uncaught afterward.
That had sounded easier back in the Badlands.
There were Blacksuits everywhere, crouching on roofs, perched on streetlamps, standing beside the living busker statues, actors frozen in their gold paint. There were other hunters, too. Temoc and Valois had taught her how to recognize them: Wreckers flitting between buildings, Imperial armor frames on patrol. Men with flowers for eyes.
You didn’t have to run fast to run effectively. A deer sprinting through a forest makes noise, draws the eye. If it steps carefully, it walks unseen.
Temoc had given her advice: “I survived for twenty years, hunted in my own city, because I knew the art of slowness. Because I learned to look like I had nothing to hide.” She had expressed her doubts: he was not built for camouflage. He was built like heroes were in stories. “To hide,” he said, “you must understand what kinds of people are seen, and how they are seen. A man in a janitor’s coverall with a lunch box may, in a shopping center, be utterly beneath notice, no matter his physique. Set him on a ballroom floor in that wardrobe and he will be noticed—or not, depending. A janitor is always welcome if there is a mess.”
“So you’re saying I should dress like a maid?” She wrinkled her nose.
He had laughed. She liked his laugh, especially now that she could feel its warmth inside her, the gold-gleam of a man so guarded, caught off guard.
“Hardly. You must understand what they expect. They will think, She was fortunate to sneak past us once. Now she will make herself small, strive to be unnoticed, find a hole to hide in. They will look in holes. But you will not be hiding there. And you will not be small.”
So she became a tourist.
It wasn’t hard. Start with a five-thaum I♥︎AC shirt with the burning heart outlined in pink rhinestones. She traded her slacks for an extraordinarily expensive pair of jeans, bought a bootleg Ocelot Rex tote bag, a cup of Muerte Coffee so she had something to gesture with. In the coffee-shop bathroom mirror she drew the dye out of her hair and eyebrows and lightened her eyes until she looked almost Zurish, a Maskorovim princess out to see the city while her patron, husband, boyfriend, whatever, slugged it out in backroom meetings through the summit. People noticed if one woman entered the changing room and another came out, but change one thing at a time—gain a sweater, shorten your hair, now a bucket hat, sparkling lipstick—and soon you were a different person. Not that anyone noticed tourists anyway, except to dismiss them.
At least, that was the hope.
She kept to crowded places, well-off shopping districts unused to police presence, where even at full alert there was only so much the Blacksuits could do. She prowled Exchange Square and the golden mile, she swept along the aisles of Couture d’Mer and the new Anton Levay pop-up boutique, featuring a fall collection with design influences that went fifty-fifty on bondage gear and Kosite religious regalia. She wondered what the priests thought when they saw people wearing this stuff. Then again, any church that managed to employ Tara Abernathy must have a good sense of humor, or it wouldn’t have survived long.
“This is fun,” she said, and Sybil hissed.
“The part where we’re chased through the city in peril of our lives? Or the part where you window-shop for impractical handbags?”
“Can’t it be both?” She smiled at a nearby clerk, who blushed and turned away. “It beats hiding in the sewer. Where they’d be looking for us.” No answer. “Trust the plan. Trust Temoc.”
It seemed unlikely that a serpent could harrumph, biologically speaking, but Sybil managed.
“Sure, fine, it’s not purely practical. I dreamed about this sort of thing when I was a girl. Wandering stores, not worrying when some cop would come to throw me out. Buying coffee and not caring how much it cost. I used to think that would be enough—to be safe and comfortable and have a few nice things.”
“I wouldn’t know. I was trapped in a basement at the time. Being tortured.”
“I remember.” But the bitterness had not been directed at her. “And I lost my dad and my friends to sickness and accidents and cops and bad men. But when I dreamed, it wasn’t about enlightenment or revolution or anything like that. It was—wanting some little thing and being able to have it. Being able to live a fine life. But I guess that’s not possible now, or it won’t be soon. I miss that life. I’m mad I don’t get to be the one who lives it.”
For a long time Sybil said nothing. Then, softly: “Is that what you’d want? Still?”
She wondered what would happen if she said yes. She almost asked. She set down the bag without glancing at its price, because the person she was pretending to be wouldn’t care. “No. Everyone should be able to want little things and have them, and if we don’t change things a lot, fast, no one will. And … well. You’re my friend. I promised you we’d win this. Together.”
The gold choker at her neck, the serpent biting its own tail—it thrummed like a purring cat. “Friends,” Sybil said, as if she’d never heard the word before.
“Aren’t we?”
“Yes.”
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In Donnie’s experience, most places could be infiltrated with a simple mixture of charm, determination, sorcery, and costume. She possessed the first three in abundance, and the fourth could be remedied with a simple visit to the Sisters of Mercy Hospital laundry room.
She had never liked scrubs—they felt too much like wearing pajamas in public—but once she’d acquired the necessary, plus clipboard and footwear, the hospital might as well have been a department store for all the security she encountered. She was called to assist with a few urgent procedures by earnest physicians and senior nurses, but she was a keen student of anatomy (though most of what she encountered at the Hidden Schools was rather less inconveniently alive) and she was confident with blade and needle. The whole business felt barbaric, but then, the native physicians no doubt had their compunctions about devouring souls. The old gustibus was not subject to disputandum, as she imagined Gav would say.
She really did wish she could have brought Gav along. But when hunting for an assassin it seemed best not to bring the target.
She found the room she was looking for without trouble. There could only be so many with Imperial-embassy security stationed outside. The outfit sufficed to establish her credentials; when she turned to close the door, she caught the large woman on the left checking out her posterior.
The person in the bed did not look like the one she remembered rescuing, but the wounds, or anyway the bandages, were in the right place. And there was something about the face … And then, in a blink and without visible change, she was staring into her own eyes.
“My savior,” Ran said. “I wondered if you’d drop by.”
“I would have earlier,” she replied honestly, “but I was persuaded that it would be a bad idea to ‘exacerbate the diplomatic incident.’”
“Certainly wouldn’t want to do anything exacerbatory. One just ends up screwing oneself.”
Donnie refused to dignify this with a reply. “I wanted to offer you a deal,” she said. “I can’t imagine you like being stuck here.”
“I would prefer it if they served mixed drinks. Or were less stingy with the medication. I would appreciate an exit. But nothing comes from nothing, I’m told.”
“I need your blood.”
A raised eyebrow. “Go on.”
“Whoever tried to kill you, also tried to kill a friend of mine. I want to find them and remonstrate.”
“And my blood will help how exactly?”
“They got a substantial amount of it on them. That creates a sympathy.”
“You are up against a professional. Would they not have anticipated such an attempt?”
“Probably. Which is why I’ll also need—whatever you took from them. A tooth, maybe? The tip of a fang?”
Ran blinked.
“He, or she, had one missing, back in the alley. Broken off. I remember. I think you have it. Unless you trusted your embassy security to deal with the assassin—and you don’t seem that slow on the uptake. If embassy security were doing their jobs, you wouldn’t be in this bed. Blood and tooth, that should be enough for me to trace him. Or her. Everyone says sympathy is a challenging branch of Craftwork, but it’s never seemed hard to me.”
“Ms. Albrecht. You possess unguessed depths.”
“I don’t recall introducing myself.”
“Then you shall remain Ms. Anonymous henceforth. Now, let us be clear on the exchange. You offer to restore my health. I will provide you the fluids you request, and the object, if it exists. You will destroy any blood you draw once you have found the one you seek.”
“Of course.”
“We have a deal.” Fingers uncurled. A curving crystal fang-tip glittered in Ran’s palm.
Not long after, a woman matching Donnie’s description—who, vexingly, looked better than Donnie herself in scrubs—strutted from the sickroom. Donnie, meanwhile, exited through the window.



  
47
The note that summoned Abelard to the Tower of the Moon was written in an unfamiliar hand, but he recognized the scrawl of desperation.
It had arrived in the middle of an hour-long argument with Cardinal Evangelist Bede. There wasn’t much the Church could do, it seemed, to force the Hidden Schools to let Caleb go—or to claim jurisdiction over him. Nothing that wouldn’t break the summit to pieces. In a way he was safest where he was, since the King in Red had too much influence for another faction to move against him. It made sense to Abelard, too much sense, and yet he couldn’t accept it. The pulsing coolant lines against his skin felt colder than usual.
The Blacksuits kept him waiting in the lobby, with the old magazines and the portrait of some ancient commissioner, painted so that if you looked at it one way he had a face, and if you looked at it another, he wore the suit. No matter which way Abelard looked at the portrait, he did not like how it looked back at him.
The ticks of the clock sounded heavy as hammers, and the Suits who told him to wait had not left in a hurry. Finally, he straightened his robes and made for the door at the back.
A junior acolyte tried to stop him. Abelard looked at him over the tops of his glasses, and the acolyte stumbled back, pale and shaking.
These eyes were good for something after all.
He didn’t need directions to find Tara. All he had to do was follow the billowing clouds of shadow and the aura of impending doom.
The door felt locked when he tried it, but the knob grew warm in his hand, and when he tried again, the metal latch pulled and snapped like taffy.
“Abelard!” Initiate Feltan tried to rush out of their chair to him, but had not managed the out-of-chair part before a Blacksuit sat them down again, hard.
Tara revolved on him. Her eyes were lightning and her hair a jet-colored inferno and she seemed taller than normal at first. That had started happening when she lost her hand. But when she recognized him she folded back into herself. “Abelard? I’m busy.”
“I see.” He held out the note, showing the Blacksuit seal. “Initiate Feltan is entitled to counsel. And, um, they’ve asked for me.”
Tara glared at the paper as if willing it to catch fire. Only as if, so far.
“Abelard,” the initiate babbled, “I tried to tell them, I don’t know anything. I did what you said. I walked the forest, the maze, and I listened, and—She spoke! From the serpent’s mouth! It was a miracle. A miracle.” They looked from Abelard to Tara to the Blacksuits, wondering why no one seemed to care.
Tara folded the note, and set it down on the steel table between her and Feltan. “This cleric is an accomplice of Dawn. Their miracles let her escape. They can help me track her down.”
“I don’t know who you’re talking about.”
“There’s been a massive spike in Ajaian bond prices since her arrival—of course you don’t know anything about that either.”
“I’m an evangelist. A cultural attaché.”
“Tara,” he said, softly. “Let them go.”
“You don’t know what it’s like,” Feltan said. “The silence. And then—for a moment—there She is, again, and She speaks to you.”
The silence, Abelard heard. She speaks. The fire surged inside him. Pressure opens even the most subtle flaw.
“We,” Tara said, “are facing the end of the godsdamned world. I need to find her, before … before she hurts anybody else. Where is she?”
“I don’t know.”
“What does she want? What’s she planning in Alt Coulumb? What’s the target?”
“I can’t tell you. I won’t. I wouldn’t even if I knew. My Lady has returned to us. I will not surrender Her.”
“That’s not your god, priest. It’s just something wearing her skin.”
“Tara,” he said. “The initiate doesn’t know anything. They heard their goddess, that’s all. They’re scared and lost, and for one second they thought they saw home. Let them go.”
It felt so wrong to look at her and not know what she was about to do. She might draw a knife and try to hack the truth out of Feltan. She might hug Abelard. Hit him. She might scream or even weep. In those long days as he sat beside her in the hospital, he had not realized just how deeply she’d been hurt, how much of her innermost structure had been carved away. Could what remained withstand the raw mainspring force that drove her?
She had sat by his bed, too. He thought, Perhaps I was part of the carving.
The door opened. A Blacksuit spoke in that nightmare-organ voice. “Raven from the Hidden Schools. They’re ready.”
Possibilities collapsed into motion. “I have to go,” she said, and, to Feltan, “Stay where we can reach you,” and, to Abelard—a look that was all the things she might have said, if she had not been moving so fast away.
He would have gone after her. He wanted to. But here was Feltan, on the verge of collapse. Abelard held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”
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The city had gone mad. Donnie heard sirens from all quarters. Every few moments some new horror slipped past overhead. She counted Blacksuits, Wreckers, Proctors, and a handful of the more human-sized Imperial frames, plus a few crawling bone-spider golems with upside-down heads for bodies and long lolling prehensile tongues, the provenance of which she could not place. Nor was the madness confined to the rooftops. A team of Maskorovim in blue tracksuits marched down a Pauper’s Quarter street, wielding axes and looking for trouble, while a parade of Iskari marines marched in the other direction, likewise.
There was something delightful about operating athwart crisis. No doubt her mother was off having opinions about how her daughter should be taking best advantage of this educational opportunity, but Donnie’s own priorities were clear. It would not do to let word get round that people she was dancing with might be shot.
Sympathetic dowsing was nowhere near as hard as people made it seem. The tooth and blood led her to what she believed was called a flophouse, in the Pleasure Quarter, its entrance sandwiched between a grilled-meat-skewer place and a “dance bar” advertised with a neon woman of cheerful disposition and improbable proportions, riding a bull that was depicted in a far less salivary style than the main subject. The flophouse had a steel grille over the upstairs door and a strict no-women-allowed policy. The sign said GIRLS, but Donnie believed the inference justified.
Fortunately, she could fly.
Unfortunately, airspace-clearance rights in Alt Coulumb were extortionate, an affront against free markets everywhere. Some goddesses couldn’t get past a little dismemberment. Nonetheless, this seemed a reasonable use of her allowance.
The dowsing tooth led her to a window that was passably warded with an illusion that presented an appearance of emptiness, and a trap to wreak rather inventive and eventually fatal vengeance upon intruders. Since the tooth belonged to the person who had set the wards, it was a small matter to bypass them. Then, because it never hurt to make an impression, she burst through the window, wreathed in demonic flames.
The room was, it turned out, empty.
Of people, anyway.
First things first: prevent needless interruptions. She disabled the fatal traps, left the ones that were merely immobilizing, and scrubbed out the provision that exempted the room’s rightful occupant from their wrath. Then she turned to the task at hand.
The occupant had brought more luggage than was customary for an establishment of this nature, which was to say, any. From a self-adhesive hook opposite the slat bed, there hung a shifting black cloak and a monstrous mask with red eyes and articulated fangs, one broken off. Donnie matched the broken fang to her satisfaction. A canvas tool roll, long as her arm, lay upon the bed. Many of its pouches were empty; the ones that were not held specialized items: rainbow saws, a flesh stitcher, and a hooked, mirrored hand tool for extracting basilisk eyes.
A raven lay in a pool of blood on the floor. Whatever portents it brought had been meticulously erased.
While she pondered the raven, the door opened soundlessly behind her.
The traps made a bit more noise.
When the twangs and sproings and undignified squawks were resolved, she stood, brushed off her skirt, and turned to face her victim.
“A pleasure as always,” said Gav, upside down.
She experienced a momentary and inconvenient thrill. He looked so cheerful when discommoded—a combination she had always found compelling. “What are you doing here?”
“No knight would permit a lady to run into danger on his behalf.”
“That is precisely why I left you paralyzed in my room.”
“I convinced your wards to let me go. It wasn’t that much different from an elfland riddle game, really. You know, you conceive of things as beings, or beings as things, and speak to them. Is that what you Craftsmen are always on about?”
“How did you find me?”
“Easily enough.” He reached into his jacket pocket, and produced, again, her scarf: pink, bloodstained, with a hole right through. “It was how I convinced your wards to let me go, actually. You wouldn’t have left it with me if you didn’t want me to follow. Tally ho, the quest awaits, and all that sort of thing. I say, could you let me down? Bit of a rush of blood to the head, all this.”
“We can’t have that,” she said. “My thoughts are bloody enough already.” She let him go. He landed with annoying grace, like a cat in a tuxedo. A tuxedo and— “Is that my blouse?”
“I’d got blood all over my shirt, and this one almost fit. Rather dashing, really. Dismal old room, isn’t it?”
“I don’t believe our quarry selected it on aesthetic grounds.”
“And he left in a hurry. Reassigned, I’d guess,” he said, kneeling quite close to Donnie to examine the dead raven. She felt comfortably aware of the striking warmth of his body.
“How do you figure?”
“If they were still after me, there wouldn’t have been the need of a raven. Last thing you want to do with your covert operative is communicate with him, that was old Chilimond’s maxim. ‘Contact, my Prince, is a form of tangency, and when we touch, we are vulnerable.’” He seemed suddenly conscious of their proximity, and stood, with a swallow. “Er, that is, emergencies-only sort of situation. I don’t think mere failure would qualify, certainly not in the way of a temporary setback, unless he had, er, exposed himself. Or herself, as the case may be. No, whoever hired this person had to change their orders. I wonder if it has anything to do with why the rest of the city’s up in arms. Shame the old bird can’t fill us in.”
“Perhaps it can,” she said. “Might I borrow your knife?”
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Al was running out of time. Somewhere in the back of her mind there was a schedule, a parchment always unrolling—her life arranged in neat blocks. But that parchment had become a mess of crossed-out meetings, annotated, overwritten, scraped to translucency. Behind it, the light of panic burned.
At the event in Century Hall, she had almost come to understand Donnie’s point of view about the upper echelons of the Craft. The clothes, for instance, confined and liberated in exactly the wrong ways and places. There was no place to carry a notebook, and she was always uncomfortable without a notebook. Al had been drawn to the Craft for the work and its rewards, but if the work at its highest levels no longer had anything to do with effort and argument and keenness of mind, and was instead this ruched, mannered, unfamiliar ceremony of impressing without giving offense, of talking but not too much and listening without responding—it unnerved.
The violence had been a relief. Maybe that was the sort of thing Al ought to discuss with her therapist, but it was the truth. She’d beaten two corrupted hand-golems senseless with a serving tray, and was wrestling with one that had got a handful of Belladonna Albrecht’s skirt, until the Craftswoman golfed it through a window with her hammer. Whereupon the Named Partner of Kelethres, Albrecht, and Ao had thanked Al Chen. Personally.
After that, Al had spent the night in the KAA suite in the Hidden Schools, helping junior associates collate research and assemble binders. She had consumed roughly two pots of coffee, had compiled, executed, inscribed, and run new drafts to the nightmare telegraph down the hall. She had pointed out a minor inconsistency in successive drafts of a Shining Empire’s proposal. The room smelled like silver and focus and sweat and stale pastries. She was doing the scuttiest of scut work, and she hadn’t been happier since sophomore finals.
Until Belladonna Albrecht, Senior, Who Must Be Obeyed, asked her where Donnie was. With mild surprise. As if it had been, tacitly, Al’s job to keep track.
Donnie wasn’t answering her watch, which wasn’t that unusual. She’d last been seen with Prince Gavain, which was fine as such things went, but the Camlaander embassy had been suspiciously silent. Could Al please track down my daughter, asked the named partner of Kelethres, Albrecht, and Ao. So there Al was, with counterproposal binders due to the Imperial embassy by nine thirty, and Ms. Kevarian had asked for answers to some thorny question about estate sacrifice that seemed on first hearing to rhyme with research Al had done for a mock trial last year, a chance to show off, to be a part of the team … But a personal request from Ms. Albrecht outweighed all that. Even if the personal request was to interrupt a booty call.
With luck, this wasn’t what it looked like. With luck, it wasn’t what it looked like and she could get back to the KAA suite in time to contribute on the orphan-works issue. She had checked Donnie’s study carrel in the Argent Library first, because that’s where Al herself would have been, but Donnie wasn’t there. Neither was she in Armillary Square, helping Turtle and the morning shift with dominos, or in the Tower Commons, or at breakfast. So, with regret—steeling herself for sights suitemates were not meant to see—Al went to Donnie’s room.
The door was off the hinges, the light within aqueous and weird. Ah, of course. The ballistic wards.
A man hovered beside Donnie’s bed. He didn’t look happy about it. This wasn’t the first time Al had found herself in this situation, but the men tended to be closer to their own age, and, if not fully naked, then at least somewhat in dishabille. There was no sign of damage to the room. Someone, presumably Donnie, had triggered the wards on purpose.
Al recognized the man now: the long-suffering knight who had picked Gav up from jail. Geoffrey, that was his name. They had been announced together at Century Hall.
She would under ordinary circumstances have trusted Donnie’s judgment on affairs of the heart—which never seemed to inconvenience her to nearly the degree Al’s own decision-making in such matters inconvenienced Al. But there remained a chance, however minuscule, that Donnie was in actual danger.
Donnie’s ballistic wards had been designed to arrest the progress of fast-moving projectiles. Donnie had repurposed them with a compelling argument that the wards’ actual intent had been to arrest overall momentum, rather than speed—light was a fast-moving projectile of a sort, if you looked at it a certain way, and no one could have intended to keep her room in perpetual darkness. How would she study? It was a cheeky bit of work, very Donnie-ish, but the wards had been designed for brief activation in emergencies. Used as a piece of bondage gear, they’d chewed through their power supply and were starting to erode the walls. Arguing from intent, certainly the size of power supply was a reasonable indication of how long they were supposed to remain active. A few glyphs from Al, and the wards burst.
Cold and jellied wind rushed over her. Sir Geoffrey fell, sputtered, untangled his limbs. He was handsome, in an austere older sort of way, if you were into that sort of thing. By the time he found his feet, Al realized that a normal person would have offered him a hand up. She made a note to remember that next time. In her notebook. “You are Sir Geoffrey, I believe,” she said. “I am Al Chen. I was hoping you could inform me as to Donnie Albrecht’s present whereabouts.”
“I cannot,” he said. “She left us here.”
“There is only,” she checked her notes, “one of you.”
“My charge escaped and left, to look for her.” He spoke the pronoun with uncomfortable vitriol—but then, Al felt much the same way about Gav at present. Even if he had held her when she was throwing up.
“Why did he leave you? Because he believed you would hinder his search for my friend?”
“I would have protected him,” he said. “That is my duty.”
With a sigh, Al bid farewell to the estate-sacrifice question, and consigned her schedule to the mental flames. A life in the Craft required a certain flexibility. Or so her advisor was always telling her. “We seem to have a mutual problem. Perhaps we can help one another.”
He had the kind of expression Al believed would be called “steely,” in Donnie’s novels.
“I could always return you to the wards.”
“Very well,” he said, at last. “Have you ever ridden a wyvern?”
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Feltan left the halls of Justice shaken, but alive.
Had they done wrong? As they wandered the city’s golden streets, following whispers through the glen of their heart, it had seemed impossible that their quest might stray from the Lady’s path. In the train station when they invoked the goddess as the serpent Her messenger had instructed, power had flowed through them, heart-pulsing and alive—but then there had been the dark room, and the Craftswoman and her questions. She claimed the Lady was dead, become a tool of demons.
The Ajaian embassy in Alt Coulumb was a small stone office building in the central business district, overgrown with flowering record vines and humming with pollinators. Two Thorns were waiting just past security, as Feltan expected, and they walked in grim silence up the winding stair to the greenhouse.
The other priests and acolytes were gathered around the central pool, garlanded with living flowers, their voices braided in a blown-leaf prayer. Reas, cross-legged within the central lily, turned his dark gaze upon Feltan. “The traitor returns.”
“I have betrayed no one. I sought the Lady.”
“You mistook the voice of your own guilt and hunger for the God’s true whisper. You are misled by light on water.”
“She woke a miracle within me.”
“You were used,” Reas said sadly. “But in your failure, you have granted us the seeds of resurrection. What the girl bears was stolen from us. The great powers seek her now, but her theft draws us as the magnet draws iron. We will find her. And from her corpse we will reclaim our God.”

Dawn spent the morning shopping. What she needed wasn’t hard to find—but it did not quite match the tourist persona. She found a silver bowl in a souvenir shop, and a three-bladed knife in a regalia mart. The sacrifice bothered her, though. The person she was pretending to be wouldn’t carry a chicken under her arm all day. Sybil proposed she buy one of those dogs that rich folks kept in purses, but Dawn was pretty sure Sybil was joking. And the sacrifice was supposed to be personal. She didn’t know what to do about that part.
And meanwhile, she was still being hunted. Every rooftop-Blacksuit sighting stopped her breath. She’d escaped their notice so far—but the Blacksuits weren’t the only ones after her.
Did the boy handing out invitations to exclusive late-night live-comedy events hold her gaze longer than usual? Did the girl in the threadbare denim jacket, who was spotting for that pair of kindly lady pickpockets, stare at her with those electric-blue eyes more openly than her occupation warranted?
And—hadn’t the spotter’s eyes been brown, a moment before?
Living statues turned to watch her pass. A marionette girl curtsied. Pigeons hopped after her.
Temoc had warned her, “In hiding, you have many enemies. The most subtle is your own fear. A woman afraid jumps when others would only twitch. She reaches for weapons when others would not think to fight. You must be cautious—yet your own caution may betray you.”
She was about to cross Hearthway Lane outside the Levay boutique when she saw the man with sunflower eyes. He seemed to be staring right at her, with the purple-black core of those blooms.
She decided not to cross, and walked past the boutique toward the Muerte on the corner. A man on a bench folded his newspaper and looked up. He had violets where his eyes should be.
As she reached for the Muerte door, it burst open. The woman coming out was broad across the shoulders and robed in gray, with eyes of rose.
Dawn turned back. Sunflower was crossing the road. Violet, standing. Behind her: fast, heavy steps, bootheels on concrete. She walked fast. Sunflower spread his arms to block the sidewalk.
She turned for the Levay boutique, and ran into a wall of floral print shirt. She stared up into twin lilies. A hand heavy as wet cement fell on her shoulder. Something vegetal slithered around her throat, and squeezed.
Sybil struck.
Lily shrieked and stumbled back, his arm withering. But there was still a vine around her neck. She couldn’t breathe. Did she have to? Spots in front of her eyes said yes. She slipped to her knees. Here came Rose, drawing a long hook from within her robe—
But Dawn was only partly human. The part of her that was Sybil did not require breath, and that part was pissed off.
Streetlights burst. Driverless carriages crashed and horses screamed. The street became hers and she used it. Violet and Sunflower flew back. The tendril around her throat shriveled. She was free.
The sidewalk had emptied, the crowd recoiled in shock. A girl pointed; her mother drew her away.
On the rooftops, the Blacksuits swiveled to face her.

Not wanting to chance his own sense of direction in the Hidden Schools a second time, Abelard did the nearest thing he could manage to grabbing a servitor and demanding that it lead him to Tactical Suite 7. This involved a good deal of apology and self-effacing circumlocution, but achieved the purpose in the end. He didn’t know how sapient the servitors might be, but there was no loss, it seemed to him, in assuming the answer was “very.”
The servitor led Abelard to an unmarked wooden door in Endwright Hall, then did something complicated to the knob, which transformed the door to one of glyphworked steel. Abelard thought he was getting the hang of the Hidden Schools: this door must not belong to any room in particular, and so was shared between many. A portal sort of thing. He didn’t have enough of a hang of the Schools, however, to check before he stepped through the portal, to make sure there was a floor beyond it.
The King in Red caught him as he fell.
“Glad you could join us,” he said, grinning. “We’re getting to a good part.”

The Blacksuits swarmed toward Dawn, climbing over the roofs’ edges like spiders. She felt the goddess behind them, her wicked teeth bared. Sunflower and Violet were rising. Vines writhed beneath their robes.
The people she had come to save watched her with horror and fear. She clenched her fists.
“Follow me!”
It was the girl in the denim jacket, with the electric eyes. She didn’t wait for Dawn, either, but ran past the flower men into the Levay boutique.
Dawn followed.
A Blacksuit crashed through the plate-glass window behind them. The denim girl toppled a ten-foot-high display shelf of dog collars onto the Suit, then slipped the tackle from store security and sprinted for the back. Dawn ran after her, bowled over a stock boy, and burst through a loading door into the alley. The girl was halfway down the block, but before Dawn could sprint to catch her she heard “Down here” from ankle height—a man with crocodile skin peered up at her from an open manhole cover. He had the denim girl’s lightning-blue eyes. “Come on. We don’t have much time.”
“Don’t trust him,” Sybil hissed.
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” she said, and went down.

“No matter.” Reas glared down into the reflection of Hearthway Lane in the embassy lake, where his Thorns were picking themselves off the pavement. “We will have her. In the air or underground. Thorns, descend.”
They burrowed through sidewalk into soil.
“Don’t do this,” Feltan said. “You must have felt it as they touched her. She bears our Lady not as a thief bears stolen treasure, but as a palanquin bears a queen, an altar a god, as a child bears the mother’s heart. I tell you I have seen Her. Through me She has given prophecy and miracle. Who among you can say the same? Who among you heard Her, in Her sickness and need in the cliffs? Are there any among you brave enough to hear Her now?”
“You are sick and misled. This girl pretends to glory as you pretend to revelation.”
“You have felt neither glory nor revelation,” Feltan said. “She is all we have. See her.”
“Be silent!”
And the Thorns’ vines held him, and he could speak no more.

“Sewers,” Tara shouted in Tactical Suite 7. It was so close. They’d almost had her, and then— “Get us maps. Everything. Steam tunnels, railways. Cat?”
“In pursuit. You take me to all the nicest places.”
Eerie, to hear her friend’s voice from the dreamers in the shadows. Tara had never worked a combat nightmare rig: built for brute reliability, art as a bludgeoning force for winning wars and saying what the world would be. Its displays were sculpted from living flame, fire spirits contorting in ecstasy to display the many hidden faces of Alt Coulumb: streets and sewers, steam tunnels, catacombs. She wondered how Abelard felt, seeing his city in pieces like this. It was hard to read his expression through dark glasses, though fires burned beneath them.
“Hold your people back.” Michel’s thick fingers laced and unlaced, delicate in their manipulations. His teeth were small and white. “We have an asset in play.”
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Dawn followed the man with crocodile skin down a storm drain, to a smaller pipe that he wriggled through on his belly, out again onto a dusty underground track, and down that to an abandoned subway station. “Abandoned” wasn’t quite right—the place had never been completed, galleries and mossy gods half-carved and dripping, garlanded with rusty pipes.
On a throne of railroad ties, there sat a woman with an electric gaze and a crown of lightning in her hair.
She was dark and knife-lean and gangly, like she’d spent years of her growth starving. She seemed familiar, someone Dawn had met on caravan or in a forgotten dream. Dawn had grown up around kids who didn’t have anyone to watch out for them. They grew up strong, if they grew up at all.
Sybil wove about Dawn’s shoulders, grown thick and heavy, a piece of armor or a stole of office. Her tongue tasted the air. Her power was ready. “Who are you?”
“My names don’t matter now,” said the girl, and other voices with her—or perhaps Dawn was hearing echoes. “What I am, is curious. The girl you pretend to be wouldn’t know how to spot a pickpocket or a store detective. She might give money to a beggar but she might not meet their eyes. You have power, but it’s not Craft or you would have been caught already, and it’s not gods or I could tell. The cops are after you, all of them, which makes me pay attention. Makes me think we have something in common, though everyone believes you’re out to get us. You’re a puzzle.”
“Do you like puzzles?” Dawn asked.
“Not when they hurt my friends.”
Sybil rose in her, twisted around her arms. No, Dawn thought, let me handle this. “I didn’t come here to hurt anyone.”
“But you don’t say, ‘I haven’t.’ I respect that.”
“Who was your friend?”
“The woman from the train station. With the bone flower in her hair.”
“I didn’t hurt her,” Dawn said. “I tried, because she was about to kill me. But I didn’t even slow her down. If she’s your friend, you should know: it wasn’t really her who came after me. There was a shadow over her, using her. She fought back. That’s what hurt her. I think she saved my life.”
“I know. That’s one reason we’re meeting on friendly terms. Well. Friendly-ish.”
“Is she okay?”
“She’s gone deep inside herself. Drowning deep, maybe.”
“I’m sorry.”
Some people—people who thought they were smart or wise or a good judge of character—looked at you in a weighing fashion. This girl just looked and saw what was there. It made Dawn feel as if she wasn’t wearing anything at all, and somehow brave at the same time. Nothing could be hidden from her, so there was no point in hiding.
“I think you are,” said the girl.
“Why did you save me from the Blacksuits?”
The girl made a face like Dawn had just asked why she kept breathing. “They’re cops.”
Dawn didn’t say anything.
“This city’s full of people from all over. I’ve been listening to what they say about you. Some say you’re the end of the world.”
“I don’t think so.”
“That doesn’t make them wrong. I thought I’d ask you myself. What do you want?”
“To change things.”
“Doesn’t everyone?”
“Not really. And certainly not for the better.”
She laughed, once. Hard as she was, there was music to the sound. “No, they don’t.”
“This is my world,” Dawn said. “Or—maybe it’s not mine, exactly. But I was born here and my friends are here and I want it safe.”
“What do you mean, it’s not your world?”
“Just about everybody I ever knew who’s hurt me, or someone I liked, they were all real quick to say what belonged to them. Their town, their house, their rules, their country, their world. The world doesn’t belong to me. But I’m here and I’m trying to do my best by it.”
“Why did you come to this city?”
“Don’t trust her.” Sybil added a warning hiss.
“Your snake doesn’t like me,” the girl said.
“She’s not a snake,” Dawn said.
The girl waited.
“There’s someone I care about. She’s in trouble and I want to help her. Because—I’ve lost a lot, and I’m going to lose more before it’s over. But I don’t want to lose her, if I have a choice.” She took a slow breath, and thought about Tara. “I don’t, always. That means it’s more important when I do.”
The girl watched her. It seemed her eyes were more than just her own—that every person Dawn had passed with a glint of lightning inside them looked out of those eyes, and more besides, and something that was more than all of them together.
“I know what that’s like,” the girl said. She held out her hand.
Dawn extended her own.

“Now,” Michel commanded, and the dreamers screamed in answer.

Dawn heard a knocking in the pipes like a Chikal radiator on winter’s first cold day. Then the pipes exploded into tentacles.
Dozens of them wrenched free of the wall, beheading statues and dislodging shelves of rock as they wriggled across the abandoned station. Dawn flung herself down and raised a shield of vines about her and the girl. The squids’ arms battered her shield, and shards of rusted iron lodged in the vines and concrete. But other arms snaked from the pipes on the ceiling. The platform beneath her buckled, cracked, and through the cracks she saw something moving, huge and red. She remembered the kraken in the sea, the crash of the mainmast.
“I think we should do names now. I’m Dawn.”
“Izza,” the girl said.
“Let’s get out of here.”
“We can do better than that.” As if Dawn had crossed her eyes, there were two of Izza now, then four, eight, sculpted of shadow and blue light—each one crouched beside a phantom Dawn. “How fast can you run?”

“You put a squid in the sewer,” said the King in Red.
“Our sewer,” said Abelard.
Michel shrugged. “It was unpleasant.”
“I imagine so.”
“But you cannot argue with the effect.”
“It’s a bit theatrical,” said the King in Red. Then, when people turned to look at him: “What?”
Tara watched the screens. They had Dawn cornered, and Izza too maybe but Tara could fix that, though if Izza had thrown in with Dawn maybe there was nothing to fix. She should be pulling for this to work. But she did not like the way Michel was smiling. She did not like his many small white teeth.
And then a hundred girls sprang out from behind Dawn’s shield, and Michel’s smile faltered.
“Cat,” Tara said. “Get in there.”

Dawn followed Izza through the forest of arms, and from the corner of her eye she saw herself—her hundred other selves—running by the side of a hundred Izzas. Some of them leapt onto the arms of the squid, biting, clawing, stabbing with plate-glass knives. Some sprinted into side tunnels, some vaulted over suckered grips and fled into shadows, or up one of the many staircases, or vanished into cracks the squids had opened into the wall. There were too many for her to track. It was hard enough to keep pace with her Izza—with the girl she was pretty sure was still her Izza. If there were in fact any difference between her Izza and those other shadows—if these were shadows and not the same girl in many places at once. If so, was Dawn also all those other Dawns?
There would be time for philosophy later. Maybe. She jumped over loose rock, ducked a flailing tentacle that turned out to have been severed. She saw an Izza and a Dawn burst into shadow and spark against the wall, and wondered if she’d go just like that.
Izza pointed—ahead lay the mouth of an unfinished subway tunnel, clear, or cleared, of tentacles. Dawn felt a flicker of hope.
Then the Blacksuits came.
They poured into the abandoned station, a flood of black and silver—snatching at Izzas and Dawns, who burst like bubbles or slipped away, or doubled to flee in two directions at once. Where the squid’s arms flailed, the Blacksuits moved like the flywheel in a watch—precise and faster than the eye could follow.
And three of them stood between Dawn, her Izza, and escape.

Feltan’s eyes were closed—but they saw through the roots, through Ajaia’s glory, as in dreams and prophecy. They felt Her need, as they had heard Her voice in their wandering midnight hours. But what could Feltan do, held by the Thorns, by Reas’s will?
And yet: Reas was only a priest. Feltan was a servant of the Lady, as were Her Thorns. Their roots and vines bound Feltan—but was not all the forest bound, through the subtle working of mycelial grace? The Thorns towered as trees above him, yet all were entangled at the roots.
She is there, Feltan prayed to the Thorns. She is there. You know it. Help Her.
Please.
The Thorns answered, Yes.
Vines burst from the platform, and Thorns, and they caught the Blacksuits and drew them down.

Dawn stared as the Blacksuits went under, but Izza didn’t hesitate. She pulled Dawn after her, to the platform’s edge and over, to land and skid in gravel beside dead rails, and run.
They reached the tunnel mouth. In the darkness Dawn saw a door, outlined in that weird electric blue that wasn’t light. It was open, unguarded.
They were going to make it.
Then Izza shoved her, hard, to the side. Dawn fell. She heard a crack like a whip’s—a hot line seared her arm—and her Izza was down, and a hundred others screamed.
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The old man did not like working underground. It resembled close-up work too much for comfort and he’d had more than enough of that recently, thank you.
Distance was how you played the game, if you asked him, as not enough of the young fellows did. You had the best chance of completion on first touch. If you were lucky you’d be done before the customer knew there was trouble, which was good, because if your customer was the sort that justified the old man’s retainer, they, or their hired security, could do all sorts of awful things to you once they knew you were there. No percentage in slugging it out with someone of that sort.
With proper planning you could make your first touch from a mile away, even in a city. Find a rooftop, sit and wait. Can’t use any old slug, of course, with gods and wizards and all. They keep coming up with new ways to make life difficult: inverting momentum, restricting personal airspace, hiding deaths. Some of them didn’t have hearts anymore, or blood, and most didn’t breathe. Finding the right slug was a good deal of the proper work. Any god or wizard had enemies. There were a surprising amount of special-purpose divine weapons and godslayers and the like lying around—if by lying around you meant locked in vaults in trapped tombs, thrust into the trunk of the world-ash tree, and so on.
Inconvenient, but that was the price you paid to stay at the top of the game.
He was a professional, not an artist: he worked with his client. If they wanted the touch up close, as in the unfortunate Imperial’s case, he did what he could. If they wanted the work underground, well, here he was, prone in an overflow pipe, sighting into a melee, barely out of crossbow range, like some barbarian.
This client wasn’t all bad though. They’d provided the slugs even, strange little objects that looked like iron but pulled weirdly at your eyes when you stared at them too long. Sometimes he thought he heard them screaming.
He had not lost track of the real blonde when the god-girl split them off into a hundred mirrors. That was another reason you paid professional rates. Squids and cops rush in. You rush in and people know you’re there. A professional keeps his cool and keeps his target under aim. If he’d been a mile away, there would have been no chance.
But he was too close. Gods could smell intent like people could smell a casserole in the oven. Intent was first cousin to prayer.
So the god-girl knocked the blonde aside, and his touch tagged her instead. Her doubles screamed and some even burst into sparks. She was good, though, and more used to pain than most in the god line. A few of her mirrors kept it together to fight, flickering, against Blacksuits and squid. Blondie knelt by the god-girl, dragged her toward the open door.
The old man chambered another slug. He bent to his sights, trailed his aim from Blondie’s forehead down past her lips to the hollow of her throat, the V of her collarbone. The way she was bent over, dragging the god-girl, the slug would enter at the notch there and exit between her kidneys, nip the heart on the way. Gods and suchlike ran on metaphors, and you couldn’t find a better metaphor than a heart. Though a liver would do in a pinch.
He settled his finger on the trigger. Breathed out.
A dark shape blocked his sights.
The old man looked up into the beady eyes of a recently dead raven. It perched on his barrel, and squawked.
He slapped it away; it splashed, hopped to its feet, and launched for his face. He swatted it aside again, and lifted his weapon.
“Terribly sorry to interrupt,” said a plummy voice from the tunnel behind him. “But I’m afraid we have business to discuss.”
The old man might prefer distance, but he knew close-up work. He dropped his weapon, popped a blade from his sleeve, and lunged toward the voice, smooth as melting ice. But something heavy and pink hit him in the face, and he went down.

Tara watched the battle: squid-arms and shadow-girls, Blacksuits tangled in vines, Dawns who were not Dawn. She couldn’t make sense of it. Gods against gods, a confusion of claims, no Craftswoman there to put forth a theory of the case. Just teeth and rage.
The King in Red was watching her. Why was he watching her? He was the expert here. He’d won battles a thousand times more complex than this, decades before she was born. He’d won wars. This sort of thing held no surprises for him.
Oh. He wasn’t looking to her for advice. He was testing her.
That, she could work with. She knew tests. There was a funny sort of certainty in them. If you were being tested, that meant an answer was possible.
Something had happened. He wanted to know if she’d seen it. And if she saw it, he wanted to know what she would do.
Review the scene. There. Seconds ago. The Izzas screamed—started losing. But one of them had fallen first, and she hadn’t burst into sparks like the others. Down there by the unfinished tracks: a trail of blood.
“Abelard—any exits off that tunnel?”
“Maintenance.” The dim glow behind his glasses blinked. “The door there leads to a supply room, then back into the station.”
“Anything else?”
“Steam tunnels,” he said. “But you’d have to climb…”
“Cat, we need you in the steam tunnels. I’ll feed you directions as you go.”
“On it,” the dreamer said.

Dawn lurched through a maze of twisty passages all alike, following a ghostlight she had conjured. Behind them she heard the crash of torn metal and collapsing stone. Izza limped beside her, leaning into her, curled around the hole in her arm, breathing through her teeth.
“Been a while,” the girl said, “since I had a hurt that didn’t go away. Getting soft.”
“We have to stop.” Dawn could feel the slug in Izza: a broken piece of skazzerai iron, all barbs and hooks—not enough to change her, but it tore the web of her soul from the inside. The harder her goddess tried to heal her, the more she’d bleed. “I can help.”
“No time. Left here. Then up the ladder.”
“You can’t climb a ladder.”
“I can climb anything.”
She could in fact climb the ladder, with Dawn to steady her from behind. From there they slipped through a grate into a steam tunnel. Izza slumped against the wall. They were breathing hard and Izza winced with every breath. Her shirt was damp with blood, her arm limp.
“We have to stop,” Dawn said.
But Izza didn’t answer. Wasn’t looking at her at all.
Dawn turned, and saw a woman of molten silver.
Her caul parted. Dawn saw green eyes, wide with recognition and gleaming in the ghostlight, staring past her—at Izza.

“Cat, is she there?”
For a long time the dreamer said nothing. Then: “No. I found a blood trail. In pursuit.”
Tara’s metal fist clenched. Sparks flew from the joints. “Cat. Talk to me.”
“No good,” came the answer. “She’s gone.”
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Izza lay groaning on the rooftop, her shirt soaked in blood, and Dawn knelt over her. When the cop let them go, they had fled in silence through the tunnels, to a lift that led to a subbasement, then another lift to this Pauper’s Quarter rooftop between smokestacks.
Some of Izza’s blood was on Dawn’s shirt. Between that and the muck, that about did it for her tourist disguise. Though there was always adventure tourism. “Who was the Blacksuit?”
“Friend of mine.”
“You have a lot of friends.”
“I try not. To lose people.” Izza sat up, but fell back groaning. “It’s twisting.”
“Lie still. Please.” After a glare, Izza obeyed. Dawn did not waste the opportunity. Izza didn’t seem like the sort of person who obeyed often, or for long.
She cut away the wet sleeve. The wound was neat, and the bone beneath it broken. When she looked at it with closed eyes she saw a maelstrom sucking Izza down. “Sybil?”
“There’s more to her than it seems,” the serpent hissed. “Might take a few bites.”
Izza’s eyes widened.
“She’s joking.” And, for clarity: “Just the slug, please, Sybil.”
“Mammals. No sense of humor.” Her tongue flicked the wound. Izza flinched—and once the flinching reflex triggered, Sybil uncoiled like a whip.
It was over before Izza could groan—though she groaned plenty afterward. Sybil coiled back around Dawn’s shoulders, a piece of red-black horror in her mouth, and swallowed. An ice-cube shiver ran down Dawn’s back. The first drink of water after a hot hour’s work felt like this: absorbed at once, instantly useful. “Nasty thing. But now it knows who’s boss.”
Once the slug was out, Izza’s bone fixed itself with a snap. Muscles and tendons wove together. Skin sealed. When it was done, there wasn’t a scar. Her scars must have come from before she was … whatever she was now.
She sat up, panting. Tested her shoulder with a gentle stretch and a wince.
“I’m sorry about your friend,” Dawn said. “I know what you mean about trying not to lose people.”
Izza rolled to her feet, and stared out over the rooftops. “What do you need?”
“Time.”
“That, I can give.”
She raised her arm and this time it stayed up. Across the city, sirens wailed.
When Dawn looked back, Izza wasn’t there.

“Contact,” said a dreamer. “Pauper’s Quarter. Two, running.”
“Contact in central.”
“Contact dockside. Near the Iskari wharf.”
“Contact.”
Tara swore. On the street map, the new contacts appeared as dots of flame, moving fast. There were five—ten. Twenty. Sixty. The dreamers were all talking at once.
She’d had a chance. It was gone.
Michel shook his head. “We warned you about Agdel Lex. Lawless traitors, with no respect for order or life. Perhaps now you understand: you should have listened to us from the beginning.”
And in an instant, the murk of her rage and fear became terrible clarity. She turned. Michel was still talking. She spoke through him, her voice bare and cold.
“Is that what you think happened here?”
“Well,” he said, “that is.”
“Because I see it differently. If it weren’t for your ceaseless shortsighted intransigent demands, Alikand would be in this room right now, not down there, working with our enemies. If it weren’t for your grandstanding, your constant attempt to flounce offstage because nobody’s paying you enough attention, we would have a coordinated force. You snuck into my city’s infrastructure because you thought it would look cool and the confusion you created let our prey slip free. Saint Tiffany understood the stakes. She died for them. You’re just a second-string player. You don’t even understand the game. Now get out of my sight, and out of my tactical suite.”
Michel stood alone.
It was a matter of small movements: Ambassador Sun drifting to the left, Ivan Karnov stepping back and crossing his arms. But it was enough.
The King in Red was smiling. “Well spoken, Ms. Abernathy. I propose that you take point on the present operation. Meanwhile, we will adjourn to discuss the structure of our joint command.”

The vines unwound from Feltan. They stood face-to-face with Reas. The old man teetered to his feet upon his lily pad, rigid with anger. “What have you done?”
“What you should have,” Feltan said. “What we all should have, in our years of silence—but we did not understand. We prayed for guidance, for aid, for miracles, when we should have asked what She needed of us. We are Her children, not Her clients. Children grow to offer fellowship and care.”
“You will writhe for this. The Lady’s many mouths will eat your skin.”
Feltan stepped onto the lake. Roots beneath the surface of the water bore them up. They walked across the mirrored pool, and took the old priest in their arms. He was more frail than Feltan had thought possible. He fought, but the whispered prayers of the gathered faithful closed about them. “Sleep,” Feltan said, and Reas slept. Roots cradled him. Vines rose to pillow his head.
Feltan turned upon the lily, to face the Lady’s order. Still the Serpent spoke in their mind. “Send Thorns into the city,” they said. “The Blacksuits hunt our Lady, and the Rectifiers of Iskar, and many others who seek to do Her ill. We cannot defeat them. But we may hinder them.” Feltan reviewed their siblings, their fellows of the shadow under trees. “By taking this step we set ourselves against great powers, and may suffer their wrath. Many of you did not come with this end in mind. Those who wish, may leave now.”
None did.
“Thank you,” they said. “Now, let us pray.”
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It was harder than Donnie had expected to find a quiet spot for interrogation—but thankfully local law enforcement seemed busy, what with all the sirens, and no one asked any inconvenient questions about the old man slung over Gav’s shoulder and bound with Mordrak’s Recreational Manacles. After coming to the surface dockside they had settled at last on a rotting wharf scheduled, per the glossy posters on the fence, for conversion to upscale condos sometime last year.
Gav set the old man against a concrete pylon, and Donnie wrapped trusty old Mordrak’s around the concrete, fixing him in place. The raven hopped onto his knee. Gav frowned. “Shouldn’t he be awake by now? Worrying, isn’t it, extended unconsciousness from a blow to the head?”
“Please. I administered a soporific enchantment.”
“By hitting him in the face with your handbag.”
“Tangency is a strong basis for identification,” she said. “Snap this under his nose.”
The old man came around sneezing. He tested his bonds, reviewed his surroundings, then, with a sigh, as of someone to whom all this has happened before, settled back against the concrete. “Might as well get on with it.”
“You don’t seem surprised to find yourself here,” Donnie said.
“Part of the business, love.”
“I’ll trouble you not to call me ‘love’ again,” she said.
“Sorry. Old habit, hard to change ’em at my age. Get asked questions every once in a while, is all I mean. You’re hardly the first as has tied me to a concrete pylon on a rotting pier.”
“That,” Gav said, “is rather specific.”
Donnie did not see the point in continuing this line of inquiry. “Do you recognize us?”
“’Course I do. You’re the pair as spoiled my play for the Imperial.”
“You admit it?”
“Would there be a point denying? You have that bird, so you found my nest—and you found me in them tunnels, which were one hell to get into and must have been two hells getting out of with a limp body. Followed the bird, I guess? Hard going, underground.”
“It was,” she admitted.
“So there you are. We didn’t meet by accident, lo— I mean, miss.” (Correction prompted by Donnie’s warning glare.) “Don’t figure you for embassy security. Bit skinny, both of you, if you’ll pardon my saying so.”
“We’re rather more interested in our own security at the moment.” She produced the pursuivant. “Do you recognize this?”
“Well! I’d hope so. Wonderful little piece, that is. An element of history.”
“You used it to kill my friend here. Or to try.”
She didn’t like how big his laugh was, or how rich—like she’d told a nice joke at his corner pub, something he wanted to remember for when his grandson grew up. “Me? Use a pursuivant? Sorry, lo— that is, sorry miss, no disrespect. But can you imagine—well, I guess that’s the trouble, no one outside the profession understands the profession, do they? Not that most of them as are in the profession these days understand it either, if you ask me. Use that? Might as well keep time with a stone circle.”
“I was given to understand,” said Gav, “that this was a keenly effective weapon.”
“Twenty years ago, sure and it was. State of the art of nasty buggers. But they’re troublesome little things—you key one to a fellow’s scent, right, but scents change, get confused, some people don’t have ’em, or go about wearing someone else’s. Not a way to be certain of your first touch, and this business likes certainty. At least if you want to be around long enough to accumulate any seniority.”
“But you did try to kill the, ah, the person in the alley.”
“Yes. Well. Not kill. I was hired to give a scare and a few marks. Killing wasn’t in the contract. Those are the tough ones. Any old fool can make someone die. Takes art to keep them just a little bit alive. I had this customer in Dresediel Lex this one time—well, never you mind about that.”
“And you tried to kill that girl just now.”
“Rush job. That’s how it often is, miss. You want nice simple arrangements with time to prepare, but the client’s paying at the end of the day, and often they’re desperate.”
“Now, listen.” Gav knelt before the old man. “You’re telling me that you are an assassin, but not the one who tried to kill me?”
“Afraid so. Event like this tends to be a bit of a professional convention—always a bit of work needs doing. Surprised we haven’t seen more, to be honest. Now, if you don’t mind, I really ought to be going.”
“We do mind,” Gav said, “really. We’re not just going to let you— urk.”
Donnie hadn’t seen the old man move. It must have happened in the space between moments. Mordrak’s Recreational Manacles were vacant, and the old man was behind Gav, with a keen thin blade at his throat.
“No, miss. I don’t think you’ll draw that fancy knife of yours, not if you know what’s good for him. And keep your hand well clear of that handbag, thank you. Eyes open, and on me, that’s a lady. I know your tricks, and this beauty at his neck will end him faster than you can save.” His eyes were uncommonly large, their pupils uncommonly small. He circled around as he spoke, backing toward the fence, guiding Gav with the knife’s edge. Gav tried his best nonchalant smile, but it was hard to look nonchalant under the circumstances. “I’m averse to free work—and if someone is professionally interested in this fellow, I’m loath to deny a brother his completion fee. But I have a commission to fill and a life to live. You understand.”
“I don’t,” Donnie said. She felt cold with fury. “I think you’re a small man who has chosen an evil way in the world. And if you hurt him, I will find you.”
“Perhaps you will,” he said. “But perhaps you won’t. Do you want to take that risk?” Another step back would bring him to the gap in the fence, the street beyond. Donnie had no doubt that he could disappear. That seemed to be how he’d spent his life. “It’s been a treat, miss. Of all the conversations of this sort it has been my misfortune to endure, ours has been on the nicer side. Still have all the teeth I went in with, for one thing.” He grinned to show them. “Ta.”
Donnie heard a sound like a razor parting silk. The old man’s smile became oddly fixed, and he seemed to see something over Donnie’s shoulder.
Then he slumped to one side. The knife slipped from his limp fingers.
Gav stumbled forward, hand to his throat. Donnie was there before he fell—and when she saw the cut was shallow, she let out a sob of relief.
“It’s all right.” His voice quivered. “Stings, that’s all.”
He didn’t finish the last word before she kissed him. For a man who’d been almost dead twice today, he tasted wonderful.
Only when that was over—or begun—did she turn to face his rescuer.
Sir Geoffrey stood over the fallen man, his blade bare and red, and beside him—holding a dowsing pendulum made from one of Donnie’s favorite pens—was Al.
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Caleb had had better nights.
And days.
For the first few hours, there had been a thrill in having his personal fate argued over by gods and Deathless Kings, even if words like “dissect” and “flense” came up more often than he would have liked. Then it became weirdly boring. He couldn’t put his finger on why at first, but his apparent abandonment behind triple-thick wards and locks and all sorts of advanced whatever had given him an opportunity to ponder.
For an instant in Century Hall, he had felt noble. Tara’s power worked through him, and the chains parted. They had a chance. He’d felt that way in Dresediel Lex when he saw the Serpents and Dawn, and danced with Mal in the sky below the world.
But Mal was in a demonglass cage, and so was he, and those moments of possibility had gone down the disposal with everything else. A poker chip in your hand felt special, but when you chucked it into the pot it was just one more chip. Your soul was yours, but only until you spent it, or someone took it from you.
He’d hoped for better from the boss. Why? The old guy marched around in a cloud of monstrosity, did his paperwork on a sacrificial altar. Maybe that was the heart of it. He was such a high-level player that there was something sad about realizing that he was a player, not someone who set the rules of the game. He was stuck in it, just like Caleb.
No one was threatening to skin him, though. At this particular moment. Not that he had skin to work with.
Caleb was working through his fortieth hand of in-his-head solitaire when the door opened and Ambassador Sun walked in. He set the red seven on the black eight, and reviewed his outs. There weren’t many, so it didn’t take long. “So that’s it, then? Back to flensing?”
“I never could resist your body.”
He blinked, then blinked again. “I thought you were tied to a hospital bed.”
Ran’s shrug was as close as she (currently) came to a tell. “And I thought you wouldn’t let yourself be caught. Life’s full of disappointments.”
“I didn’t exactly choose this.”
“The girl is here.”
“Dawn?” He’d said it too fast. “No wonder they all left. I’m not the main prize anymore.”
“I wouldn’t say that. There are many games in play, Caleb. Some even overlap. I’m not clear on the rules, and that always makes me … testy. But I am starting to sense the shape of things. Recompense is owed. And it would be a shame to waste your skin.”
“You’ve lost me.”
“Come here, man.” She reached through the walls Ambassador Sun had made to hold him. Of course she could: she was the ambassador. “I’m giving you time off for good behavior.”

Kai woke.
But who did the waking? Kai herself, or the ghost?
Did it matter? Of course. Waking was the pivot—the loose stair. When you placed your weight wrong, you tumbled into the dark that was prepared for you.
Listen, the ghost whispered. No, don’t block me out, this is important—
She could smell a change. Blood in the water, an ocean hungry.
Alarms rang. She felt a nameless dread. If you sat facing the corner of your room like a child banished for bad behavior, staring fixedly at the angle of the walls, and while your back was turned some immense and heavy presence opened the door without a sound, and bubbled through it and reared up to fill the room behind you, and a great grinning mouth split that face from ear to ear—you’d know, wouldn’t you? You’d feel it even if you could not smell the rotten breath that wheezed between those sickle-teeth.
She had dreamed of a man enthroned and a man on fire, naked but for loincloth and headdress of feathers and scales. Maybe they were the same man. She dreamed of pyramids as tall as Kavekana’ai that went down as well as up, and drifted on a black shining sea. She dreamed she was a girl making sandcastles. She dreamed Izza crouched over her, with a knife at her throat.
Which dreams were hers, and which the Grimwald’s? Was there any difference now? She was the key and the key was her and—
A door opened, a gurney wheeled, a gentle voice, sea-deep. “Ms. Pohala. We have to move you.”
She was raised, settled. Tried to speak but it came out as a croak. She needed a drugged priestess to crouch beside the chasm of her mouth and be her oracle, and cry out for her in chthonian tongues.
A pinch in her arm. She felt a chill first, then deep and aching warmth.
We don’t have time, the ghost cried. She’s moving now. The others will feel it, like calls to like—
She pressed the ghost down like all the other voices that had haunted her since childhood, the many ghosts inside her skull. She tended them like an old woman with a front-porch garden. Tended, and pruned.
A feather of a kiss on her cheek. The creak of wheels.
The ghost’s voice dwindled.
Her eyes were hers again, briefly, and opened.
She recognized the nurse.
She had a face like a temple statue, beneath a thick layer of makeup. Kai could not see her coiled hair beneath the white cap, but she knew it was there, lustrous and sea-black, she knew voices raised in song beneath the waves had praised it. Poets of ages unknown to the shore-bound mites who called themselves the human race had seen the stars within its waves. She was radiant, pale, and hungry. Her blouse was open at the neck, and hanging from a choker there was the perfect golden disc of the risen sun.
Clarity smiled, and showed her fangs.

Caleb walked the Hidden Schools.
Crow-flocks of aspiring Craftsmen and Craftswomen parted around him and rejoined. To them he was frictionless, invisible, a man in his thirties with a walking stick. He wondered what it would have been like to be that age and so steeped in intimations of power. Maybe Temoc understood these children more than he would ever admit.
He ought to run. But while he was stuck in that prison cell, he’d had time to think. To plan. He had a short stack, and he had to choose how to play it.
The Kettles opened for him.
He knew what he meant to do next. He wished he was clearer on why. Sometimes you did the right thing for the wrong reason, but mostly it didn’t turn out that way. When he asked why, though, he felt like he was falling into a bottomless pit. There was always a deeper why.
But ever since Dresediel Lex, ever since he called on Kos Everburning and spread those wings of fire, there had issued from the pit of his mind a deep and answering warmth.
Talk to her. While you have the chance.
And, though he’d never been one for gods, he listened.
There were no guards. Of course there wouldn’t be, if his theory was correct. No guards on the way in.
He found her sitting against the demonglass wall of her cell. “Back again.”
“Never could stay away from you, Mal.”
She reviewed his ruined suit with a glance. “I see you had a fun night.”
“You don’t know the half of it. She’s here. Dawn.”
Mal turned so he could not see her face. “Then she’s making a mistake.”
“You know what she’s planning.”
“And you want me to tell you, so you can tell your boss? And Abernathy?”
“Let’s not bring them into this.”
“You don’t have a choice, Caleb. You’re asking questions and they’re listening. It’s in the blood. Your father became a knight of the world he was born to—even though he could see it was ending.”
He let his breath go, and walked to the featureless white wall, to the spot where her eyes had flicked when she said “listening.” He thought about Kopil at the edge of Armillary Square, and about the night he’d spent locked in a bubble as the great powers made poker chips of lives and skin. He thought about alliances.
Then he just did the thing. It hurt less than thinking about it.
He plunged his hand through the wall, seized what he found there, and tore. His scars burned. He tugged free something like moonlight but thick, solid, wet. It shriveled to a cobweb and blew away.
The lights in the walls went out, and others on the floor came back red. Mal stood flat-footed in her bubble. She’d spent so much of her life working some grand plan. No wonder it took her a moment to recover when the plan changed.
“A gesture,” she said. “Even if you kill the surveillance, you’ll just tell—”
He balled his hand into a fist, burned the power he’d torn from the wall, and swung.
The bubble shattered. So did something in his hand. It would heal. He kicked away the broken shards to make a door.
The ground hit him hard from behind, and knocked stars across his eyes. She was on top of him, her knees locking his arms down. A piece of demonglass rested against his throat.
Demonglass, with a feather’s weight, still cut.
But she did not. “What the hells are you doing?”
He swallowed. There was blood on his throat now. “Why do you think you’re here?”
“Your boss arrested me.”
“I mean, in the Schools. Accessible.”
“I’m in a cell.”
“In the middle of campus. Don’t you get it? You’re bait.”
Mal blanched. The blade left his throat. She rolled off his chest. He missed her weight—but he could breathe again, which was nice. “I’m listening.”
“She’s here to save you. This whole thing, you, the Kettles, maybe the conclave—I think it’s all a trap for her. I don’t know who set it, but I mean to spring it first. And to see who shows up when it’s sprung.”
She was watching him, weighing him. Wondering if he could possibly be this dumb. He liked that expression when he saw it across the poker table. Nine times out of ten, it meant somebody was about to give him their soul.
“If this is a trap for her—do you really think we can get out?”
“I’ve faced longer odds.”
“When?”
He grinned at her as he lurched to his feet. “With you, maybe.”
“Why are you doing this?”
“Would you believe, for old times’ sake?”
The alarms were louder than her “no.”
Together, they ran down the Kettle’s entrance hall. Metal thorns unfolded from the wall to catch them. Mal moved like smoke, cutting with her demonglass blade, and they were free.
A many-headed skeleton dropped from the roof, a runeblade in each of its eight razor-tipped arms. Caleb socked it in the middle jaw, shoved his good hand between the hollow spikes of his rib cage, and pulled out its Craftwork heart.
Unfortunately for him, it had two. Fortunately, Mal was behind it already, and she was fast with that demonglass knife.
The skeleton bones came apart and crumbled to ash. Off-balance, she stumbled into him, and he caught her.
She slipped away, running again. He ran after. “You know,” he began.
“I do,” she shouted back.
“You could have let it kill me.”
“I could have killed you back in my cell!”
“That’s true. I think we’re getting somewhere. A marriage is built on honesty.”
He had never heard someone swear in High Quechal before, if you didn’t count his father’s occasional pointed misuse of the dative. He was surprised how well the language lent itself to the exercise.
The hallway out seemed longer than the hallway in. Craftsmen never could leave a dimension alone.
“So what happens,” Mal panted, “when we get to the end of this hallway and find out it’s your boss who set the trap?”
“We fight him.” He was out of breath, too. She’d been in better shape than him way back when, and that had not changed. “But I don’t think he’s the one who set this up. It wasn’t his idea to put you here.”
“The chancellor?”
“He just follows the soulstuff. Donor’s man.”
There was a light at the end of the tunnel. The mouth of daylight opened, pure white after the shadow and red he’d been running through for who could say how long? His whole life maybe, with Mal by his side.
Two thin men stepped between them and the light.
“Mr. Altemoc,” one said.
“We are impressed,” said the other.
“And inconvenienced.”
They walked into the tunnel, in perfect step. They looked like men, almost. Gray suits, thin ties. Only the eyes were wrong.
Mal leapt at the one on the right. It didn’t move, not fast enough, and she buried her demonglass blade in its gut. But no blood came out, and no innards spilled when she drew back her knife to strike again. Just chains, whip thin and sharp-edged. They wrapped around her arm.
Then the one on the left unseamed himself from groin to throat, and there were more.
Caleb fought the tide of chains. His scars held out for a moment, but the soulstuff he’d stolen from the cell was drained to the dregs and he couldn’t get anything from this suffocating weight of metal. “Mal,” he croaked. She was close. Fighting, too. Bleeding. “Do you trust me?”
He asked it in High Quechal, in the language of their fathers, in which—the holy sages taught—it was impossible to lie. He’d tried when he was four, and of course he’d discovered that was bullshit, you could lie in any language, you could even lie in math. But you had to be careful with High Quechal. Your words had a way of coming true.
“Do you trust me?”
She looked at him, for what felt like the first time. Her lips framed a word in the same language.
“Yes.”
With the last of his strength, he kissed her. Power flowed into her. She gasped green light.
Then the chains tore him away and pressed him down, down, into the dark.
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They were moving Mal.
Dawn swore. She punched the tiles of the Pleasure Quarter rooftop, and screamed. The sound echoed.
When she planned this out, they’d gone over contingencies—but as Temoc had predicted, there was no way to account for every eventuality. Sooner or later you had to use your judgment.
If she had good judgment, would she be in this position in the first place?
Dawn could feel Mal’s soul, however severed. Cautiously, carefully, she reached for the stump of bond that had linked them—but could not connect. The woman was on the move, but she was not free.
From the Hidden Schools, they could take her anywhere. To the depths of the Shining Empire. They could lock her in a stone egg in the Zurish hinterland. They could drown her or bleed her or hide her on the moon. She might become someone else’s dream, or a phantom in the pages of a book.
And Dawn would never see her again.
“You want me to leave her, I suppose,” she said to Sybil. “To run away.”
The serpent hissed. “Yes.”
“You don’t sound convinced.”
Her tongue flicked Dawn’s cheek. “They caught me, you know. Again and again. Do you know why?”
She shook her head. That part of Sybil’s memory was technically hers, too, but when she looked there it was all shadows and screaming.
“Me neither. I tried to fight, to run, to die, and everything I tried led me back to the same damn trap.”
“Not anymore.”
“No,” she said. “Not anymore. Not since you. So. I want to run. But I don’t trust what I want.”
“After all the times you hissed at me for being too kind, for not striking harder when I had the chance—”
Her tail lashed Dawn’s cheek. “Don’t rub it in.”
She unbuckled the watch from her wrist and held it in her palm. Valois had given it to her—said she had bought it with the pay from her first mission, but never wore it because she was worried it might break. Valois did not worry about much.
Timing was crucial, but sometimes you had to improvise.
She closed her fist around the watch, and squeezed.
Crystal and silver dust rained down. Inside her, all around her, something twitched and began to unfurl.
She reached into the bag, for the silver bowl.

“Flare,” the dreamers said.
Tara looked up from the map spread on the tactical suite’s central table, dotted now with jade markers, possible sightings, and crimson, potential shelters investigated and cleared. She’d been at this for hours of glimpses and half leads, sifting a city of millions for one girl.
Dawn seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. Trails were cold by the time they were noticed, if they had even been trails at all. And Dawn had been careful in the use of her power, leaving no wake of drained souls and warped Craftwork. Until now.
Tara tried not to think what it would mean to lose her again. Of how Dawn had looked in Axial, when all Tara could think to say was “I’m sorry.”
She could fix this. Kai would recover. The King in Red was hammering out an alliance. They would have a chance. All she had to do, here, now, was win.
“Where?” she snapped.
“Pleasure Quarter,” the dreamer replied, spectral. “Intersection of Bloodletter’s and Dancer’s.”
She’d been surprised, once, that there was a Bloodletter’s Street in the Pleasure Quarter, but there was no accounting for taste, no matter how the accounting department might try.
She closed her eyes and turned toward the Pleasure Quarter, east-southeast, between the Sanctum needle and the bay. She couldn’t expect to see anything at this distance, through the light of so many million souls and the thaumaturgy that moved them, sustained them, made them possible. Against the life of a city, even the King in Red in his showier moods might fail to make an impression.
The light came at her like a softball to the face. She opened her eyes to save them.
She had faced Dawn before. But the thing in the cave by the Crack in the World had been carved and broken, and the thing in the graveyard had been a scared, sad, angry girl.
If the city was an ocean, then for a moment the ocean had risen up and reached for the sky.
“Call the Blacksuits,” Tara said. “Call everyone. I’ll meet them there.”
She ran from the suite, past maps and the dreamers, through doors of shadow to the blinding light of the Schools, to the edge of Armillary Square. She spread her arms and leapt. On wings of night, she fell.
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They were coming. Dawn would have to work fast. This was the most subtle and demanding part of the whole scheme, so of course it was the part she had to do under time pressure.
When they had planned Edgemont’s defenses she—high on Tara, obsessed with her power and her mind—had asked, “What do you think will be the hardest part?”
Tara answered, “It’s always the next one.”
Dawn had not yet pondered that statement to the bottom. She expected she could spend a lifetime pondering and not get all the way there. Not that she had a lifetime to spend.
Okay. That went to a dark place. Focus.
Breathe deep. Stay here. Here is hard enough.
She had the bowl. The blade. Candles and incense. Tara had told her everything she needed. Except for the last and crucial part.
“The sacrifice is personal. We’re forbidden to speak of it. There are limits to the geas, of course. Whole industries are built around advising students who can pay, right up to the most creative edge of those limits. But don’t sweat it. Just be yourself. You’ll be fine.”
Fine. With the city converging on her and the gods awake. She could see Blacksuits darting over rooftops, flea-circus dots. Gargoyles took wing. And at their lead, on wings of night, her blade drawn—
Dawn could not face her. Not now. It had almost broken her to see Tara across that checkered floor in Axial, after so long making knight moves around each other on a shrinking board. To see her fleshless arm, and her eyes that were just the same.
Tara had said, “I’m sorry,” and Dawn wanted to scream back at her across time, “No, you don’t get to be sorry. You did not do this to me. I am not your failure. I am doing this for you.”
She had to find a sacrifice, and she had to find it soon.
Back in the Edgemont undercroft, the first time they needed blood and Tara passed her a knife to draw some, she’d lowered the blade to her palm. Tara’s hand, the one that wasn’t there now, closed over hers before she could cut.
“That only looks cool in plays,” she had said. “You work with your hands. Take care of them.”
She chose a patch of forearm where she wouldn’t have to go too deep, and drew a hair-thin cut. Her blood welled.
This is what you’re after, isn’t it, she thought. Whatever else it is we choose, it’s ourselves we offer in the end. Take us up, we say. Make us the instruments with which you play the symphony of the world.
Here, then.
Drink.
Her blood swelled into a droplet. Fell.
Splashed into the bowl.
For an instant nothing happened. Continents shifted in that instant, collided, raised mountain ranges and time knocked them all back down.
She almost laughed.
Then she lifted her eyes to the heavens, and found that she was rising.

Tara landed with a curse on an empty rooftop.
This was the place. The roof tiles crumbled to ash underfoot. The air smelled clean because it was dead. Someone had worked great power here. But—why?
And where was Dawn?
She walked to the center of the ash. The girl had covered her tracks. Nothing remained but a pile of metal and crystal sand.
Dawn. What are you doing?
The sand crackled and fizzled on her tongue, sweet as sparkling wine. Gold and steel and a trace of sapphire, infused with a power neither altogether Craftwork nor utterly miraculous. Then, a chalk bitterness: ash. Whatever this charm was, it was decaying.
A timer? She cupped the sand in her palm, and worked a thin sphere of glass around it. With a twist of her fingers the sphere flattened into a circle, the silver sand sorted from the ash, and she could see it, like a clock ticking down.
What would happen when time ran out?
Back in Edgemont, Dawn had been clever, powerful, and driven. She was better now.
Something strange had happened to Tara’s face. She realized she was smiling.
A heavy weight landed beside her. Stone wings folded. She turned to see Shale. His emerald eyes were wide. Dew beaded on his granite skin as Seril’s power worked to cool him down. A human would be panting, but gargoyles didn’t work that way.
“What are you doing here?”
Then she put it together, before he could speak.
What threats remained to Dawn? To the thing she had become? The Serpents were hiding, wounded in their world beneath the world. She did not know about the King in Red and his alliance. And the Grimwald was dead.
But—not altogether dead.
Tara had been feeling the thrill of the chase—pride in her student’s skill. But she had lost track of her objectives.
Guard yourself. Tara had tried to teach her that, but Dawn already knew.
The whole mousetrap assembled in her mind, springs and bait and that final neck-snapping bar. But still she had to ask, out loud, “Where’s Kai?”
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Mal woke up.
It was, she supposed, better than the alternative.
She had been bleeding, scoured, crushed by living chains. Now she was lifted. Cinched. A cold smooth surface pressed against her back, glass or crystal or polished bone. When she tried to breathe, chains cut her.
One of her eyes was swollen shut, not that it mattered in this thick darkness. If she opened her mouth, ghosts would rush in through her lips.
That was a child’s fear. A threat the old man had made when she would not stop crying. She had glared at him as she sobbed in great heaves of ghosts.
She mocked the dark. “You sure know how to show a lady a good time.” Defiance had always come easy to her, but her voice sounded strained and small.
Only silence answered.
“Caleb?”
She pulled against her chains. Blood ran down her arm. She couldn’t feel the pain of her wounds.
“Caleb! Where are you? If you’ve hurt him—”
A hand closed over Mal’s mouth. She tried to bite, but the grip on her cheek and jaw was as strong as a steel muzzle. A rich alto voice whispered in her ear, “Hush.” Her breath smelled of lilac and iron.
There were no lights, yet all of a sudden Mal could see her captor clearly, as if the image had been given directly to her optic nerve without the trouble of intervening photons.
Her captor looked like a woman, almost. Her skin was pale and perfect as a shell, her eyes as deep as the wrong space in the stars. Her lips were a bloody bow. She wore a gold disc at her throat.
Deep in the mazes of Mal’s brain was a tangle of cells that hadn’t changed much since her great-great-grands were mice. “Cower,” it said. “Cower, and hope the thing with teeth goes away.”
“You miss your knight, your pair,” the pale woman said. “Truly you are twice blessed. First by those you would call master, the Serpents who made you twin grails to bear offering flame, and who in their folly so many thousand years ago shunned the Lords Beyond. Your master-worms hide now in the fires of their birth, in the world below the world, but their mark lingers on your heart. They will come when you call, when the sun goes out, and when you call them their blood will be the wine of rapture. So I call you twice-blessed, and this your second blessing: you and he are the cups of life, preparers of the way.” Those dark eyes were almost kind. “I wish we could take you with us. It pains me to loose you from my hand. But you are needed here, as he is not.”
Mal tried to curse her but the words came out muffled. Her jaw creaked beneath the implacable grip.
“Do not fear, child. He is a beautiful grail. We will take excellent care of him. And when your purpose here’s accomplished, you will join us.”
The vise-grip released Mal’s jaw. The pale woman drew back and smiled, as if waiting for a dog to beg.
“If you hurt him,” Mal said, “I will find you. I will learn what you fear. And I will break you and carve you and leave you pinned and facing east for sunrise.”
When the words were out, she realized she believed them. That scared her more than the creature’s cool and bright-fanged smile.
“It is good to fight,” the pale woman said. “There’s no joy in dead prey.”
Her hand found Mal’s neck, her fingers and thumb cool on the pulse in her throat. With implacable care, she pressed down.
The sea filled Mal’s ears and hushed her to sleep.
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Al, being a dear, had brought bandages. The old man had not been lying about his knife—whatever curse or tincture he’d used upon the blade made Gav’s wound resist closure for all Donnie’s sorcerous blandishments. Donnie had half a mind to raise the man again for interrogation, but only half. He’d been a nasty person, just the sort to have arranged contingencies against resurrection. At any rate, Al’s bandages stemmed the bleeding, and the cut was not serious, however dramatic.
“It will make a dashing scar,” he said, with a wobbly smile from the crate on which he was seated.
Donnie met Sir Geoffrey’s gaze over the prince’s head. That glance was all it took: message sent, received. Sir Geoffrey was a clever man, and he had spent a long time in his country’s service. Too long. She wondered if he would do the right thing. To her mild surprise, he did.
With a sweep of surcoat, Sir Geoffrey sank to his knees before Gav. “I have failed you, milord. I am not worthy of your forgiveness, nor do I seek it.”
“Oh, hardly, Sir Geoff. If not for you, I might just now have experienced a rather close and final shave.”
“Through me you have suffered great injury.”
“It’s not that bad, really. Gives me something to throw in the face of those Schwarzwald duelist chappies. Behold my scarréd throat and so on. If we must place blame, I’m in for my share at least. I left you behind, after all.”
“He’s not talking about the cut,” Donnie said, softly. She held out the pursuivant.
Gav looked from her, to the pursuivant, to Sir Geoff. He didn’t understand at first. She loved him for that, a little, and her heart broke when she saw him get it—and rise, unsteadily, to his feet. Sir Geoffrey almost rose to help, but checked himself.
Al looked at her, unsure. A dear, really. She wanted to do the right thing, and spent an awful lot of time trying to work out what that was, with pencil and paper if necessary—which left her at some disadvantage when confronted with a world that never did the homework.
“I don’t believe he meant to kill you,” Donnie said. “That was my mistake, thinking you were the target just because you were the one hit. Our dear dead friend over there prompted me to see things in a new light. The pursuivant is an old weapon, he said—commonly used in Camlaan, since it featured in your education. It might be deployed by a Camlaander operative whose days of field service are long past. The pursuivant has advantages: it acts at a distance, of its own accord. But it hunts by scent. It pierced my scarf quite neatly. Bad luck that you’d tucked it so close to your heart.”
Sir Geoff looked down.
She continued. “I admit, Sir Geoffrey: I’m surprised you see me as a threat. I want nothing to do with your affairs of state. But you came after me, and you hurt one of my friends. The first I might tolerate, on the rule of everybody gets one try. The second I cannot allow.”
“Sir Geoffrey.” Gav’s voice was soft. “Is this true?”
“She wouldn’t have died, milord,” the man said. “Not forever. Family like hers, she’d be right as rain after a few days in the liminal unit. Dying’s just another day for them.”
Gav looked sick. “Why?” His voice seemed to come from far away.
“Every man’s entitled to distraction, milord, but—this is a matter of policy. The foreign office was clear. We need the Shining Empire to stand against Zur and Iskar. The firms are kindly disposed to us, but as we draw close to them, we push the Empire away. Ambassador Sun thought we were snubbing her—said as much to me, milord—that she might need to reconsider our Glebland deal. Years of work, wasted. Service must take precedence over our affections. Your own sister—”
“Do not speak of her, Sir Geoffrey.”
“Your sister understood—”
“Do not speak of her,” he said, and in that moment Gav seemed to her for the first time a prince. The light in his hair crowned him. “Do not use her in your mouth. Do not call on her as a fanatic calls on saints to justify his crimes and make them holy. She was worth your entire government together, all your fools in bad suits, and you could not bear it. And now that she is gone you dare take her up and offer her as one more sign that you know best.”
“No, my lord,” he said, and meant it. “I have failed you.” He took up the assassin’s blade and pressed it to his throat.
Before he could move, Gav took his hand. They were still, Gav and Sir Geoffrey—a stillness of balanced strength. Shock grew on the older knight’s face as he realized what power Gav’s thin frame concealed. He was no warrior, but he had hunted long in the forest.
“Please, my lord,” he said.
Gav did not reply.
She thought she saw a decision form upon the prince’s face, furious and final, and reached out to stop him, though she could not get there in time. But it was not Gav changing. It was the light.
With a brutal wrench Gav tore the blade from Sir Geoffrey’s hand. The knight collapsed to the dock, breathing heavily, alive.
Gav turned to face the sky.
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The sand in the glass was half-gone by the time Tara reached her office. The window wasn’t designed to open from the outside, so chalk one up for the window guy—if Tara survived long enough to worry about replacements.
Her wings dissolved. She felt cold from the Craft and furious at her own stupidity. But she could fix this. She had to fix this.
Kai was gone.
A hulking shadow in the corner of the waiting room clicked and skittered. Flaming eyes gleamed in a skull that might have belonged to a giant bird. Spindly segmented rat-bone arms unspooled to lash the air.
“Oss. It’s me.”
The figure boiled from the shadow, holding its skull out for a pat. She fed it a bone from her purse. It cooed as it crunched.
“Any callers?”
Oss nodded.
So she wasn’t surprised when she opened the office door to see Ms. Kevarian behind her desk. She was, though, speechless—keenly aware of the years that had passed since their first meeting in Edgemont, when Tara had been a disgraced girl staring down a mob. Aware, too, of every piece of clutter in her office, every misfiled form, every pin and string on her mad bulletin boards of cross-referenced clippings. She should have cleaned after Elayne’s last visit. There should have been time.
Her desktop at least was tidy. It held a blotter pad, a pen stand, and a human skull.
“I wondered when you’d join us.” Ms. Kevarian had poured herself a finger of whiskey, in one of Tara’s cut-crystal glasses. As Tara watched, she poured another.
Tara nodded to the skull. “Is that for me, or him?”
Even Elayne Kevarian’s real smile had a trace of the knife. “He was indulged too much while he was alive, by too many. I would not compound the mistake.”
Tara took the whiskey. She set the glass circle on the desk beside the skull, and watched the sand inside it burn away. The skull watched her. So did Elayne. “Why are you here?”
“To dissuade you from making a mistake.” Elayne set her hand on the skull. It grinned at them both. “I know how it goes. I know too well. You drive yourself with determination and rage and contempt for your own limits, and that works for a while. But it’s easy, isn’t it, to slip, when you find yourself truly tested. That instinct for contempt turns against yourself. It’s not merely your own skill that is inadequate. Your morals, your convictions, every choice that led you to this moment, they were all wrong, because if they were right you would be winning. Your mistakes have imperiled all that you hold dear. And in that moment comes the poison whisper: you are the root of all your failures. So the only logical path is that which in your right mind you would never walk.”
Tara had cleaned the skull herself. Peeled the flesh away with her knife and gloved hands. Fused the bones back together after she slipped the brain free. “It has power over his projects,” she said. “Which means, it has power over Dawn.”
“Projects. Use the proper word. People. He caught her and chained her, like he caught us.”
Tara met her gaze. “Did you kill him?” She had never asked before. She had never wanted to care.
“Someone had to.” Which was not, technically, an admission. “Even at the end he was foul. As he was at the first, when he was just a boy with a gift for thinking he was right. But I didn’t see it then.” She worked the whiskey glass in her fingers. “We bear responsibilities for our failings.”
“Kai’s gone.”
The glass paused. “And you think the girl took her.”
“There’s nothing left of Dawn. She’s just a mask.”
“I have been a partner in Kelethres, Albrecht, and Ao for a long time, Tara. I have seen many masks, and those who wear them. You confronted her in the train station. What did you see? The monster, or the girl?”
Tara looked down.
“Do you know why I came here? Why I knew you’d go for the skull, rather than seeking some other answer? Trying, for example, to spring Caleb from his cell?”
She shook her head.
“Because I understand. The best option is the one that hurts the most.”
She wished the skull did not have eyes. She wished it did not smile, that she did not know how that smile would look enfleshed.
“Your analysis of the situation has a similar self-destructive bent. Ms. Pohala’s disappearance may have nothing to do with your student. There are many powers at work which might benefit from Ms. Pohala’s disappearance. And, perhaps, from your own continued animosity toward Dawn.”
“What are you saying?”
“You saw her in the station, and stayed your hand.”
“I was wrong.”
“When you left me all those years ago, I trusted you to see a path that I could not. Perhaps it is your turn to trust.”
Tara did not look away. “Even if I wanted to … to trust Dawn—I can’t walk into that without a backup plan. You never would.”
That landed, somewhere in the dark behind the Craftswoman, in the massed histories through which she had walked to reach this moment. “Perhaps not.”
She had to understand. She had to know how much it mattered to defy all comers, to win and brush the dust from your lapels. “I lost, Elayne.” The words sounded so small. “She beat me. I have to win this time. Maybe it would be different if I was like Caleb. He gets power from his scars. I just get hurt.”
“Tara,” she said, sadly. “If only you knew what those scars had cost those men.”
Hurt people, her own voice mocked her. Hurt people helping hurt people. The room was small and dark, cluttered with the leavings of a crazed mind. From where she stood, the sky was cut down to a sliver of blue.
The last of the sand turned gray.
Then, in an eyeblink instant, the sky was red.
She ran to the window, Elayne beside her. She was dimly aware of other windows opening, of cries and screams and hysterical laughter from the street below.
All sound was riven by peals of ocean-deep silence. She had only heard the unbells ring once, the night she’d set fire to Alexander Denovo’s lab.
The Hidden Schools were under attack.
In the red sky over Alt Coulumb, the palaces upside down in air flowed into defensive formation, raised rainbow walls and spatial wards and woke their point-defense weaponry.
And all around them massed the armies of Dawn.
Mountains that flew. Gaping glass maws with wings of thorn. Buried and sand-scoured war golems ten stories tall, piloted by reanimated demons, husks within husks. The ghosts of the Badlands and their God Wars dead, all arrived in an instant, without crossing intervening space, raising no alarm before they struck.
Dawn’s army. Dawn’s plan. Don’t strike Chikal, or the great Exchanges, but the Craft that tied them all together—the nexus of faith, precedent, and power: the library of the Hidden Schools.
Elayne was red-lit by the sky. Tara tried to read the shadows behind her eyes, the webs of scar tissue that held her together.
“You could stop me,” Tara said. “Before I set one hand on that skull.”
Elayne wrapped her in her arms. Tara woke her warding glyphs by reflex, before she realized this was not an attack.
She could not breathe, or speak.
“I trust you,” Elayne said, and let go.
The unbells rang and rang again. A burst of fire changed the shadows of her room. It was not the first shot of the War. That had come long ago. She wondered if Elayne had been there when it was fired. If she had known even then that this day would come.
She wished there was time to ask.
She grabbed Alexander Denovo’s skull and flew to the murder in the sky.
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He was nothing, and then he was Temoc Almotil.
He came back to himself in pieces. In a springtime garden, his son shuffled cards. They bent beneath the pressure of his small sure hands—then were together in an instant, a taut block ready for the game. Caleb beamed. Mina laughed, and clutched his arm, and they were young and everything was bright.
He was older now. Less and more than he had been.
But he found himself again at war.
He stood on the shoulders of dread Ixzayotl’s corpse before the rainbow walls of the Hidden Schools. Around him in the sky were the armies of revenge, the armies of Dawn. He had walked beside her as she woke them, in their many-mouthed horror—the Thing of Spun Glass, the Twisting Worm, the Maze That Walks, the Angel of the Teeth with its beautiful grand face and the fangs of its chest. They were horrors that the Craft and Gods had wrought, had broken—holy and perverse. She called them by their secret names, and he shuddered to see them rise. One by one they knelt to her, and she kissed them on their monstrous brows. The touch of her lips left words of fire.
They were here now. And they were not alone.
“You will feel afraid,” she had told them, “when you emerge. You will come back to your body and know it is not yours. That fear will pass. We are one. We are seen, known, treasured, loved.”
When she said that to him, he bowed, and later he found the monk, Burgess, who smiled too much but who, in other respects, he felt would understand. “I forget how young she is. Young enough to be surprised when her body is not where she left it.”
“Young enough,” Burgess replied, “to see what old men may not.”
The Hidden Schools lay before him.
He had glimpsed these towers once, on a long-ago battlefield, and these rainbow walls. He felt a rush of strength, not the strength of his present body, which she had unspooled with all the rest so she could weave it round about through their enemy’s defenses until they came at last to this place of battle—not his present strength, no, but the strength of the fresh-scarred boy who looked upon those rainbow walls and thought in his secret heart, “I can take them.”
He felt his army through the link—every monster the girl had called, all bound through his scars. The marks his master’s blade had left so long ago burned upon his skin like the filaments of incandescent bulbs. He felt Valois’s Arsenal Company under her command, winged and ready for assault.
The strategy was simple. All the best ones were.
He would draw fire and press the rainbow walls. Valois and Burgess and the others would slip through any hole he made, enter the crystal stanchions that maintained and powered the defenses, and break them from within.
The Hidden Schools, of course, got a vote. Their long-silent weapons made their arguments. A salvo of spell shards raked the Twisting Worm and acid blood rained from its wounds. In suffering its coils grew more complex, so dense a knot of light they hurt to look upon. Then its battleship head rammed forward, its lamprey teeth locked onto the rainbow wall, and it began to drink.
Power rolled into Temoc, through the link that was the girl. His scars seared. He roared in pain that was strength, that was defiance.
Demonic arts sought him, found him. From those twisted stanchions, darts of shadow rose—the Proctors of the Hidden Schools took flight on wings made from the stolen bones of gods.
I can take them.
He had been nothing. Now he was himself again.
He drew his blade and spread his wings.

Abelard ran. He didn’t know what he was running toward, or from, but Sister Muriel had once told him, when the lights flicker in your facility and a senior tech swears and starts running—follow. He imagined the same applied when you were dealing with ancient and almighty sorcerers and squid people and so on.
He burst out into Armillary Square, into a world cross-lit rainbow and black. There seemed to be twelve suns overhead, wheeling and inverse-colored, then six, then one that shed no light. Screams rose all around him but he could not see anybody screaming. He could not stop looking at that impossible sky.
A weight struck him from the side. He fell to the steps, rolled, stared up at a thing the size of a cart, bat-winged, with a lion’s body and a long neck that ended in a head with no eyes, just an open smiling sickle-toothed mouth. As he stared, it swallowed what was left of someone’s arm. He wondered if it was his.
Fire sang in his blood. Kill it, the fire said. Eat it. Fight and fight, and live. But all his body could do was scramble back, crablike, amid scrambling feet. The thing screamed in many voices at once, and reared to strike.
Instead, it exploded.
The King in Red stood where the monster had been. Gobbets of monster flesh rained around him onto the steps and flagstones of the plaza, where they melted, leaving rainbow-slick stains on rock.
He was laughing. Abelard felt it in his bones. Those crooked skeleton fingers held something small and wriggling and beautiful, like a flower made of light. Some piece of the monster. It had not been a thing of Craft. Some God made it, Abelard thought, and They’re gone now, and that is all that remains.
Kopil brought the flower to his teeth and bit down, and swallowed. Nectar dribbled onto his chin. He wiped it away with the back of his wrist. “Come on,” he said. “We don’t want to be late to the war.”
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Donnie watched the horror in the sky.
It might have been a fireworks display, if fireworks made you feel sick inside. If fireworks had mouths to swallow you whole. There were monsters up there, and broken mirrors that reflected the city and the Schools in grotesque distortion, and those horrors within the mirror stretched out twisted claws to drag the real world into them.
She felt so small.
She realized she was holding Al’s hand. Did not remember reaching for it.
“We have to get back,” Al said.
“How?”
Flakes of glass and rainbow floated down like snow from that malevolent sky, to land upon the city with roar and crash and fountained smoke. She could place them, she realized: that one in the Pauper’s Quarter, that in Hearthway Lane, that by the Temple of the Moon. She knew these places. She had walked those streets. One fell dockside, and its impact shook her to her knees.
Gav helped her up. He looked different. He looked like someone who would be carved onto a monument. He did not know what to do, but he did it anyway. “We have to help.”
She found her breath, her body, her racing heart. “Yes.”
“Not them, I mean. Up there.”
“No.”
He turned to the kneeling man behind him. “Sir Geoffrey. You gave an oath once to serve my house, and to defend those who cannot defend themselves. Does it hold?”
“Yes,” he said. “Yes, my lord.”
“Then honor it now.” A light enclosed Gav. He seemed larger. “The fires will spread quickly. We have work to do.”
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Tara flew toward the Hidden Schools, with the skull in her grip.
Madeline Ramp mocked her from her own memories. In the end, you turn back to him. He’s what made you, not that flea-speck town, not all your choices since, all those vainglorious self-important attempts to do the right thing. You are what you reach for in your fear, and in your fear you reach for him.
It’s different this time, she told herself. This time I’m in charge.
The mocking voice did not answer.
The battle raged. She dodged something like a dragonfly crossed with a freight wagon, with a face made of fingers. The rainbow walls flared. One, for an instant, buckled.
The great beasts lashed at the rainbow walls with tentacles and teeth, or simply insisted, with a mad mighty will, that the walls did not exist. Proctors swarmed to meet the assault, bird-masked things of night summoned from carceral depths to guard the Schools. She shuddered in spite of everything as she saw them fly, and unsheathe their long blue claws. She had not known there were so many.
There were monsters inside the Schools already. She saw two Proctors fighting a hook-winged bird above Keel College. Something with tentacles sprouted from Armillary Square. How had they breached the walls? She saw it now—some of the monsters were things of the Hidden Schools themselves, soldiers of the Wars come home. They wouldn’t last long without support. Even as Tara watched, they were unraveling. It was nice for students to have practical experience.
Tara did not try to understand the siege, the movement of beasts and shadows and blades. Dawn was the core, the only vital thing. Let the Schools mount their defenses. Let the shifting aurora labyrinth in the sky roar with infinite mouths, let the professors call ancient weapons to hand. If she stopped Dawn, the rest would fail. That was her theory of the case.
She glared into the hollows of the skull. It was dead. He was dead. She had skinned him herself. She had weighed his organs and destroyed them one by one.
The skull said nothing.
She did not want him to speak. She wanted the skull to be no more than a morbid paperweight. She wanted him gone forever.
But she needed to win.
She plunged the middle and ring fingers of her gone hand into his eye sockets, and hooked her thumb into his mouth.
“All right, you bastard. Show me what you’ve got.”
At first, she heard only the battle: bells and roars, screams and sirens. How strange to face the end of all that is, and feel relieved.
Then the whispers came.

Abelard ran through the battle after the King in Red.
He had never experienced quite so many things been happening at once. Fire bloomed around him. Robed children—they couldn’t be much younger than he’d been when he met Tara, but they looked like children—traded fire with a giant wiggling squid-thing that had planted itself in Armillary Square. He ran around the fallen body of a three-headed lion. There were screams and hysterical laughter. His feelings seemed to be felt by someone else. Then they crashed down upon him and he was afraid, and angry, and still running after the King in Red.
Michel and the Wreckers swept past, the Wreckers swinging by tentacles shot from their sleeves, Michel jetting through the air, propelled by tendrils of light. The Shining Empire delegation was airborne, too, Ms. Sun clad in demonglass armor and holding a rod of light-eating iron. Abelard could not see the Maskorovim at first, then did—they slipped from shadow to shadow as if the sunlit space between did not exist.
But the King in Red just—ran.
He could fly. Abelard had seen him. Why was he on foot?
Then Abelard realized. Debris fell from cracked facades and stained glass rained down—but not on his head. When he glanced back, a broad and undestroyed path lay behind them. Behind him. He was being protected.
They were near the rainbow wall. One more silver bridge above a shattering drop—he heard a crack of masonry, and then there was no more bridge underfoot and he was falling, alone and weightless. He lived a year of falling before a skeleton hand caught his, and swung him up.
It was Tara.
He hugged her. Her glyphs and shadows stung him but he did not care—and her arms were around him, too.
It was not until he pulled back that he remembered his moment of uncertainty in the Tower of the Moon, and the bones piled under Endwright Hall. He might not have thought of either, if he hadn’t recognized the skull in Tara’s hand.
“Recognized” was the wrong word. Skulls looked very much alike. Even after reliquary duty, he was no expert. But there were not as many skulls of import in Tara’s life as one might expect given her résumé. Anyway, there was something about the teeth. You tended to remember the grin of a man who’d killed you, even if it didn’t take. “Tara.”
“I have to stop her. If she gets to the library—”
“We will stop them,” Kopil said. “The Schools have rung the Binding Bells. Aid comes. They have but one army and so far it seems to die in the usual way.” His teeth were rainbow-spattered. “This will be fun.”
“I’ll find her. You—you do your thing. And try—”
But Kopil, with a grin to Abelard, was already gone.
Abelard tried to see his friend beneath the shell of grim determination. Tried not to think about the skull in her hand. “Tara, are you okay?”
She shook her head, not at him—but as if she were hearing voices he could not. “I don’t have time to be okay.”
“You don’t have to do this alone.”
“I’m not alone.” She clutched the skull. “I need you here. Keep an eye on him.”
“On—him?” The King in Red was dismembering something beautiful.
“In a fight like this—who will say, later, what was enemy action?”
“I don’t understand.” Bu that was wrong. He wished he didn’t understand. He thought of the cathedrals of bone, and of Michel.
“They’ve all been looking for a chance to go for the throat since we got here. If they do—it all falls apart. I just need time. I can stop her. I can fix this.”
He believed her. She was so purely, simply right. A voice inside him screamed that he shouldn’t listen, shouldn’t leave her alone now. That voice was right, too. But the world was wrong now—the world was wrong, and if he went on doing right things in a wrong world, wouldn’t they be the wrong things in the end?
He hugged her again, fiercely.
Her body tightened in alarm, then softened for an instant. He thought one of them was about to speak, and could not imagine what either would say.
He kissed her on the cheek, and ran on toward the rainbow wall.

Tara watched him go, and felt sick to her stomach.
She had been right to do it. And it had not even been that hard. He was torn, confused. He wanted to know what to do. He just needed a little push. It was for his own good. He would be safer in the battle than he would with her. She left too many bodies in her wake. She wouldn’t let his be one.
That wasn’t the whispers speaking. That was her. The whispers had just reminded her of skills she had learned a long time ago and not used since. To touch the mind, ever so slightly. To braid another’s will to her own.
Always learn by doing.
The whispers had no personality, no guiding intellect. They presented options. Reminded. The man was gone, but patterns of thought clung to his skull, habits and knowledge and magics grooved there by a century of work and war and abuse.
They belonged to her, now.
She regarded the battle.
Do you see, the whispers asked, how it’s all connected?
At first she did not.
She felt young and stupid in her pride, to think that even with this aid she could be smart enough or fast enough or wise enough to stop this. She’d been lucky so far. That was all.
Then she saw the pattern.
It was faint at first. Gods were absences in Craft, visible in how they bent reality, how the weight of them distorted the plain meaning of language, of history, of contracts. But you could read the wind from ripples on the water. Currents moved through the battlefield Craft. If she focused not on specifics but on trends, tendencies, flows—Dawn’s army was all linked, surely as the Raiders had been at Edgemont. This was subtler work, but it could not hide from her.
Yes, the whispers said. In this as in so much else, a natural aptitude for the close and careful work of Craft betrays you. Think systematically. This is how she can be found in any decade: by tendencies, by patterns. Found, and caught.
Seen at this delicious level of abstraction, the battle around the Hidden Schools was not a perplexity of soldiers and constructs and war machines and Craftsmen and gods, but a simple confluence of systems. First see the Craft, its subsystems peculiar to the Hidden Schools. Then the divine factions—Iskari and Shining Empire, working their tendrils around and through the Craftwork, to shore it up for now, but perhaps, depending on the course of events, to tear it down.
See the armies of Dawn.
Then ask: where is the girl?
Dawn was a network as much as a flesh and blood person. The web of her army should anchor back to her. But though Tara could see points of greater density, there was no central mind. The army-web reminded Tara of maps she’d seen of the brain asleep—cells activating without apparent pattern, without the rolling, functional burn of waking mind.
Dawn wasn’t here.
And yet her army was battering at the walls. Why? Even if the rainbow wall came down and even if Dawn’s armies crossed into the not-quite-there dimension beyond, the Hidden Schools knew their own. Anyone but an admitted student who walked here without leave would find the air they breathed turned poison, the stones on which they trod transformed to work them harm. The Schools would rip themselves apart before they let an invader climb the steps of the Argent Library.
But what if Dawn had not come as an invader?
Years ago Tara had crouched in the desert, skin scrawled with glyphs in silver paint, and chanted the application formula. Her blood steamed in the offering bowl. With tear-blurred eyes she stared into the space between the stars and prayed. There was no other word for it.
Come. Lift me up. I am waiting.
The Hidden Schools were open to all.
Of course they weren’t, in practice. Some paths were level, and some uphill, and some so steep they seemed at first glance to be walls. There were many students who fought their way up from nothing, driven by visions of glory or power or by the plain simple challenge of the thing. And there were more who had worked with tutors every day since they turned twelve, who went to exclusive academies that called their dorms houses or wings, who appointed one another prefects and learned to play elaborate games with brooms and flying discs. They weren’t any better at the Craft—might know charms and wards by rote but understood precious little about first-principles sorcery—but they knew how to walk, how to dress, how to act.
But the Schools were still, technically, open to all. Especially in war. That was what they were for. When the mob came for you, torches and pitchforks high, because you’d spent your afternoons studying herbs with local wisewomen—when you called for help, someone had to answer.
She remembered the rooftop. The ash, the sand, silver slag that might have been a bowl.
How long had it been? Thirty minutes? Less? Some students spent days in the Labyrinth. The record time, when Tara made her attempt, had been one hour and fifty-two minutes. She’d made it in an hour forty-five. Dawn couldn’t be that much faster. Could she?
The skull grinned in her grip.
Tara broke into a run.

Dawn sprang through the door just as toothed walls slammed shut behind. She rolled, came up onto her feet like Valois had taught her, hands out, guarding.
She was tired and dirty and she wished she knew how much time she had left. How many more chambers. The Labyrinth had its own rules, and one of those was “No outside interference.”
This chamber was empty save for a central plinth. Atop it sat a golden-haired monkey. The monkey’s eyes were closed, his legs crossed, his hands shaped into mudras. A long thin staff lay across his lap.
Dawn kept her fists up. A ready stance was what Valois called this. She had not been ready for much of the Labyrinth. She felt one cheek purpling with a bruise. Her hair was filthy with cobwebs and ichor, her shirt was torn, her shoulder bleeding. In one of her fists she held a claw from that odd, awful upside-down mantis thing three rooms back. She was trembling. Her heart seemed lodged somewhere between her ears.
She had to be close. She hoped.
Sybil roused herself from digestive stupor. Her arrowhead face was slick with gore. Dawn could still feel the ogre she’d devoured two rooms back, dissolving inside them in some way that had nothing to do with chemistry. “Are we there yet?”
She was out of breath. That was how she was timing herself. If she could still breathe, she should be moving faster. “Let’s find out.” There was a trace of a hiss on her own S.
She walked—okay, it was more of a stumble—to the plinth.
The monkey’s eyes snapped open. They were bright gold from lid to lid, and kind, as he asked her the most important question in the world.
It went on and on, like thunder rolling over the high plains. Her mind was swift and her memory exact, but in the grip of those kind eyes all those precise and necessary details melted away. So did time.
It wasn’t fair. She had worked so much practical Craft with Tara, things Tara herself had said most graduates of the Hidden Schools would not attempt until their fourth year at one of the big firms. She had faced goddesses and Deathless Kings. This question had nothing to do with any of that, with the careful management of exceptions and precedent and models and souls and blood. It was a game. A toy. And why was the monkey smiling?
The question didn’t even make sense on its own merits. Who would organize a picnic this way? Why would someone not bring ice cream if someone else brought potato salad? Would a picnic have a seating chart? Why did the guests have such weird names?
Unmoored, they spun through her mind as symbols rather than people, as bloodless, disembodied units of logic.
She returned the monkey’s golden stare.
“Brad,” she said, “sits next to Louis. Jamie brought the potato salad. Clint brought the ice cream, and arrived second. And—I know you didn’t ask this—but I’m pretty sure that Steven poisoned Brad.”
The monkey’s smile widened. His hand shot out, his claw flashed.
The pain in her chest brought her back to her body, back to time. She looked down, not sure what she expected to see. Her heart torn out? She had been so lost, it could have happened without her noticing.
The cuts beneath her collarbone were not animal scratches but clean elegant lines, spiderwebs drawn by machine. She had seen them before—in the heat of the day, when Tara unbuttoned her shirt. Tara’s glyphs were more extensive, of course—from their spiral accents to the sharp downward stroke that marked her graduation—but this was the bedrock on which they were built. This was the glyph of matriculation.
She was now a student of the Hidden Schools.
Somewhere a bell tolled. The stone walls around her groaned and shook, then petaled open—and here she stood, inside the palace of her dreams.
It was breaking.
She was the one breaking it.
The sky was a rainbow bruise. Outside, the battle surged. Birdlike horrors soared from tower-tops to fight—her. But they could not see her, not really. She was what they fought, and what they fought to save. If she was fast and lucky, she’d be gone before they could tell the difference.
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The siege was going well, Temoc thought, to his dismay.
He had doubted the merits of Dawn’s approach, of raising weapons of Craft against the Hidden Schools rather than simply summoning the bodies of the holy dead. Surely Craftsmen would be adept in combating their own sorcery. But he had been wrong. He was old enough by now, and had been wrong with sufficient frequency, to feel no pain in the admission.
The Craft’s most subtle weapons had been designed to bring down Gods and their beloved, to rend paladins and heroes asunder. Against the work of its own hands, the Craft assumed a different aspect. You fought a God by striking what it loved until divine grace could endure no longer. You fought a work of Craft by identifying inconsistencies, internal conflicts, countermanding claims. This was a natural sort of armor around the Craft insofar as Gods were concerned, since Gods loved paradox, contradiction, and inconsistency. But it was no defense at all against the Craft’s own intractable claims—and the Craft had seldom fought both sorts of enemy at once.
When the defenders sallied against the parts of Temoc’s force that he himself did not understand, and shuddered to think on—that great serpent, or the maze of bleeding color in the sky that caught your reflection and splintered it and made it so the reflection became your true self and what you used to think was you was only a phantom cast by interacting light—when they worked against such terrors they had to proceed carefully, checking arguments, seeking flaws in the evil work their own teachers had raised up to depose Gods.
This care slowed them, and concentrated their fluid power. Where it did, the sacred forces pressed their advantage—dead Ixzayotl roared and the jewel-towers of the Hidden Schools trembled. Griffins and their riders, mummified by decades in the sand, burst through lacunae in the rainbow wall. The All-Seeing Roc clawed the barrier, leaving gaps that were slow to heal. And when the defenders turned their attention back to the Gods and their risen creatures, the once-Crafted forces pressed their advantage.
Even reeling, the Craftsmen were mighty. So far, he had seen only what resources they could call upon when surprised in the heart of their power—but those were great enough. He felt divine war engines come apart. Mouths opened in the sky, and griffins fell tumbling into airless voids perpendicular to any direction of space. He saw and heard and smelled things he could not describe, and that he tried not to think about because they might be a form of conceptual attack, meant to slip through the doors of perception and burrow in his brain.
Depth was the key to any sustained fighting—endurance in the body, matériel and reinforcements in the field. Depth he did not have, not enough to raze the Schools as he once dreamed. Fortunately, that was not his goal. He had a mission. So far, he was winning.
He soared on wings of shadow, striking here to shatter birdlike Proctors, there swooping to relieve the curse-pressed roc. The army’s power surged through the link into him. For all the long Wars to the end, to the day Dresediel Lex fell and he wandered bleeding through the snow, he had dreamed of this. Not of victory—he had not known, as a child grown in a failing war, what victory would even mean—but of this moment, of pressing the fight to the enemy’s gates, of standing before the Hidden Schools with blade wet to voice his prayers and claim his glory.
So why did he feel empty? Why did his arm rise joylessly and fall as if cutting through a thicket? What, of all his childhood golden dream, was missing?
As he was asking himself that question, he almost died.
The air caught fire and wept blood. A great hand seized him and crushed him. His scars flared; power moved through the link to blunt the strike and drink from it, and feed it into him, sweet and cold as spring water.
He turned, still alive, to face the King in Red.
The Craftsman strode toward him across the sky. His teeth were rainbow-slick with the blood of Gods.
“We have got to stop meeting like this,” he said.
Ah, Temoc thought. Yes. That was it.
He smiled.

Dawn ran through the Horn Gate, into the Hidden Schools.
They were beautiful. She had not expected that. From the ground they seemed wonderful, yes, but so did clouds, which up close were no more than fog. But the Schools were yet more wonderful when up close and all around her—yards for strolling, benches for resting, towers where ancient scribes once contemplated the endless variety of the cosmos. These were rescued halls of learning flown from around the world to their salvation. Yes, there were bells of war and brilliant shards of shock wave–shattered glass, and students running or taking shelter or battling the monsters Temoc and Valois had managed to slip through—but still, when she passed through the Horn Gate, she felt herself welcomed home.
“Careful,” Sybil said. “This place ate Tara alive.”
She smiled sourly. “So did we.”
The bridge from the Horn Gate to the Old Quad was broken, but Dawn hopped across the breach. Far away, a god screamed. The maples on the quad were turning all the fire shades of autumn. Only one was actually on fire. Three students had gathered round to roast marshmallows on an angel’s wing bones. Dawn found a kiosk with maps for tourists, and followed the pull inside her to a place the map called Armillary Square.
The great silver clockwork of the universe whirled above the fountain. A tentacled thing the size of a barn filled the rest of the plaza, which was strewn, for some reason, with thousands of fallen black-and-red dominos. Tentacle Thing was not quite holding its own against a coterie of determined students, one of whom was wearing a letter jacket with a domino on its back. Dawn didn’t know where Tentacle Thing had come from—not one of hers—and she didn’t know whom she was rooting for, so she skirted the edge, snacking on stray blasts of timefire and rending shadow and, once, on an errant tentacle. The Labyrinth had left her peckish.
She followed the pull, afraid she knew where it would lead. It brought her to the broad bone steps that led to the sixfold tower of the Argent Library.
She had not wanted this. Her plan had been simple. Draw attention. Scare people. While they’re scared, get Mal. She’d said that to Sybil over and over again. We’re not ready for the library, not yet. It’s Mal I’m here for. I won’t let them have her. I won’t let them use her. She’s been used too often.
But now her trail led right inside.
To enter was to jump to the final round. To skip the many-stage plan of eating exchanges and economies to shore her up for the final attempt. The longer she spent in there, the more the Craft would bind to her—or bind her, digest her, make her its puppet as surely as Denovo with his knives had sought to do. She cringed from her memory of him—his blade, his careful hands, his sandalwood cologne.
Mal was in there.
“Did you set this up?” she asked Sybil.
“Sure,” Sybil hissed, “absolutely. Everything is proceeding as I have foreseen.” Behind the joke, Dawn felt her fear.
Was this a trap? They might have just moved Mal to the library because it was well defended. There were rooms inside that would deaden even a god’s screams.
It didn’t matter.
Dawn climbed the stair. The faces of lions snarled in brass from the twenty-foot-tall doors. The handles were chest-high and cast in the shape of serpents, with forked tongues to flank the keyhole. Appropriate.
She gripped one with both hands and pulled.
The door swept open. A chill wind blew through the gap.
From behind her, a familiar voice called her name.
“Run,” Sybil urged, but Dawn stopped instead, and turned.
There, below, on the bone steps, was Tara. Her suit was black. Her eyes were death. All trace of tenderness had burned away. In one hand she held her knife. In her other hand, a skull.
Dawn wanted to say something. Anything.
She smelled lightning and sandalwood.
She fled into the dark.
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“The priestess wakes.”
And so Kai woke indeed—to drowning, to joy, to a cascade of market data. Somewhere a heart monitor beeped. When she tried to move, she rustled cords and needles and medical tape.
“She is weak.”
“Desperation concentrates the mind, unlocks the gates of the soul. Put her into the terminal. She will be needed soon.”
Cold arms circled her, raised her, then lowered her into water. A pale, blurred figure was in the water with her, beside her—mouth open. A sharp pain stung her neck, and she began to go away. There was a numb light, and nothing wrong in all the world. She tumbled into gray.
She was dying.
That word meant something, to someone.
Her teeth closed on a slick tube in her mouth. From that tube issued warmth and glory, sweetness and sin. It pulsed in heartbeat rhythm. Some distant thing of meat she barely recognized as her body swallowed.
The gates of her soul creaked, strained, burst.
Her name was a sandcastle. The sea came rushing in.
At the heart of the caldera of Kavekana’ai there was a pool, and in that pool they grew gods. Idols and dreams, they transformed into all the myriad shapes of tide pool and reef, the profuse strangeness of guarded water.
This was the ocean.
In her training Kai had dreamed of the order flow—not the market, that shadow of mismatched desires, but the numinous truth the market reflected: all that was needed anywhere, and all there was to meet that need. Her dream had not approached reality.
Around her great things swam. Call them gods or nations or Concerns. They were accumulations of want and plenty. There passed the great squids of Iskar, there the remnant deities of Southern Kath, and all around the hollowed-out rotting forms the Craftsmen had made their own: a world built of corpses.
On Kavekana, they kept these powers far away. The priesthood’s small gods would melt at once into these larger deities and Concerns, remembered only as footnote myths and fables. The Lady of the Foxes, trapped for all time with her hand in a jar.
Kai had glimpsed this place while trading, but only—the phrase drifted up from forgotten prophecies—through a glass darkly.
She was drowning in it now.

Inside the Argent Library there might have been no war at all. Wards ate sound. Slitted smoked-glass windows strained the light to a timeless gray. Here the avenues between towering bookcases would shift and twist obligingly to prevent two solitary wanderers from disturbing one another’s contemplation. Here the tomes stood ranked like waiting armies on the glyphworked magisterium shelves—and armies they were: the armies of Craft, each a patient immortal soldier in the only war that matters, the war to say what the world is. The Argent Library: a place of quietude and mastery, the work of ages. When nothing else is holy, this remains.
Tara ran into a restocking cart, knocked it over in a clatter of spilled cuneiform tablets. She bounced off a bookcase, found her footing, and sprinted after Dawn.
The girl slipped through a gap between two bookcases, which then snapped shut. Fine. Tara could play that game, too. The whispers made it easy.
She’s your apprentice, technically. So it behooves the library to keep you together.
The corner Dawn had been about to turn disappeared, and so did others to either side, leaving her running down an endless hall flanked by bookcases. Tara pursued.
I could have done that on my own, she thought. She did not quite think it at the skull. She did not want to encourage it. Denovo’s knowledge, his secrets, had been carved into the skull like grooves into phonograph wax. They could be read in many different ways. But if she started talking to it, it might start talking back.
You could have, the whispers admitted. Eventually. But isn’t it easier this way?
Dawn sprinted ahead. The hall stretched on, rank after rank of shelves. Tara was running out of breath. Dawn was in better shape, but she’d had a long day—and she’d just fought through the Labyrinth in record time.
“You’re tired,” she told Dawn’s body. She couldn’t drive any of the girl’s conscious functions, but Dawn would be telling herself how tired she was now, or trying to deny it—even better, since denial gave Tara’s claim purchase. It was easy to sap a few stabilizing muscles in ankle and calf, to hitch her step.
Dawn sprawled on the marble floor, a heap of limbs and cloth, and cried in pain.
This isn’t her, she reminded herself. She killed my pa. She ate my hand. She hurt my friends.
“Tara.” The girl pushed herself onto her hands, and turned to face her. “Tara, what’s happened to you?”
“You were right,” Tara said. “In the graveyard. You asked me what my secret was. I claimed I didn’t have one, but I do. I always do what’s needed.”
The serpent writhed on Dawn’s shoulders. The attack came all at once, from all around. Books tumbled toward Tara; their mouths gaped, their fangs dripped poison. Fire darted between seams in the marble tile floor. Behind each assault, Tara felt the core claim: you belong to me. Your flesh has been signed over to my service.
Tara raised wards and shields and shadows, but Dawn broke them all. Glyphs were straw before the hurricane of that power.
Of course it won’t work if you do it that way, the whispers said. Try this.
She is a piece of the Craft herself—and the Craft is the work of human hands upon the things of this world. All Craft is made to an end. So was she: sculpted, bound, rebuilt. She exists as a conscious system due to my efforts. Thus, ultimately, her accumulation obtains to … me.
Dawn’s attack shriveled. The fire died. Tara stood within the ghostly glowing aura of the skull.
Dawn’s eyes were wide with terror and understanding.
“This isn’t you,” she said.
Tara didn’t know what she meant by that. She raised her free hand, dripping with shadow, to strike.
Dawn screamed. Green radiance flooded out from her. When Tara’s vision cleared, she saw toppled bookcases, diseased leather bindings, the wake of her blow—and a hole in the floor where Dawn had been.
She glanced through the melted marble pit, into the maze of the stacks.
Quick, the whispers urged. After her!
She closed her eyes, furrowed her brow. What had the girl meant, “this isn’t you”?
A library golem unfolded from the ceiling and tried to impale her for violating the visitor’s policy. Tara shoved the skull into its chest and let the whispers speak to it. The golem’s eyes shone with amber light. It knelt before the skull.
So many secrets. All the world’s a lock. The trouble is to find the proper key.
She gazed into the pit, into the maze of the stacks. Dawn had panicked, and dropped herself down there to hide.
That was one theory.
Tara climbed over the fallen bookcases to her left, into another aisle. There, in ash on marble, she saw the print of a woman’s shoe.
Oh, the whispers said, and, Nicely done.
“Find her,” Tara commanded the golem. Her voice sounded fuzzy in her own ears, as if doubled inside her head. She glanced down at the skull. It only grinned. “But leave her to me.”

Kai was drowning.
There had been no magic in her father’s death, just bad timing. Long ago perhaps, the gods could have foreseen the storm, but the gods were dead now, or blind. A reef-torn hull, a foundering ship. A man trapped belowdecks. One of the oldest stories in the world, if you lived near the sea.
She had asked so many questions, but no answer satisfied. The man he went down to save, they had fought two days before. No one could remember why. Had her father felt guilty? Had he wanted to abandon ship and leave the sailor, and known that the very fact that he wanted to meant he could not? The ship had been his own design: he planned her, built her. Was it pride that doomed him? The more she learned, the less real it all became.
With accounting you could work back through the ledger, inventory your mistakes. Time didn’t work that way in the physical world, where things got lost. She’d learned to dive so she could visit the wreck, but the water bore no sign. She found traces of him in her dreams: the howling wind, the creak of sheets and lines, the fire in her lungs when she could not breathe.
There was no surface here. She had fallen into the endless ocean, where nothing was real save value on exchange.
She could feel her body far away, confined by lean and impossibly strong limbs. Somewhere she was angry and somewhere she was afraid, but here she felt numb.
The numbness spread. She was losing blood, losing soul. There was soulstuff all around—those great drifting forms, the bodies of gods and Concerns—but when she reached for it, she met a barrier like impenetrable glass. She could find no crack or passage.
She remembered her father. She remembered the girl, and Tara Abernathy.
This could not be the end.

Dawn fled through the library. The thing that was not quite Tara followed.
It did not seem to tire. It knew impossible shortcuts through walls and floors, slipping from one shadow to the next. It turned the library golems against Dawn, but Sybil wrested them back. Gravity reversed, and Sybil righted it again. They worked in concert, thoughts and needs no longer framed by words. Tara was teaching her, even now.
Ten golems fell upon her from the ceiling, their eyes yellow flame and their souls reeking of sandalwood. She broke two into fléchettes that pierced the rest, left one alive and made it hers, converted two floors of the library and slipped between them, easily as guiding her attention from one memory to the next.
Dawn could have escaped, if escape was what she wanted. There were so many paths away. Only one led forward.
She found herself in a chamber with no entrance. For exit it had three doors: of brass, of ivory, of stone. Which was her path?
“I won’t let you do this,” Tara said, in her ear.
Dawn ducked away from her knife, and flung bone-spines behind her.
All these doors were wrong. That was the Craft all over: offer false choices. Build structures of argument so every path leads to your victory.
She plunged into the stone between the doors, and through.
She landed, sprawled, on a staircase made of bookshelves. To her left and right were still more bookshelf-staircases, perpendicular to hers, and between them still others perpendicular to those, yet not parallel to the first, and others along proliferating dimensions. As she ran the staircases fanned out, melding and recombining like kaleidoscope jewels. At the edges of her vision they seemed not bookcases at all but great slabs of wrong-geometried stone, pale wood graven with burning letters, here and there among them an open lidless all-too-human eye.
A claw of shadow tore the stairs out from underneath her. Falling, she clutched a broken banister—kicked her legs and leapt sideways and sort of down, onto a fanning kaleidoscope pane. She landed hard.
Tara stood on the shattered stair above. There was a amber glint to her eye.
Dawn said, “I won’t let you stop me.”
The books were made from paper, some of them, and the paper, some of it, from trees—Ajaia’s bailiwick. They sprouted, surged, spread roots that drank the supernova soulstuff of the inner library. Vines thickened to trunks in a thunderclap of growth and caged Tara inside them.
Tara’s laugh spread rot through green wood. “You have no power here to permit, or stay.”
Sybil urged her, “Run,” but she could not. “Kill her, then. Eat her. Don’t let her speak.”
“I don’t want to fight you, Tara. We’re on the same side.”
Tara’s hand burst free in a shower of dust—the hand that held the skull. “What side is that? The side that kidnaps my friends? That devours coastline, breaks prisons, burns down cities, carves the Serpents open?”
“I never kidnapped anyone.”
“You’re being used, Dawn. That thing from the cave is using you.” As she spoke, the rot spread.
“That’s not true.” And yet Tara sounded so certain. Someone would have seen it, wouldn’t they? Mal? Or Temoc? Ms. Kevarian? Izza?
“The Argent Library is one heart of the Craft. All Court libraries everywhere connect to this one. This is the high ground. The parasite drove you here so it could spawn.”
“I’m not here for the library,” she said. “I’m here for her.”
Tara stopped. Blinked. “Her?” And then: “Mal’s not here, Dawn.” Tara sounded so gentle, even as the great tree that held her withered in her rot. “She’s in the Kettles. Safe.”
“They moved her. I felt them.”
“Did you?”
She could not hear Sybil’s voice. Was Tara right? Could this be a trick?
She remembered that great being of light, trapped in wire, unable to touch the world except to hurt.
Why couldn’t she hear Sybil? She could hear Tara, and the subtle Craft beneath her voice. His knife was fine and gentle, Sybil had said. It could cut you away from yourself. No.
“You want to talk about being used? I know whose skull that is. I know better than you, or you would never have picked it up.”
“You don’t know anything. You aren’t even you anymore. I will use whatever weapon I have to, if it will save this world from you.”
“It’s your plan I’m following. Our world I’m trying to save.” She was losing the battle for Tara’s last arm. “You were right, Tara. It’s just hurt people helping hurt people. If we’re going to win, that’s how.” The tree would not hold Tara much longer. She drew a ragged breath. “I hurt you. I’m sorry. Sybil—what she was before—she hurt you. She’s sorry. We’ve been weak and scared, stupid, vicious. But you were a good teacher. And I’ve tried to be a good student. Even when I lost the way.”
Tara burst free in a shower of rot and sap and ash, radiant with death. Dawn braced herself for the counterattack—but none came. In that instant, Tara’s eyes were almost her own again.
Almost.
Her lip curled into a sneer. Her glyphs flared golden. “Nice try.” And the stair beneath Dawn’s feet was alive with grasping, skeletal hands.
Dawn seized the hands, but Tara made more. A whip of spinal vertebrae caught Dawn’s throat; phalanges pried her jaw apart as a lidless cat’s-eye pressed toward her mouth. Tara swept toward her on wings of shadow.
Just as the eyeball was about to slip between Dawn’s teeth, Sybil struck. Her fangs burst the eye and spattered Dawn’s shirt with humor. The eye shriveled, the spine-whip collapsed to dust, the hands broke apart.
“Told you so,” Sybil said.
Rude, Dawn thought—and jumped off the stairs.
“Nice thinking,” Sybil hissed. “All of the paths we tried were traps. Why would the weird multidimensional staircase be any different?”
“Great point,” Dawn replied. “I wish I had thought of it.”
“You’re joking. Right?”
They landed in a room of skulls.
It was more room than Dawn had ever seen. Not larger, just … more. More skulls, too. They throbbed with portent and power. This place probably had some overwrought name and lore, but Dawn didn’t care. She didn’t want to know whose skulls these were, or the secret history of the floating prism of translucent bone in the room’s heart, beneath triune bird-skull stalactites.
Well, she did. She was too much of a student of the Craft not to. But she had other things on her mind.
Because there, chained to the prism, unconscious, bloody, and very much alive, was Mal.

Tara landed with her knife out. Back on the shifting stair she had almost believed it was Dawn she fought—almost wished that she could take it all back and find herself in Edgemont with the girl once more, and try again. But those times were gone. The wounds were deep and the blood still flowed and she would not be chained.
Her grip tightened on blade and bone.
She had never been inside this room before, but she knew it. So did the whispers.
We hung those skulls ourselves. Belief accretes, hardens. Its mass shapes the world. Waste not. And—though it may seem barbaric to the sheltered—there is a certain pleasure and justice in eating what one has killed.
Gods, Tara thought.
Well, yes. Obviously. Ravens don’t grow that big.
They hung from the vaulted dome, the skulls that once were gods. Some were almost human. There were animal skulls, and the carapaces of giant insects or things like lobsters. A few were only gems. All the eyes were empty, all staring in—to the faceted bone crystal at the center, beneath the vast beaks of the triune raven skull.
The crystal’s surface swam with writing. Words and glyphs formed beneath the shifting light to vanish again, like whales rising to breathe before they plunged to crushing depths. When Tara stepped forward, the crystal changed, or it stayed the same but now she saw it in a different way, not words but books, shelves and stack and piles, study carrels and cases, the facades of the Argent Library and the libraries of the Court of Craft crawled by spiders who spun webs of thought.
These were not reflections. The library was a shadow the crystal cast, a prism of truth that broke the unlight emanating from the dead gods’ empty eyes.
The Capital Chamber. The Room of the Skull. Here gather the spoils of the Wars, which were: reality. The Craft is not bound to any one place, to any single text. It exists in the souls of all who reason—it is their memory of precedent and consequence and need. It is all everywhere. And since it is everywhere, it is all here.
And so was Dawn.
And so was Mal. Unconscious. Bound to the crystal by writhing, whip-thin chains. Some slipped beneath her skin, blood leaking where they entered. Others feathered the crystal’s fractal surface with tender urgency, like lovers seeking a zipper or an elusive hook.
Dawn whirled on her. Thin clear lines streaked the grime of her cheeks, and her breath came in swift furious gasps. “What have you done to her?”
“This wasn’t me.” Had she wanted this, when Mal sneered at her behind the demonglass? To hurt her, bring her low, this revolutionary, this murderer, this woman who dared have what she could not? “We didn’t do this.”
But someone had. Someone on her side, someone who could enter the Kettles and the Argent Library. Someone who could forge black chains of skazzerai iron.
It’s not about who saves the world, she thought. It’s about who gets to rule it after.
Dawn looked so tired. Tara wanted to lift her up again, and carry her to bed.
“I mean to win,” Dawn said. “But I really came for her.”
Lies, the whispers said. She’s here for power, and the secret of power, my dear, is that it cannot be bound. It is binding and that is all.
Do not let her near that crystal. Strike now, with all the power of this place, which we together may invoke. Carve her. Pith her and harrow her. I will show you how. She hesitates. We will not have another chance like this.
Why did you take me up, if not to do my work?
Dawn looked at her, into her, like she used to when trying to peer through Tara’s teaching to see the principle behind the fact.
“I won’t fight you, Tara. I just want to take her and go.”
Tara could not move. There was no way forward but the knife in her hand. Strike now and fast, or fail forever—fail yourself and the infinite generations of dreaming humanity ahead of you among the stars.
But that voice was not hers. She hated it, and it was right, and she could not argue. She was back in the lab, wrong again, with the knife in her hand.
She had been so weak. Had failed them one by one, Kai and Abelard and Connor and her father, failed Seril and Ms. Kevarian and Ma. She could not fail again. She had to fix it. Be the hero. Find the secret of power, of victory, of the only final freedom.
“I trust you,” Elayne had said.
And then she let her go.
The skull hit the stone floor. It bounced. Rolled.
The whispers vanished. So did her knife.
Tara let out a long, shuddering breath. She felt like a beach after the tide was gone—all that cool power rolled away to reveal tangled knots of kelp, and small scuttling sharp-edged creatures desperate to hide in the pitted drying sand.
“Go,” she said. And what would happen now? She had no tricks, no contingencies, no clever plans or fallbacks. Dawn could kill her, break her—and she’d be no different from any other failure, any other woman who chose wrong.
But she looked at the girl looking back at her, and realized she had known her all along.
Dawn’s arms were around her then, tight and tense, her cheek pressed against Tara’s cheek, wet, as her whole body shuddered. Tara’s arms were around her, too—the arm of flesh and the arm of bone she had destroyed when she left.
“Thank you,” Dawn said.
For this moment, it was right.
Behind her, a familiar voice said, “What a charming reunion.”
Tara heard a soft, clean click, as of a button being pressed.
Dawn stiffened. Then she screamed.

Kai was drowning, and the ghost was drowning with her.
She felt the Grimwald’s panic, its hunger, more keenly than her own. Who was the ghost now, and who alive? Even terror felt muted now. She could not see herself in the guttering light of her soul. They were dying together. There were fortunes all around, endless wealth that could have saved them both, but everywhere she reached there was a wall.
And then—with a click—one wall came down.
That’s more like it, said the ghost.
Beneath them, before them, lay a vast body. Roots and fronds and drifting strands of green wove into a woman. There, exposed by shifting currents, her verdant throbbing heart.
This was Ajaia of the Green. What was left of her. Kai smelled the sweet loam of her soul, and the metal tang of something else.
Our enemy, said the ghost.
Kai was so hungry. She was almost gone, and the goddess had life to spare.
No, she said. Wait. Stop. This is wrong.
But the ghost did not hesitate. They unhinged their jaw, bit into Ajaia’s heart, and drank.
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Temoc was winning. That surprised him, though it was blasphemy to admit. He knew how this sort of thing tended to go: the first flush of joy when he faced the enemy in battle giving way to despair as his struggle served to wake the wrath of a world that he had understood, too late, did not want him or need him—would rather his Gods be forgotten and his life eclipsed. Perhaps, once, the Eagle Knights had fought with the arrogance of imperial power, but those days were gone. His was the war of the hit-and-run.
But not today.
The King in Red fought like the monster he had made himself: with lightning and flame, with great sweeping gestures of his staff, with summoned demons and deep magic from the dawn of time. Temoc, soaring on rainbow wings, could not draw near to strike with miracle or black-glass blade. But their duel was not the only battlefront.
This, too, they had planned: that Temoc should draw the ire and attention of the being most likely to command a unified defense, while others pursued the main plan.
Command was the enemy’s great weakness. The forces of the Hidden Schools fought as one—but so did the King in Red, and the other visiting Craftsmen, and the Iskari and the envoys of surviving Gods. The Maskorovim fought, and the Shining Empire embassy atop their personal clouds, divine weapons glittering dragonscale. They were on the same side, but they did not all fight together.
Temoc was but one limb of the army of Dawn. He felt Arsenal Company advance up the winding stair of another crystal tower, felt Yan and Valois slay a glass-blade beast and use its shards to pierce the spectral heart that beat at the tower’s top. The rainbow wall shuddered, and for a moment, did not exist. The maze in the sky opened wide its many gates and swept through Proctors like a whale straining for krill. Griffin riders strafed towers with arrows of ice. Dread Ixzayotl pried at two defensive stanchions with clawed enormous hands. They were one in timing, intent, and will. Fire focused on the westernmost of the border islands. Soon it would be exposed—and then, the Schools themselves. They had planned this action as a feint, but if the island fell, they could press the attack.
And then it did.
It listed to one side. Its tower creaked, then halfway up it cracked, and crashed in pieces to the city below. An arc of rainbow wall fluttered one last time and failed.
The maze roared triumph. Griffin riders swept through the gap.
And still the King in Red was smiling.
“You will lose,” Temoc shouted at him from across the sky. “Your walls crumble. Your curses shatter. The stars are wrong. Your way of life draws to its end.”
“What a relief,” the King in Red replied. “Here I thought we were going to do this whole thing in grim miserable silence. I mean: where’s the fun in that?”
“Your own power turns against you!”
“Good! Honestly, Temoc. Do you think I’ve enjoyed the last few days? Furtive conversations, insinuations, twisting arms and pulling ears just to get people in the same room, and half of them are only there to score points on the other half. And that’s setting aside the kids—honestly, every time I guest-lecture it seems like there are more idiot children ready to pull down everything we’ve built because the vibes are off, and look, I’ll be the first to admit the modern world has its share of absurdities and injustices, but most of these kids have never had to deal with anyone who really wanted to kill them for being a witch. Now they have! So, thank you! If we all survive today—and I think many of us will—you’ve built my alliance for me, and provided an invaluable educational experience in the bargain. Where should I send the check?”
Behind him, beneath him, the war went on. The bodies of the dead burned to cinders as they fell. An ocean of rage roared in Temoc as in a narrow inlet, waves crashing on waves until his ordered mind became a chaotic froth.
He was supposed to give Dawn time. He was not here to win, no matter how ancient and justified his grudge. But that sneer, that laugh …
He could do both.
His scars burned, and all the world was battle-shaded. Elsewhere, their assault slowed. Proctors regrouped. Valois’s company was forced back to hunker down behind the battlements of an upside-down castle. It did not matter. This would not take long.
Temoc’s blade was bright and his steps were swift. The King in Red’s defenses melted before him. The necromancer’s gnarled staff lashed out, but slow, too slow.
They clutched together, so near that Temoc would have felt the other man’s breath, if the King in Red had been a man, or breathed. Kopil’s touch pierced cold to Temoc’s heart.
(And where was Temoc’s heart? Had he left it with Mina, or with Caleb? Or was it farther back, in some locked chamber of the past, or altogether gone? The Deathless Kings were so called because they hid their deaths. What was he?)
Up close, glaring into the fires the King in Red had for eyes, he noticed something he had never seen before. Perhaps this new vision was a gift from the girl, or from another member of the army they had become.
The King in Red was not empty.
Something like woven smoke surged and twisted in the hollows between his bones. It was subtle, spiritual, but it could be cut.
He twisted his knife hand from the King in Red’s grip and stabbed him in the smoke.
A tornado caught Temoc and blew him back. His ears rang with an explosion or a cry. If it was a cry he could not imagine whose. He remembered how to stand. He sorted up from down—harder than usual, with buildings above and below, and pointing in all directions, and on fire. The King in Red marched toward him across the sky, twenty feet tall and rage-wreathed, mighty in wrath. But he had one hand pressed to his side. Light seeped through his robe and through the bones of his fingers.
He was not laughing now. In all their battles, Temoc had never seen him bleed.
More, he called through the link, give me more. I can win this.
Power rushed into him, answering his joy more readily than ever it had answered his need. His knife was sharp, and he knew how to cut.
And then the strangest thing happened.
He began to die.

Elayne Kevarian was hip-deep in the usual nonsense when she felt the change.
Hip-deep was, regrettably, neither a figurative phrase nor an exaggeration. She had reached the miserable waste in the sky just in time to see Belladonna charge into the forest of mirrors, her war hammer grown to mighty size and the magics of ages thronged about her, et cetera.
Naturally, Elayne had gone after her.
“This,” she said, quoting her personal favorite of Belladonna’s frequent references to other-universal literature, “is another fine mess you’ve gotten us into.”
She was wading through cut-rate versions of herself in the silvered pocket-universe within the mirror storm. The intent seemed to be for those swallowed by the thing to experience certain traumas upon being confronted by their own reflections horribly distorted, viz hands soaked in blood, eyes gouged out, carrying Tara’s head, and so on. Fortunately, Elayne maintained a strategic reserve of self-loathing in case of just such an eventuality. Killing your mirror-selves wasn’t nearly so bad as everyone made it out to be. In fact, she had found it pleasantly therapeutic.
Belladonna would have been all right without her, probably—but one preferred not to take one’s chances where named partners were concerned.
“How very—hnf—like you to describe this—argh—captivating analytical opportunity as—uff—a mess.” Belladonna, in action, had a tendency to punctuate her speech with swings of her war hammer.
“You are more than slightly gore-spattered at the moment.”
“A simple matter of dry-cleaning, Elayne. Don’t be such a literalist.”
“Didn’t you design this particular monstrosity? I fail to see the analytical value in taking apart something you put together.”
“Ah, but you see, I designed it, and”—crunch—“tested it”—crash—“but I have never fought it.” Smoosh. “Not without safeguards. Ambrose wouldn’t let me.”
This was Belladonna Albrecht all over. She had never been a general, or a commander in the field. Any army that tried to follow her would find itself left behind. She solved problems: small ones, like “find the flaw in this argument before our enemies exploit it”; medium ones, like “this tactical group is in our way” or “the northern seacoast of this continent is too fortified for a land invasion”; and large ones, like death. You had to be careful which associates you set to work with her, because their drafts tended to come back dripping blood, with little cheerful and apologetic notes attached as to how the draft had been extremely good, actually, she’d just wanted to refine a few points.
She had saved Elayne’s life not long after they first met. Elayne had been fourteen at the time, and Belladonna had been glorious. She still was. But Elayne wished, sometimes, that the firm spent more time developing project-management and executive-function skills in its partners. It had been faintly terrifying, in the mess of her twenties, to realize just how much of her career she would spend being the responsible one in the room. At least Belladonna seemed to appreciate the contribution.
Elayne had strangled her last self, and stabbed a Belladonna in the back—feeling more compunction about the second—when the mirrors convulsed around them, roared light, and lost coherence.
“Shame,” Belladonna said, examining her gore-spattered hammer. “We were just getting somewhere interesting. Thank you, by the way.” Belladonna Albrecht had not led an easy life, before the Wars or since, but her smile always seemed to come from a different world, where they’d met over tea in a garden somewhere, and nothing hurt in a way that wasn’t pretty.
“I’ll try not to make a habit of stabbing you in the back,” she said, then wondered why she’d said it quite that way, which was another thing she often found herself doing when Belladonna was around.
“We’d manage. I really was making progress! I wonder what broke—I certainly didn’t hit it hard enough. An overflow of its mirroring process? An exception-handling issue? I would have fixed any glaring loopholes before field deployment.”
“It wasn’t your fault,” Elayne said, looking skyward, which in this case meant, in all six directions.
“I appreciate the confidence, and yet—”
“It’s not just the mirrors.” Beyond the parting mist, the maze convulsed, griffins wheeled riderless, angels burned. The great roc had crashed into a classroom building.
She felt a stirring of dread.
“It’s the whole army.”
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The goddess withered as Kai drank.
She was greengold and honey, cut with bitter iron. There was more of her than Kai expected, and less. More in that the goddess was just one part of a network that extended far beyond her frame, into iron systems of Craftwork and theology. Less, in that she was stretched too thin and died too fast. A goddess ought to have reserves of living faith, contingencies, trusted lines of credit. None remained to Ajaia. She convulsed, shrank—but Kai was dying all the same.
You kept your distance from a drowning man. She had been told this so many times as a girl. Help him, sure—throw him a life preserver or find a pole or a hook. But do not reach for him. In his panic he will savage you, and you will both go down together.
As fast as she drank life, she lost it. She gulped soul from the goddess’s corpse, but that soulstuff flowed out with blood through the hole in Kai’s neck.
The vampires were using her, her desperation and the ghost’s—to attack Ajaia? Which meant, through her, Dawn. She wasn’t sure why, but she did not, as a rule, like to help people who kidnapped her from hospitals and stuck fangs in her throat.
She was bound by her desperation, and by the Craft they had used to plunge her into the ocean of the market. But she could touch Ajaia. If she could rend her flesh, what else could she do with that withering husk?
The goddess’s corpse writhed around her, spasming with dream and desperation. Where was Dawn? Follow not the spreading roots but that taste of iron—follow it out from the market into the world of gross matter and slow time. Ah. Yes.
Her eyes did not open, and yet she saw: the room of skulls, the crystal beneath the dome. Dawn, collapsed. And: Tara.

Tara woke to find she had been sleeping. There had been dreams of skulls, and Dawn, and she remembered they were not dreams at all.
She was bound with wires or fine chain, cold as Craft against her skin. With eyes closed, she tried to speak to it—to invoke her glyphs and wake the metal to her service. Gently, gently, her Craft touched the iron—and melted away.
“Ms. Abernathy. So glad you’ve rejoined us.”
She tried to free herself again, still pretending to sleep. There was always a chance the other guy was bluffing—wouldn’t that look ridiculous, saying “I know you’re awake” over and over to an unconscious audience? But her Craft just seeped into the chains.
“It won’t work, Ms. Abernathy. This stuff was made to cross the stars and make war on others of its kind. Our strength is, to them, an afterthought.” A pause, as the speaker adjusted something that clinked. “An oversight I hope to exploit.”
She opened her eyes, and glared at Eberhardt Jax.
He was not alone, in the chamber of the skulls. Five figures stood around him, thin people—or things that had once been people—in gray suits, wearing gray glasses. Her eyes would have slipped over them in any crowd, but here, together, she saw they did not move, even to breathe. There was no blood in their veins.
By itself that wouldn’t bother her, but in context it did not exactly fill her with warm fuzzy feelings.
Her own chains didn’t help. Tara hung beside Mal, bound to the archive crystal. She’d deal with that later. There were more important matters to hand.
Dawn lay before Jax, still. Her eyes rolled back to show dead whites. She moaned.
“The girl is unharmed, so far. She is suffering an all-out attack through the markets—paralysis by margin call. It’s costing fortunes to hold her, billions of thaums a minute. Fortunately, I have souls to burn: fortunes stashed in shipping containers, ready for this moment—to hold this newborn skazzerai long enough to do what’s necessary. Even this would have been impossible without the model of the girl’s structure we obtained during the conflict in Dresediel Lex. I do believe she is in quite a lot of pain, but it will pass, and you will accomplish nothing by further struggle save to prolong her suffering. And, for that matter, Ms. Pohala’s.”
The chains cut Tara when she pulled against them. Blood trickled down her shirt. “What have you done with Kai?”
He looked up; his eyebrows rose. “I didn’t realize the question had become so personal. Kai is perfectly all right—so long as she continues to direct her trading acumen toward paralyzing our friend here. She didn’t agree to help me before the girl’s arrival forced my hand, alas. I had to take extra steps.”
“Jax,” she said. “You don’t know what you’re doing.”
“Of course I do. I’m doing the next needful thing. The world is dying, Tara. The world is dying faster than even I imagined, and no one’s trying to save it. All we have are Craftsmen and great powers hungry to fight the God Wars all over again. Who can blame them? That’s what they’re for—all those miracles and sorceries and ideology, committing them to a world that won’t exist in, oh—” He checked his watch. “—about half an hour.”
While he spoke, he worked. One of the suited figures opened a briefcase. Within, nestled in gray foam, lay chips of black iron with slim silver legs. Jax applied them, gently, to his temples. The legs dug in.
“So your plan is to sell us to the spiders?”
He looked at her as if she’d grown a second head. “My plan is to ensure a future for our species. Whatever you want to say about the skazzerai, they have shown that they have a future. They’re older than we are, stronger. Their strength is our opportunity. We can use them.”
“The Grimwald didn’t think so.”
“He had his chance. He wasted millennia—for what? He nourished faiths, regrew history—stunted little clutches of polity, tribes scared of anything new or different, jumping at shadows in the night for a hundred thousand years. Generations upon generations of god-bothering and blood sacrifice, all to wend us right back here again. Absurd.” He gestured offhand to the suit with the briefcase. The gray man removed his tie, unbuttoned his shirt, and revealed pale hard flesh that then unseamed. His belly split, his ribs unfolded from the stretching, popping skin of his chest. Inside, where wet human parts should have been, was a snake’s den of seething chains.
“And what,” Tara said, “do you call that?”
“I call it useful.” At a gesture from Jax, the wire lashed out to loop Dawn’s wrists, throat, legs. Tara was back in another cavern, before another web. The chains lifted Dawn as if she weighed nothing and set her down on a collapsible altar one of the other attendants had unfolded. The chains were gentle. They only cut when they cared to.
He removed his jacket, and undid the mother-of-pearl buttons on his shirt. “The skazzerai are not unknowable. I have studied them. Learned from them.” He tapped his temples, where the silver wires bit through his skin. His fingertips came away red. He licked the blood. “We pieced together some of what they could do—through exhaustive, expensive research, thanks to people like our mutual acquaintance Ms. Vane. And, of course, the upstanding citizens of the Forum on the Will and Its Transformations. Couldn’t have done it without you.” He nudged the skull on the floor with his foot. “We worked wonders. My friends here may be a bare shadow of the genuine article, and they are expensive to run, but they do run. We built scale models of the skazzerai-extraction process—those shipping containers I mentioned: mining soul from imprisoned dreamers. Proofs of concept, with the added benefit of yielding liquid soul to fund our off-books operations.”
“And all that,” she said, “so you could be the one to ring the dinner bell.”
He looked, in that moment, so innocent and pure. “All that to save the world.”
“For you.”
“Of course for me. But I’m generous. Everyone else gets to live here, too.”
Jax bent once more to Dawn. How long could he hold her? Billions of thaums a minute, he’d said. None of Tara’s own attempts to break free had worked—not yet, and not for lack of trying—but if she could keep him talking … “Such a noble and altruistic mission. Such an obviously good idea. No wonder you had to do it all in secret.”
He looked up, annoyed. “You’ve seen exactly what would have happened if I tried to warn people, to make this a group project. I would have spent years we don’t have petitioning one grim self-interested potentate after another to take necessary action, and made zero headway.” He made a careful adjustment to the iron at his temple. “There was so much to do. For all our progress, we were groping in the dark.”
That’s right. Get him into a rhythm. “Until the spirecliffs.”
“Exactly. A functional piece of spider-iron. I don’t know how it survived—but when I realized what it was, I had to have it. Though I couldn’t take it myself. Not with the Ajaian priesthood looking on, and Grimwald Holdings—an enemy that I could not, at the time, even name—and many others.”
Dawn still wasn’t moving. “So you hired Mal.”
“Please. I’d never work with a new contractor on such an important mission. I had been making use of her services—through proxies—for years. Ms. Kekapania’s social convictions made her an ideal weapon against my rivals, or against Concerns that seemed too close to my own insights on the matter.”
While he spoke, Tara worked. But she was running out of options. She had tried all the escape Craft she could think of, without effect. A cruel joke, to be trapped here at the heart of the Argent Library, surrounded by codices and precedent, with the corpses of dead gods to draw upon, and yet be powerless.
And then her chains—twitched.
Tara did not look to her left, where Malina Kekapania hung. How long had the woman been awake? What had she heard? What could she do?
Whatever it was, she needed time.
“So you sent Mal to steal the spirecliff shard, but Dawn got in the way. And then your ideal weapon found something real to fight for.” Tara hoped she was up for fighting now. “You had to move fast.”
“The girl’s arrival forced my hand on many matters. With the Grimwald, for example. And with the Iskari, though that was really my colleagues’ overreach. The Serpents, though, they were necessary.”
“But why? If you want to beat the skazzerai—” Fuck. “You don’t want to beat them. You want to join them.”
“Not exactly. I want to consume this juvenile skazzerai and become its heart, its motivating intelligence—join it with my fortunes and understanding. That way, when the old monsters in the sky show up, they won’t face some random kid. They will face a united world.”
“Under your control.”
“Better mine than most of those idiots—I’m sorry, most of our esteemed colleagues out there. I’m not a tyrant, a sadist, an ideologue. What I am, is right.” He shrugged. “It’s nice to talk about this, really. We faced two obstacles. First, the skazzerai threat. Second, defense mechanisms that would ultimately reinforce the status quo. The Serpents, certainly, and the Iskari, and other safeguards the Grimwald had attempted to erect: relics of the old world which would rise against me in the moment of my success. I could not allow that. Think of it as anesthetizing a patient to stop her thrashing about.” His shirt hung open to reveal a burning glyph-engine, girded now with a mesh of black wire to create a hollow space around his heart.
“And how do the vampires fit in?”
“Clarity and her brood? The Undying Legions? They’re deeply deranged religious zealots with a grudge against the Grimwald and the Iskari and the Serpents and just about everything else that happened to stand in my way. Strange bedfellows. I showed them our work on the skazzerai iron and they all but named me God. Useful, really.”
Dawn writhed. For an instant, her eyes cleared. She clawed, kitten-weak, at Jax’s face. He caught her wrist and pressed her down. “Patience.” From the briefcase, Jax selected a blade of black glass. “We’re almost done.”
Mal was not moving. Jax had reached the end of his tale, and his knife was ready. And Tara was bound. Powerless.
But the Craft was more than power. It was a way of knowing. Of drawing connections and distinctions to establish reality. To find a pattern of fact, or to tell a story.
She gathered all her scorn, and laughed.
“Is there something … funny about all this, Ms. Abernathy?”
“You,” she said. “You’re not right, Jax. You’re not even particularly clever. Or else you’d see that you’re being used.”
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Mal thought she had feigned unconsciousness well. It helped to be able to control your own heartbeat. But playing knocked out had disadvantages. She couldn’t get a clear lay of the land—only what she could glimpse out of her mostly closed eyes, and what she could gather from the conversation. Good thing the Craftswoman, Abernathy, kept Jax talking.
She could—barely—see when Abernathy’s jab brought him up short.
“Used? Me? Really.”
“By Clarity.”
“I assure you,” Jax said, “I am the driving partner in that particular business relationship.”
“You’re arrogant enough to believe it, too. On the one side, a millennia-old cult in the service of powers that have been eating planets since prehistory. On the other, the visionary genius of Eberhardt Jax.”
“Precisely.” But he sounded shaken. “They barely understand the surface world. They cower in the depths and sing hymns and wait for the end times. When I showed them the first pieces of cultured skazzerai, they all but proclaimed me God’s messenger.”
“Of course they did. I bet they gave you a lot of help, too. They probably let you think it was all your idea.”
No answer.
“Meanwhile, look what you’ve done for them. The Serpents wounded. The Grimwald dead. The Iskari in turmoil. Gods and Craftsmen at one another’s throats. Allies turned against allies, and one by one our defenses ripped away, just in time for the endless night.”
“Allies? Defenses? Come on, Tara. Those old fools never would have worked together. That’s the trouble with immortals. They can’t see when their moment’s passed. It’s up to us to go beyond.” He grinned. “You know, from time to time I’ve wondered if I was making a mistake leaving you out of the full plan. I’m sad to learn that was the right call. You don’t see the big picture. Saving the world means assuming responsibility for it.”
He raised the black-glass blade.
Mal had raised a blade like that herself, once. She had told herself her cause was just. She told herself her ends were noble, and the victim too far gone to feel much pain.
“Jax, please!” Tara cried, and the blade—paused.
Jax looked as startled as Mal felt—not by any work of Craft, but by the rawness of that voice, the desperation that scattered logic and poise and all her fierce control.
“She’s just a kid.”
Tara sounded unshelled. Pulp red and wriggling, ugly and real beneath the sun, as gulls circled. Bereft of any strength save desperation. Mal didn’t recognize her now, the woman who had scorned her in the cage. She wondered if Abernathy recognized herself.
“She used to be a kid,” he said. “Now, she is a seed.”
In the storm, Mal had leapt into the pirate’s hold to save Dawn. After you did a thing like that, you thought of all the reasons why: she was my cargo, my job, my responsibility. But there had been no reasons in that moment. Dawn didn’t even have a name then. She was scared and alone. Just a kid.
And Mal had dived into kraken-thrash to save her.
As the blade came down, she began to pray.

Let me save her.
In the market depths beneath the world, Kai heard the prayer.
It drew her into time. The room of skulls became clearer now, and so did Tara, and Dawn, and Jax with his blade drifting down. And Mal, praying.
We have to help, she told the ghost.
It did not answer. It was beyond answering, in its hunger. It was dying, and its enemy was here. Jax had trapped them both, balanced on the edge of death, with no choice but to feed.
She felt so tired. Tired of the fight. Tired of Jax, of all the Jaxes, who could dream of any world save a world where they weren’t kings.
The goddess’s soul rushed into her and her own soul rushed out, and she was dying, and the ghost was dying, and the blade drifted slowly down.
Let me save her.
And there was Tara. Bound. Bloody. Out of position. With no friends or allies near—she’d left them all behind, always at the front of the pack, driven by rage and grim loyalty and a love she couldn’t let herself feel, a love that made her leave everyone she loved behind, because she would never believe she’d fought hard enough to save them.
Rage found Kai then, or she found it, beneath exhaustion and discipline. Rage at loss, at compromise, at every demand to settle or endure. At people who looked at her and saw what they wanted to see and not what was there. At people who died when she wasn’t ready. Life was not fair. It was a foul cruel place. Fine. She was used to it. She had been telling herself all her life: get used to it. You don’t have any other choice.
Fuck this, she told the ghost. Let me drive.
We have to survive, it said. We must endure, to fight—
No. None of this I’m-your-only-choice bullshit. You think that way because it kept you together for a hundred thousand years with horrors behind you and horrors ahead. But you can’t beat this. You won’t let go. As long as they know that, they have you by the throat. They can make you do anything they want if they put you in a place where you’ll die if you don’t, because you think you’re the only one who can save the world.
But you’re not. I’m not. Tara’s not. We fight together now, and if we die, someone else fights when we’re gone. We’re all at the oars. We have to pull together.
Its need and fear twisted inside her, twinned to her own.
Did you give me that key because you wanted to survive, or because you wanted to win?
Another beat. She drifted down, down, down with the blade. She didn’t have many more.
All right, kid, said the ghost. Good luck.
And she was herself again. Drowning. But she had drowned before—so many times. She had practice.
The trap was a balancing act. Kai drew power from Ajaia, and the vampires drained her before she could do anything with it. She had to break the balance. In that moment of crisis, she might even have a chance to escape.
She needed to starve herself—to send Ajaia’s power somewhere off-books, somewhere she couldn’t claw it back when she began to die.
People around the world thought Kavekanese faith-banking was the province of embezzlers and organized criminals. She’d spent much of her career fighting that impression. Time and again, she had insisted, pilgrims may steal, but that doesn’t have anything to do with us. She had been advised not to say the next part: if we wanted to embezzle, we’d be so much better at it.
She hoped the Oversight Board never found out about this.
Where could she hide Ajaia’s power? Not within the goddess herself. Any hiding place there would have been raided already. But …
Let me save her.
Mal had been part of Dawn’s body—so, part of Ajaia. She had cut herself off—but had Dawn? Look closer—there, the slimmest thread: a niche within the body of the goddess, preserved for Mal’s return. A candle burning in a bedroom window.
This might kill her. Kai was moving too much power for a single person to hold without burning from the nerves out. Only a saint could manage it. A saint, or a knight.
Let me save her.
Mal pulled against her bonds. They cut her flesh, but did not cut her scars.
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Mal prayed, though her gods were dead.
Let me save her.
Her gods were dead and their skulls mounted on the walls of this alien place. Dawn lay twisted on the altar, and the knife was coming down.
Make me an instrument, she cried out. Make me your dog, your puppet or your tool or your toy, I don’t care, so long as you stop this.
And a voice answered from the omnipresent heights of prayer: That’s a bit much for a first date. But let’s see what we can do.
Something moved inside her soul. There was a click, agonizing as a dislocated limb popping back into joint. When you passed a magnet over iron, what would the iron feel, as each of its most subtle parts shifted to face a new direction?
Pain washed through her, and more. She clenched her jaw to keep from screaming.
She remembered Caleb’s kiss.
She had asked the old man once, if Temoc Almotil was so dangerous, why not make an Eagle Knight of your own to match him? The old man had set her penance for the question. When she recovered, as he comforted her, he told her: only a Knight may ordain another Knight.
Godsdammit, Altemoc. If we ever get out of this, I am going to—
She was on fire.
No.
She was kindling.

The blade came down. Tara watched it fall. And she prayed—beyond words, beyond hope, for what prayer could be answered here at the heart of the Argent Library?
Then the room was lit with green fire and the chains that bound her fell away. A being of bright wings swept through the Capital Chamber toward Jax—and Tara saw that it was Mal.
A wall of chains rose to stop her—the gray men moving to intercept—but the chains melted as Mal cut them. An arm of fire burned from her prosthetic socket, holding a radiant sword. Her scars burned with a familiar light.
Caleb Altemoc. You beautiful idiot.
Chains threw Mal back across the room into the broad brow of a three-story elephant skull. She burst from the shattered divine bone, roaring fury, and swept to attack again.
Gently, almost lovingly, Eberhardt Jax began to cut.
His knife moved carefully across the girl. Spindly chain legs unfolded from the cage around his heart to cradle the serpent’s neck. Girl and serpent alike shifted as they writhed, one image becoming the other—now separate beings, now joined, now something altogether else, luminous threads folded inside girl and serpent like a moth in a cocoon.
A rope of blood and bone and soul rose from the cut in Dawn’s chest to the glyph-engine above Jax’s heart: a girl spun like wool into yarn, and woven into something else.
Tara recognized Jax’s argument, though the form was novel and the execution clumsy. This is me, it ran. This is mine, and I claim it. In Edgemont, this was how Dawn had taken her arm.
Dawn screamed, and Tara stopped thinking. There was no room left in her for thought. She ran into the fray. Dead gods watched her, and judged with blinded gaze.
The gray men arrayed against Tara. She might have died there, but Mal tore into them, molten green, broad-winged fury. Few scraps of soul remained to Tara, but she fed them to Mal’s scars.
Mal fought like a cave painting. Her blade scattered droplets of molten iron across the skulls. In another time Tara would have watched the sick beauty, the bottomless ferocity.
But there was no time. She ran into the shadow-wind of Jax’s argument.
A chain pierced her side. She pulled it out with her bone hand, losing a finger in the process. She slipped on blood and shadows, and she pressed her claim.
She remembered Dawn, her training, her triumph, her fear. Dawn, running far and fast against death and ignorance. Dawn who, faced with impossible odds, set herself to beat them. Dawn who, given an impossible choice, made miracles.
She is not yours. She is mine. My apprentice. My student. She has eaten of my flesh. No power may part us. No claim upon her supersedes my own.
She had to crawl the last few steps.
The girl you knew is gone, replied Jax’s iron logic. If you ever knew her. Why else would you go to such lengths to stop her? Would you raise the armies of gods and Craftsmen against your own student?
The claws carved, and Dawn’s blood rose, twisted with iron and strands of gold.
Because I was afraid. Because I did not understand her. In my fear I sought to break her. But she is my student, not my property or my possession. And if I am a good teacher, she will grow beyond me.
She killed your father.
Tara almost lost in that moment, though she had known the blow would come.
No. The Raiders did that—using a part of her they had devoured, a part that reached for help with hands that could not touch without killing. That is what you would make her—a mouth to eat the world. That, I will not allow.
The iron replied, The part of her that drove the Raiders then, rules now. This girl is but a morsel of digesting food—she survives only as milk survives in bone. She is a monster. I bring salvation. You do not know her. You cannot claim her. She is mine.

We, the ghost said, are dying.
That, Kai replied, is the idea.
The great feast of the goddess receded like the light at sunset—all its power gone into Mal. Kai was graying out, through the fangs in her throat. Losing it.
Pay attention, she told the ghost. We only have one shot at this.
And then she let go.

Somewhere behind Tara, Mal’s fire guttered, died. She fell, pierced through her wings, blade-edged chains around her throat. More chains snapped around Tara, crushing her, cutting her—but still she pressed her claim against the machines of Eberhardt Jax.
I love her. I trust her. That’s enough.
The weight of iron bore her down. The skulls above seemed impossibly far away. They watched her from beyond the shadows of the world, with their mocking grins.
With her last strength Tara reached for the girl upon the altar.
And through the gray and through the chains, she saw Dawn’s eyes flutter open.

Dawn was, again.
She remembered Tara’s face, the strength of her arms—remembered need, a hole inside her—remembered Temoc crying out in pain, Valois and the Arsenals down under the assault of bird-skulled Proctors, the Hidden Schools splintered by her legion’s thrashing bodies, the vast forest of Ajaia’s realm wilting and flailing for any living thing near enough to eat. She was a scream, a ghost; she was drawn up toward a mouth of thresher teeth.…
And then she had a name again. She was Dawn, and she was Sybil, and they were dying.
She did not recognize the man who stood over her, but she knew the iron in his eyes.
And there, by her side, was Tara.
Tara had framed her argument through Craft, but for Dawn her claims were as clear as human speech. Love, trust, faith, creating slack in her system—enough to think, to feel.
Tara had given her a chance. A moment’s awareness. If she could use it.
Her soul was a ruin. Her power taxed and scattered. She drew her breath in pain.
Gods, she was hallucinating poetry.
Sybil, she called out, silently. Sybil, we have to go.
Sorry, boss, came the reply. A little—tied up—at the moment.
There was a knife in her chest. There were chains in her heart. She strained against them, but only tore herself. Those chains carved Sybil as they drew her up—and Dawn felt that pull, too, dragging her into the thresher mouth.
She was being torn apart. Tara’s argument wrapped her in an embrace of light, but she had taken the iron into herself, made it hers—and like called to like. When she fought, she used the same power Jax called upon to claim her. As she drew away, she reached for him. Soon they would slip together into the maw that was his heart.
She had been here before—torn on the wire web, waking only to die.
No, she thought—Sybil thought. Not now. Not again. Not if I have anything to say about it.
Dawn tried to feel that old arrogance, the pride from which Sybil asked, again and again throughout their travels, “Can I eat him?” But the pride was gone. In its place she felt conviction. All pathways foreseen. All analysis complete.
No, she prayed. Don’t leave me. You can’t leave me alone.
Sybil turned to her, bleeding. One of the serpent’s eyes flicked closed.
“Old categories, remember?” the serpent said. “Not helpful.” And, “See you around.”
And Sybil let go.

There followed a sickening crunch, and a moment of silence.
Jax’s eyes were unfocused. His chest heaved. The chains around Tara slackened, and she wriggled free. Heat from Jax’s body rippled the air as something inside him did an awful lot of work, awfully fast.
Dawn lay sobbing on the table, bloody, alive, free. Tara reached her at the same time as Mal, and together they heaved the girl off the altar. She fought them, clawing for Jax, for the nest of teeth above his heart into which the serpent had disappeared. Tara tried to say something, but she didn’t know what. Dawn screamed at her. There must have been words in there.
Jax’s eyes opened, and he laughed.
The chains about him trembled—released now from the shells of the gray men. They rose. Then they moved, fast as a blink, all at once.
Tara raised a futile shield, but the chains didn’t care about her. They lashed the bone crystal at the Capital Chamber’s heart, and plunged inside—into the multidimensional archives beneath its surface—the reference and repository and heart of Craft. The crystal flickered and blushed gray. Iron webs spread across its face.
Jax’s laughter broke to a wash of surf-scream sound, and his eyes roiled with chains.
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Temoc fought on. He was losing, now.
He was used to it. He had spent his whole life losing. Our forces crumble, Temoc of the house of Alh, and you must shore them up. Our faithful abandon their Gods. Our walls crack. We have asked so much, but could you please, could you kindly, give a little more?
He had not seen it then. The crack was not in the wall, but the foundation.
Still he fought. What else could he do?
The last vestiges of the link’s power guttered in his scars. His blade was wet with light, his enemy’s, and blood, his own. He breathed. That was all that mattered. If he could breathe, he could fight.
The army of Dawn lay ruined in the sky. Dread Ixzayotl sprawled across one of the Hidden School’s castle-walled student houses, as robed young men and women bound him with thin ropes of lightning and climbed his flesh and hacked at him with silver practice knives. Griffins and men with rainbow skin lay dying on the floating islands—dying again, just like last time. The mirror-beast smote its ruin on the halls of learning. Its bulk shattered towers; its twisted walls scattered courtyards and quads; its many mouths gnashed fitfully at the air. He could no longer hear Valois, or Burgess, or the other men and women of the company.
He had been here before. History repeats—one of Mina’s sayings, taken from some book somewhere—first as tragedy, then as farce. Whoever wrote that had not lived long enough. History did not repeat just twice, but again and again, and again. Caleb once showed him a graph of exponential decay, excited to share his growing knowledge of the strangers’ math. The closer to zero times a tragedy occurred, the closer to infinite its force. Each time landed with less weight. Each time the joke seemed more cruel. But, as Caleb explained, the decay would never zero out. No matter how much of a farce your life became, it would always hold a grain of tragedy.
The King in Red marched toward him across the sky. Coals banked in the pits of his eyes. His staff was sheathed in fire, his sword a gentle curve of void. Light seeped from the holes in his robe.
Temoc tried to stand and slipped back to one knee.
“You know,” said the King in Red, “I thought we were getting somewhere. A breakthrough. A moment of mutual understanding. But it’s like moths and porch lights with you, isn’t it? You just flap your wings and hope it will turn out better next time.”
Temoc could no longer have described their engagement blow by blow. The King in Red was fighting him in ways he did not have words for. That midnight blade flickered. He blocked it. Every component particle of his body disassociated in every direction at once—but his Gods saw him whole. He was mad—and then he wasn’t. At least, no madder than usual. The blade was in his hand. Good. He understood blades. He understood the staff sweeping to his ribs. The crack of broken bone.
He was still alive. Somehow, in that exchange, he had drawn a trickle of light from the skeleton’s sword arm.
If not for his Gods he would have fallen already to the gruesome need within, the want that remained where once the link had fed him power. The army was gone; he was the last. Same as it ever was. He parried. Staggered back.
“Maybe I am no different,” Kopil said. “Maybe this is all the mutual understanding we can hope for, the only salvation possible for things like us: to hear the flap of our wings and know the searing heat.”
Dodge. Duck, block. Take the arm and throw. Stay hopeful. Stay sane. Stay here, while you last.
Where was Caleb?
“Temoc?”
He slipped. Fell. Tried to stand. Could not breathe. The sky would not form under him. He was falling, truly. The city so far below. Caleb. Where—
—like a stopper drawn from his heart, and all he was, rushing out—
—they laid the bodies on the table and drew the blood out with a vacuum, like you’d use on a hallway rug—
—falling—Caleb—Mina—
He was caught. Air beneath him marble-hard. Above him: the death’s head, the mask of the end—but no, there was fire in his eyes, and Temoc’s own blood on his teeth.
“Temoc?” So strange to hear his voice like this, not mocking, almost concerned. “This isn’t like you. Are you.…”
Kopil couldn’t finish the sentence. Dying? Maybe. But he, Temoc, could not speak, either. He … what was his name?
He stared into the mask of death, and past. Through the stained-glass islands of the Hidden Schools. Into the pure blue of the empty sky.
He remembered Dawn’s pale and outstretched hand, raised to the space in the night that should not have been there.
Mal, in the tunnels beneath Shenshan, had said, “The stars are wrong.”
“Temoc. Come on, man. We’re in the middle of something.”
He tried to speak. To laugh. To explain the farce of it. The grain of tragedy. Kopil might understand, when no one else could.
But a dread power moved in him. Through the link it came, cold and silent as the long night between the worlds.
He tried to speak, but only chains came out.

“There it is,” Jax said, his voice a crash of iron. Chains spread through the bone crystal and birthed more chains. The crystal screamed with light. “The reach of Craft and the subtlety of gods. Now we’re talking. Now we’ll see.”
The Capital Chamber shifted. There was no dome above Tara any longer—just skulls and the blue afternoon sky.
Beneath them lay the Schools, torn by a battle everyone was losing.
Jax’s gray-man servants had mostly dissolved, but a trace of their bodies remained: distended faces, columns of gears that had been spines. They turned like sunflowers toward an empty patch of sky.
Jax, too, turned, facing nothing. A patch of blue two fists’ distance above the horizon, east by northeast.
“Oh—are you ready, you old bastard? Come on. Let’s go.”
They cross the fields between the stars with gentle tread. But if Dawn comes into her full might, they will spring.
The patch of sky darkened to a bruise.
Then something struck it from behind.
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Kai sank into her body, into darkness and pain. Wires led to her arms and wrists and temples, and out from the great arteries of her legs. She was braided with limbs she had not chosen.
Nor had she chosen the fangs in her throat.
Her lungs were full of dark water. Her eyes stung. She thrashed through the weight of fluid, and struck the glass walls of the tank where they had kept her. Wires popped and pulled. The arms around her clung tight. If there had been air to breathe, she would have been choking, but there was no air. Only ecstasy.
She felt so weak. Soul and blood gone. A shell of a body clutched by twin ghosts. She had been down here before. Half a world and half her life away—but all dark waters were in some respects the same. You came up different, if you came up at all.
In the darkness of her soul, she found a silver grin. It played upon her lips. The vampiric curse was a kind of miracle. And she could use miracles.
The vampire drew back too late. Tried to swim away.
There was no struggle. Just a darting motion in the water and a flash of teeth. He spasmed once, was still. Kai drank, and grew strong.
Her first blow against the reinforced glass cracked a knuckle. Her second shattered a hole the size of an office chair. She slipped out in a rush of sticky fluid and lay panting on the tile floor of the red-lit lab.
Even this dimness burned her eyes.
She rose, knock-kneed and shivering, and slipped in a puddle. Glyph readouts blinked red on the boxy instruments around the tank. Dials pointed to crimson ranges marked EXCEPTION. They had plugged her into a market terminal.
A lab coat hung from the door. It clung to the fluid on her skin. There was a pack of cigarettes in the pocket. She lit one. It took her three tries. She wasn’t sure, afterward, where she’d got the fire.
She squinted against the brilliance of the hall. She knew this boat, its cream-and-silver fittings, its crystal opulence. How long ago had she met here with Tara, Abelard, Caleb, Jax, to stop all this from happening?
She walked past staterooms converted into labs. Iron chains suspended from demonglass manipulator arms. Stone masks wired to glyphwork cages. Rubbings from ancient tombs. No windows. Pale green ghostlamps overhead. Red emergency lighting everywhere. Her footsteps looked black.
At the end of the hall was a guardroom, with one lab-coated guard, standing stock-still, turned away from her, his gaze fixed on an empty corner of the ceiling. She advanced silently. A blade was in her hand—a scalpel. Where had it come from? Then it was in his neck.
He did not scream, or even twitch. He turned to her—the movement made his sliced throat squelch. He smiled. There were wheels in his eyes.
The wheels began to open.
He caught her by the neck. Lifted her. Her nails tore open the skin of his face to reveal writhing metal. Cheeks split as he unhinged his jaw.
Then the tip of a sword burst out of the center of his chest. Black oil smoked off the silvered blade. The guard looked puzzled, until Kai reached out and twisted his head clean off.
It was her legs, again, that failed her. When you were a kid you thought you got better, but really you just got different.
The guard’s head was on the floor, its jaw still working as if trying to eat the wall. She thought about her mother’s fierce insistence on proper terminology: what she would say if she heard her daughter call a bulkhead a “wall.” Was Kai laughing?
Oh. No. The other thing.
A cool hand found her shoulder, and all of a sudden there was more of her than there had been. She looked up from her gory fingers. First she saw, across the room, a dark-skinned man in white, spattered with blood and oil, a sword in his hand, a sharp-toothed smile on his lips.
Very sharp.
She lunged for him. Tried. She fell into the (fine, Mom) bulkhead. Before she could recover, Izza was there. In her arms. Or she was in Izza’s. No, not laughing.
“It’s okay,” Izza said. “He’s a friend. One of our faithful, after a fashion. We needed his help to find you.”
The vampire tipped a hat he wasn’t wearing. “Raz Pelham.”
“Pirate?”
“The cards say ‘freelance maritime property consultant.’”
Her cigarette had fallen in a pool of—something. She bent to pick it up. “So, yes.”
Izza lifted her to her feet. “Come on. Let’s get you up top.”
A great stone head with green gemstone eyes rounded the far hatch. “Deck’s clear. Just heard from Cat—the Bounty will be here soon.”
“Shale!”
He saluted. Did not seem to mind the blood. He had been in the God Wars. He must have seen worse.
“He found you,” Izza said. “Followed your scent, when I couldn’t.” She hugged her, and Kai felt the breath of blue, the Lady’s blessing through the haze. “But, you know the problem with cops and cop-gods.”
“Couldn’t come for you,” Shale said, “without a warrant for deep-water operation, and there are treaties, and things. Technically, I am responding to a break-in.”
“And you?”
“We,” said Izza, “are the break-in.”
She followed them up the sweeping steps to the deck, her imagination drifting ahead of her to feel the sun’s warmth. For just one second she let herself believe that everything would be okay.
But the deck opened to a dark-purple vault, to black clouds razor-parted by unearthly wind. She heard curses and screams. Raz mumbled an agnostic prayer.
There was a hole in the sky.
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Abelard watched the war change. All around him the Hidden Schools seethed with iron. The great wingèd god-giant rose, laughing madly, and with a beat of metal wings threw off the mite-sized students who had bound him. Chains slithered along his crystal bones like the muscles now long gone, and a light of gears kindled in his eyes. The fallen maze roared awake, its mirrored hallways twisting weird, knotted through themselves, its mouths open to loose a warbling surfwash cry. The sky was a dusky purple, the sun a silver coin.
And in the heart of all, Temoc fought the King in Red.
Abelard had never been a violent man. As a boy, he had heard tales of war, of heroes and quests, sagas and martyrs, and thought, If I am ever so unfortunate as to be called to such service, faith will make my duty clear.
But here he was, and it was just an awful, evil mess.
There were wonders here—works of Craft, of high and holy art that would have beggared kingdoms in the not-so-distant past—all built only to break to splinters and burn to ash. Here were thousands of people dead and lost, each a miracle expunged.
War, some Schwarzwald tyrant or other had said, was the last argument of kings. But “last” meant final, and, in the Ebon Sea dialect of many scriptures, that was “telos,” the word philosophers used when they meant to say “what a thing is for.”
This is what kings are for. And Gods. This is what we do.
He thought of those great bones in the tunnels beneath Endwright Hall. Lines and division, and the King in Red.
Temoc had fought him bravely, before. When the rest of the army writhed in agony, he struggled on. Kopil was wounded. At any moment, Abelard could have made the difference. Let the fire in his blood surge forth. Turn one blade aside, or drive another home.
A saint is how a God decides.
Is this how You felt, back then? When you watched the world tear itself apart? Ours is the gathering-fire, but this is an older flame. How can we claim to shelter and love and save, and yet do this, and worse?
“One day,” Michel had said, “you will have to choose.”
And there was Michel, atop a nearby fallen tower, with a red-bladed spear in one hand. Watching the battle. Waiting for his moment.
Temoc fought—but he was not Temoc anymore. Before, he had seemed a thing of high purpose, an instrument of Gods. Now he was a mass of chains.
The King in Red parried. Not fast enough. Chains wreathed him, pierced him. He roared like the Serpents roared when they had torn the spirecliffs apart. He bled light. He staggered, tried to free himself. He was many things in an instant, prism-split: skeleton and being of smoke, nest of wires, giant, pinned and stitched shadow of a man. None of them could escape.
On the rampart, Michel raised the red-blade spear. The King in Red roared, dying. The Saint grinned triumph, and threw.
You will have to choose. Not outside of time, where Gods reside, but here beneath the weight of cause and the burden of effect. Make your choice and your God’s in this instant, and live with it.
The spear flew.
“No.”
He raised his hand.

Temoc was lost in the chains.
They lashed from his mouth to cut and carve. They could not speak, though they answered his will surer than any god. He felt them vast and uncomprehending and hungry, felt them run before his desires, to ends he had not imagined.
The King in Red fought him like a fish fights a line. There were chains in him, too, sprouting. They tore the smoke of his body as they wormed out. He reared, but the chains held him. He raised barriers and wards, invoked demonic bargains, and one by one all his defenses melted away. For all the ages of the modern world, Temoc had wished justice upon this man. Here it found him, and it was made of iron.
The power scared some tiny remnant shred of Temoc—the power and the ease with which it came. This cold might has no part of us. This is wrong, this is not what we do, this is not who we are. “Strength is earned,” his masters had said, when he, age twelve, had gone beneath the knife. But his masters said, too, “We are the motion of the Gods in their power. What we are comes from beyond.”
His Gods were somewhere, screaming. But those voices too were small and far away. He had dreamed this. Here it was. Close your hand and crush your dreams, and drink their sticky pulp.
Kopil bled.
And then there was a fire, searing and tormenting, all around the skeleton king—a smooth wall of flame that hissed like a serpent’s scales over rock. Chains withered. Carbon threads popped.
Within the fire, he saw the face of his son.
No.
He would not be denied, so near the pulp of his dream. Who dares? Thick chains lashed from him into the flame, to pierce the skeleton again. Who dared to save him? Who must die?
Seeking, he saw the thin priest.
And faster than sight, he moved.

The fire had answered Abelard, in wonder and praise. Was it the fire of his God? Yes, and the fire of his blood, the fire that burned within his eyes.
Then the creature that had been Temoc Almotil revolved to face him, in a writhing of metal, and he thought, I am about to die.
A wall of air knocked him off his feet. He thought, This is how dying feels.
When he opened his eyes, there were barbed and writhing chains bare inches from his face. They dripped blood and light. And yet he was not dead.
Temoc filled the sky above him, the man’s torn flesh the heart of a mandala of iron, his mouth saw-toothed and wide. Between them, blade out, stood Elayne Kevarian. Cold silver light burned from her glyphs and from her outstretched warding hand. A chill wind whipped her torn blazer. She said something Abelard could not hear through the roar of metal.
The cold mask of the face that had been Temoc’s softened—but the mass of his chains did not stop carving. Eggshell cracks spread through Elayne’s silver light. She sank to one knee, her ward-arm trembling.
Temoc screamed, and his chains bore down. The shield shattered. But beyond the forest of chains, Abelard saw a dread and crimson light.
A pair of skeletal hands burst through to seize Temoc from behind. And then they were falling, together, through the sky, Temoc and the bleeding King in Red.
He heard Kopil’s voice in his bones, over the screams, the surfwash, and the sound of chains.
Fix this. If you can.
Somewhere, a tower fell.
Ms. Kevarian forced herself to her feet and offered him a hand. It felt like clutching ice. Frost rimed her, and melted off as she breathed. He had never seen her like this.
“Sometimes I feel,” she said, “like I’ve spent my entire life picking up after those two.” Her voice was heavy. Her eyes gleamed. He did not know what to say. “Abelard,” she continued. “I think you can take those glasses off now.”
He hadn’t realized he was still wearing them.
She looked into his eyes, and nodded. “Good. Come with me.”
“Lady Kevarian.”
“I think,” she said, “that under the circumstances, you can call me Elayne.”
Strange to feel, with everything, that this was one step too far. If they were on a first-name basis, that meant she didn’t know what she was doing either, and while in a cosmic sense he understood that to be true of everyone, he did not want it to be true of Elayne Kevarian.
There was a shadow across the sun. A cold wind blew. Dark iron whips lashed and webbed the Hidden Schools. He heard a skittering sound, like many legs over a marble floor.
He felt sick. He knew that sound. Tara had played it for him.
The bruised region of the sky pulsed again.
It tore.
And one vast lightning-spindle leg slipped through.

Tara saw the sky split open and the leg come down. Long and rainbow, starlit and swift, it fell.
Eberhardt Jax laughed. He raised his hands, and the chains that had claimed the Hidden Schools rose up into a shield, and others still to strike up, up, to the gap in the sky. They soared, driven by Craftwork might and the will of gods and Jax’s own defiance.
They withered. His shield shattered, and so did the dome above, and then the leg was there.
Lightless, pure-angled, and strange, it whispered to a perfect halt and kissed Eberhardt Jax on the chest. He gasped in pain, in rapture. The chains that bound him flashed. Then, smooth and wet, they slipped from his body, and he fell.
“What,” Mal began to say, before the chains seized her.
Tara remembered. Kai had told them, or the ghost inside her head: when the skazzerai arrives, it will be alien to us. It will seek an interpreter of conquest, a tool to fit our understanding to its own. An apostle, to show it which dreams are edible.
Subtle as whispers, the chains passed into Mal, through her mouth and nose and ears and the wet slim spaces around her eyes. Before she could scream they were out of her again and she was fallen, bleeding, gasping. Alive.
Discarded. Not worth the trouble to kill.
Tara raised her blade, too slow, as they came for her.

“Where are we going?” Abelard shouted after Elayne as they ran through the roil of the Hidden Schools.
She pointed through the forest of chains to the library, transfixed by the leg that had pierced the sky.
“I was afraid of that.”
“Tara’s in there,” she said. “I would trust that woman to handle just about anything in the world. We are, unfortunately, far beyond that capacious boundary.”
They drew up at the edge of Armillary Square. “How are we going to get past the, um?” He couldn’t find another word for it. Whatever the tentacled thing before them was, it had not been assembled by anyone with a reasonable or practical vision of anatomy. Arms were not supposed to have that many mouths. Neither were eyes.
“I,” said Elayne, “will think of something.”
A streak of purple light struck the um right in the center of its tentacles and chains. Many mouths all screamed at once. Within the um’s huge wet bulk, he saw a silhouette of something like a woman, wielding an enormous hammer.
Then she was obscured by lashing iron arms. From within, he heard a mad cackle that reminded him, a little, of Tara.
“Who’s that?”
“She’s … something.”
They were running again, through a path the battle opened in the thrashing arms, over a plaza scattered with broken dominos, up the broad stone steps into the library.

There were no words in any language for the thing that took Tara up.
“Skazzerai” was a word the Quechal had borrowed from some other still more ancient people. Outspiders, Tara had called them once. But now they held her, graced her with their care, and she felt the strange contours of their mind. Her concepts failed, and theirs rushed in to fill the gap.
Think To live ceaselessly is to grow ceaselessly, and to grow is to consume. Think Sapient life must be preserved, for its desire, its need to be, its frantic seeking after pleasure, safety, joy, is the engine that transforms the world from base matter to our use. Think We cross the gulf between worlds seeking new and hungry wanting things, that we may give them joy, in perfect rule. Think It is our will that binds. Our choice that guides. Our perfect knowledge that unites.
She had thought that a person might refuse the skazzerai offer—but why would such a being, more ancient than worlds, stoop to bargain? Its strange and mighty certainty raked the pins of her soul. She could not fight it. It would choose the one who would accept, and use them until their use was done.
Think Here lies the world. Call it yours and yours alone. Think It is mine by right. Think I know them all and I know what’s best
for them. Think It would all be better, if everyone would just do as I say. Think My chains will not lie so heavily upon their shoulders as does their freedom.
She tried to think as she was bid. She could not stop herself. She saw herself enthroned in starlight, thin silver chains in her skeletal fist, a world groveling at her feet. Abelard. Connor. Kai. Ms. Kevarian. Dawn. Ma.
She felt the weight of their souls, and the glare of starlight, and the thin braided cord around her own throat, leading up, and up, and she turned to look—
The chains slipped from her and she fell, aching with infinite loss. Part of her hungered for that power, to suckle on regency. But she was not fit for its purpose. Not grasping enough, not scared enough, not so bereft of love or desirous of rule.
The chains coiled, seeking.
There, sprawled on the floor, lay Dawn.
Tara jumped to cover the girl with her body. Called the dregs of her power, which might stand for moments against the spider.
She did not die; the chains did not come.
She turned, and saw one black iron tendril snake across the floor, to caress the zygomatic arch of a fallen human skull.
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Donnie lurched from the fires to the water. Her dress was ruined, her skin cracked and bleeding from the layers of ice that had covered it only to sublime away. As she fought the fires, she had found herself side by side with priests of Kos, and Blacksuits, and with Alt Coulumbite bucket brigades. She had lost Gav three times and Al twice, bumped into them again, glimpsed Gav and Sir Geoffrey working back-to-back, but by the time she reached them all she found was broken glass. She was tired, and she had never felt more alive.
She found Gav, this time, at the water’s edge. He walked among the dockside wounded, healing with his touch. He looked up, looked again, saw Donnie the second time, nodded. There were no words left; no words needed.
Then the shadow came.
At first she thought it was a cloud: one of her many attempted rain-summonings taking effect. But this shadow was deeper than clouds, and it made the edges of all other shadows mad. She looked up.
Something was wrong with the sun. It flickered.
Then the sky tore.
In the space beyond she saw stars that were wrong, stars that were eyes, multifaceted and glittering. They called out in voices of writhing chain.
Behind her, she heard screams. She felt so tired, as she turned to look.
People were rising from the water.
Far out they were ripples, all across the shoreline of the bay. Then brows broke the surface. Pale sculpted features, jewel-tone eyes, mouths of cruel beauty, jaws like knives. There were ranks and ranks of them, walking hand in hand, naked beneath the sunless sky. Fangs were bright in their open mouths, and they were singing.
Donnie stood by Gav’s side. She did not know how she had come there. He drew his sword, bright as grace. She drew her blade. Her hand was in his.
Before the vampires moved in, she kissed him.

Kai stared up in horror at the wounded sky.
From the golemwing deck of Jax’s yacht, they could see the city all at once: its towers and balconies, its elevated trains, its demonglass arch, the black needle of the Sanctum at its heart. Overhead, like the city’s distorted reflection, were the Hidden Schools, wreathed in iron and flame and something even Kai, who prided herself on her resistance to theological hyperbole, had to describe as “fell magic.”
The sun was a faint disk, as distant and harmless as the moon. There was a gap in the purple-blue, like a tear in its flesh. Beyond that gap—stars? Or eyes? The space between them moved. Another spindly black leg pried at the gap, to wriggle through.
She had seen this before, in depths of memory that opened to her now like an endless scroll thrown down a hill.
This was how it looked before the end.
Tara was back there.
“Why aren’t they doing anything?” Izza asked. “Kos. Seril. They should be—”
“They’re trying,” said Catherine Elle. She’d met them on the deck; now she handed the binoculars to Izza. “But they have their hands full. Attacks all along the waterline. Vampires. Must have been sheltering close to the city.” She shared a glance with Raz. “You have to get out of here.”
“I won’t leave you. This is my fault. The debt was mine—”
“The goddess made it Hers.”
“They aren’t here because of any debt,” Kai said. “Their master called.” She pointed up to the hole in the sky. “It’s breaking through—and once it’s claimed the Argent Library, it will jump to every Court of Craft, to all the markets and the soul exchanges, every contract, every form of property everywhere. And then it will start to eat.”
“So we go back there,” Cat said, “and we kick its ass.”
Kai heard herself laugh. She ashed her cigarette with a shaking hand, and thought, Well, I don’t have a better idea. But her gaze was drawn to that leg, that claw piercing the Hidden Schools. She felt this way on hot calm days: the sudden heaviness of storm. “Wait. Something’s happening.”

Black iron filaments wreathed the skull and rippled down. They wrought themselves bone and muscle, mimicked organs, teeth, flesh, tweed. A brown beard. Spectacles.
Tara had taken him apart once—cut his clothes from his body, flensed and flayed and filleted him, jointed him and weighed each piece and burned it. All that work was reversed in iron instants.
Behind the spectacles, his eyes were not eyes—only cutouts in that too-familiar face where the night beyond the hole in the sky shone through.
She was off the ground, between him and Dawn. Her knife was out. Then it was buried hilt-deep in Alexander Denovo’s chest.
He smiled. Kind, gently superior, and cold.
“Tara,” he said. “So good to see you again.”
The voice was not his—an imitation bowed on carbon filaments. But it pushed the same keys of rage inside her.
He bled gray fluid. It trickled up her arm, circled her, and pulled her toward the widening gap in his chest, the carbon-fiber rib bones that gaped like teeth, the gullet of gears where his heart should be.
“I know this form concerns you,” he said. “You and I have had our differences. But—it’s useful, don’t you think, to understand the people you are working with? And I understand you perfectly.”
She tried to pull free. Her arm might have been fixed in concrete.
Mal lurched to her feet behind Denovo, bloody and half-broken; she lunged for him. He didn’t turn. A chain caught her around the throat and slammed her into one of the gods’ great skulls, once, twice, three times.
His smile widened. “Stay there. We have work to do.”
He raised his hands to the sky, and its wound split open.

The battle around the Hidden Schools was a place of screams, sorcery, shadows—and, all at once, a dreadful silence.
The fighting stilled. Deathless Kings and priests and diplomats and students and the tormented scraps of the armies of Dawn turned skyward. On the streets of Alt Coulumb, onlookers felt a churning-bellied terror as deep evolutionary memories cried out warning: a predator has come. Limbs thin as thread groped through the ragged slit in the blue and tore it wide. The void beyond the sky glistened with many-lobed stars and a curling terror of alien geometry. The stars moved, and focused. They were eyes. City and Schools raised a horrified groan.
Spider legs rained down.
The rainbow wall of the Hidden Schools coalesced once more to block the assault, but where the legs struck, iron threads spread out, twisted the rainbow wall, and claimed it. Proctors flew to battle, but the rainbow wall burst into iridescent webs and fell upon them, and the Proctors were transformed. Iron wheels turned within their burning eyes, and they flew now in service of the great being that wriggled across the vast gulf of space into the sky above Alt Coulumb. All across the battlefield the monsters of Dawn’s army reared, the sky-maze contorted in quicksilver horror, Ixzayotl’s wings draped in lashing chains. Where the chains found purchase in the grounds of the Hidden Schools and Alt Coulumb below, stone itself warped and shuddered and was rebuilt.
Some of the finest minds of the Craftwork world raised themselves against the skazzerai, and so did the great gods and saints who remained. Some fought alone and were overcome at once, infected by chains that spread from them to their fellows and subordinates.
But not all were alone, and they did not all fail.
Many had seen Caleb Altemoc fight in the Century Room. Legions of associates and counsel had spent thousands of billable hours framing documents to prepare the King in Red’s alliance between gods and Craft. Other firms and diplomatic corps had framed other concords. None were finalized, but there were plans, even in barest outline. Now they were reached for and deployed. Agravaine Thistle called to Madam Sun, and the Empire’s divine authority rose against the spiders, bolstered by his art, to frame a diamond net against the horror in the sky—and it held. Ivan Karnov found himself back-to-back with an Apophitan jackal-saint; Dame Alban in mourning black found two Iskari priests through whom she could work her wrath, raising tentacles that broke chains and wrestled spider limbs to a momentary halt.
For an instant, in places, the tide of chains turned back. But the chains were swift and slippery and clever, and the alliances against them untested. If such bonds of fellowship and common cause were real, why were they so weak? Why assemble them like this, in the final threads of time before the reaping? No, this was mere bargaining with inevitability: a falling man trying to convince gravity to look the other way. The spider-iron seeped into the cracks it found, spreading through bonds of faith and Craft. The diamond net shattered. Dame Alban fell, and Ivan Karnov, and the Dhistrans, and the armies of Dawn.
One by one, they fell.
But still, in the sky, a remnant pair fought on.

Power filled Temoc—the might of suns and endless ages.
The King in Red fought him, armored in demonglass and bladed with sickles of light. “This isn’t you,” he roared, the sorcerer, the monster, the fool. “Can’t you feel it? Is this your dreamed-of victory? Or do you even care? Is this all you are, all you’ve ever been, a puppet happy so long as someone holds his strings?”
The skeleton king would bleed and break before the blades of the righteous. Certain knowledge and ageless wisdom welled up into Temoc’s body and his mind, showing him how even a dread sorcerer might be laid low.
He moved. Or did the chains move him?
The King in Red’s chest plate shattered. Chains slipped through the sorcerer’s eye sockets, and he screamed. This was right. This was good. This was the final truth. Temoc felt it. For the first time in so many decades he lacked the slightest hint of doubt. At last he stood where he was meant to be.
All would know his power, and fear his will. It was just and right and proper that it was so. And his Gods—
He could not hear Them.
He called, and there was no answer.
Where had They gone? Where were Their voices, and why was he alone?
Caleb. Mina. His voice echoed in the gulf of starless space.
This was right, he was certain. This was his duty, his calling. He had dreamed of defeating the King in Red, of casting Craftsmen down, of seeing the Gods and Serpents rampant over Dresediel Lex to dance their dance of years, as in his youth.
But this was not their power moving in him now. These chains were not the bond of gods, which freed.
He was falling. He had fallen so far already.
They wheeled through the iron sky, down toward the city and the crashing waters of the bay, where even now new chains spread forth their iron rot. The King in Red’s hand was at his throat, squeezing. The chains of Temoc’s body carved the Craftsman’s bones. This was not his victory, the victory of his people and their gods. He saw the stars through that hole in the sky, and the stars were wrong.
He stared at the King in Red in horror.
I have been used. And now it is too late.
No. It was never too late. Gods were beyond time.
His scars were lit, their radiance flickering, guttering, as chains issued from his flesh. His scars ran deeper than his skin. His Gods were with him still, though he could not hear Their voice.
He felt the link inside him, where the chains caught his heart.
He gazed upon the King in Red and thought, I am your enemy. I, and not this power that holds me.
He gripped the chains by their roots and pulled.
The chains laughed at his strength. He had let them in. They had given him his victory. He was a part of something greater than he could possibly imagine: a will to bridge the gulf between the stars. What did Gods matter, against eternity? What did a wife matter? A son?
His scar-light flickered and dimmed. He felt so weak.
A skeletal hand closed around his wrist. “You have to pull harder, old man.”
Power rolled into him, dread and anathema, searing his flesh with cold, tainting his scars and filling his limbs with might. He bled. He screamed. He was not the only one.
The chains shattered.
They fell together, senseless, to the bay.

Denovo smirked.
“It’s incredible how right I was,” he said, “and how wrong. I wanted to change people. Make them better. But it’s so much more effective to give them what they want. A little joy. A little … catharsis. You just have to listen to them, ignore their words and hear the truth they dare not speak—find what they want and hold it just beyond their grip. Then they’ll strive for you. For eons.” He had too many teeth when he smiled, and there was too much joy in that expression for the professor she had known. He reached up with one hand, absently, and the sun purpled and grew dim. The stars, or eyes, on the other side of his gaze clustered close, peering into her. “What do you want, Tara?”
“I was doing pretty good,” Tara growled, “with you as a paperweight.”
He laughed, too full and hearty. “Don’t worry. We’ll learn you. It won’t take long.”
His blood dragged her into the hollow of his chest. Cables within churned hungrily.
A bolt of lightning split the world. She fell. So did he—his chest cavity smoking. Mal slumped free behind him. But he was still smiling.
“Elayne,” he said. “Such a pleasure to see you again.”
She stood over Tara, her hair white as a flame. The glyph pinstripes of her suit flexed and danced, and starlight crackled between her long thin fingers. She looked on him as she would a split worm in a spadeful of dirt.
“I have nothing more to say to you, Alexander. I believe we covered all outstanding business at our last meeting.”
“And do you remember,” he said, rising on marionette-string chains, “what I told you I would do when I was free?”
“It is a sign of your limits as a thinker, that you would describe your current state as ‘free.’”
“I see beyond the stars, Elayne. Eons open to my comprehension. I will interpret them to the crouching wretches of this world, who shudder rather than accept the strength that is their right. The Craft will answer me—even the Craft in your veins. My will is absolute. And together we will mount the stars.”
“Your will,” she said, scornfully, “is useful to them. It was always like that. You found weak people hungry for power, and gave them tools they should not have had. And they loved you for it and coddled you and called you clever.”
“And now I stand above the gods. And in time—not much time—you will grovel. It’s a funny old world, isn’t it.”
“I never cared for your sense of humor.”
“There is to be no disputation over matters of taste.”
“I am a Craftswoman, Alexander. All matters are subject to disputation.”
“No longer. The Craft is a means, Elayne. The end awaits. The end of all my searching. Eternity beyond constraint. Swear to me, and kneel, and you will know the secrets of the stars, and their joy. I am the gate and the key.”
“You,” she said, “are the jumped-up ghost of a small man who spent the Wars tearing the wings off angels in a lab, and called himself a hero afterward. Your gate is a cell door, and the less said about your key the better. And I will not let you touch my friends.”
His hands were in his pockets, his face placid, calm. It distorted, in an instant, to a mask of fury. Chains lashed for her from every direction at once.
They missed.
She had turned, through an exercise of Craft Tara could barely detect against the blinding sorcerous firestorm that filled the chamber, on an axis that did not strictly speaking exist. She raised one hand, wet with shadows.
The floors, Tara realized then, were limestone. Which was to say, generally speaking, they were made of bone.
They took their ancient forms as they reached for him, shells and the skeletons of fish, the ghosts of coral, knit to needles and claws. They pierced him, breaking on the chains beneath his flesh—and the battle was joined.
Tara tried to rise, to help, but she was so weak. Her arm wasn’t working right. Hands found her shoulder, pulled her up. She recognized the grip, then the man. “Abelard?”
His habit was torn and smoldering, his tonsure a mess, his glasses gone. Mal lay by her side, at his feet, groaning and half-conscious, streaked with grime and blood. “Come on,” he said, and lifted. “No time. Have to get you all out of here.”
Tara lifted Dawn. Hurt people helping hurt people. The girl was limp, but breathing. No light suffused her now. Mal staggered to her feet just as a spear of bone pierced the floor where she had lain. Her eyes were wild, and she limped when she tried to run.
Abelard ducked an immense claw of disintegrating bone and led them to a boar-shaped skull. He tapped one of the tusks just so, and its jaw gaped to reveal a hallway beyond, where rows of glyphwork machines on racks all blinked red. He ushered them in. The air beyond was glacial.
“Server facility in the Skeld glacier,” he said. “She told me how it works. The Craft’s connected to itself, everywhere. Which means he can eat it all before anyone stops him. We have to slow things down. Buy you time.”
Just across the threshold, she stopped. She reviewed his last few words, with focus on the pronouns.
He saw her understand.
She went for him with the last of her power—but a wall of searing heat thrust her back. She fought through the fire, calling out his name, crying. They couldn’t do this. Not for her.
“It’s okay,” he said, gently, through the closing gate. His eyes were bonfires. “I trust you. You’ll find a way.”
With a smile and a wave, he turned from her.
Arms circled her, Mal’s, pulling her back as the jaws snapped shut and the gate was gone, and around them, above them, the cavern of ice began to collapse.

Alexander Denovo stood beneath the dome of skulls.
Half his skin had been melted away, and one arm, and the right side of his body. Jelly ran from the hollow of his left eye, and most of his inhumanly long and sharp teeth were broken. There were no lungs or organs of any kind beneath that seeming-skin, but still his shoulders and what remained of his chest rose and fell with remembered need.
Before him hung a cocoon of chains. Abelard could just make out the figure of Elayne Kevarian inside.
It will grow, she had said, exponentially, when it comes through. Its kind have had millions of years to learn the tricks of sentient beings. Once it knows who we are, what we want, it will offer us all that, and consume us.
Can we stop it? he’d asked.
Perhaps. When it takes a form, it presents a surface for attack. We can respond, if we have time. Time that it will not give.
The chains around Alexander Denovo were not chains at all. They breathed. They sang iron songs.
Abelard was alone, and not alone. He remembered that last look on Tara’s face. Her anger, her defiance. She never was any good at understanding—you couldn’t do life by yourself.
The skin of Denovo’s cheeks knit together. His smile was almost a human thing. “It won’t work, you know. I can smell her. Follow her anywhere.”
The tongue that slicked between those teeth was a thing of barbs and hooks.
“She will beat you,” Abelard replied.
“With what? Her scattered friends, her power which is now mine, her cringing half gods? Do you know how many heroes have risen up against us in all the worlds we have seen? In all the aching and eternal vaults of an ever-expanding cosmos? They have sought magic rings and ancestral blades, and, if you will believe it, secret metals. Incantations and angels and grails and sacred hosts. And now those heroes lie within me, dreaming of victory beneath the stars. They play out triumph after triumph, and writhe in their joys and ache in their sorrows, and their beautiful relentless striving is the meat on which I feed.”
Chains braided from his shoulders into something like a hand, and he reached up to the cocoon to stroke a curve that might have been a cheek.
“She’ll figure it out.” Abelard wished he sounded more sure. “I just have to buy her time.”
The thing with Denovo’s face turned to him. “I remember killing you, little priest. When I was so much less than this. And you dream now of, what? Of winning, saving the day, impressing the ladies? You want honor and respect, you want to mark yourself a man. You want to be a good little hero. I have seen so many like you, on so many worlds.”
The spider advanced, stretching wide its thresher arms.
“I’m not a hero,” Abelard said. “I’ve been a saint. But I’ve always thought of myself as an engineer.”
Tara’s gift churned against his skin—the glyphworked coolant lines that kept the Serpents’ searing blood in check. He hooked his fingers through that Craftwork web and pulled until it tore.
And he began to burn.
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Legs descended from the opening sky. The sun was a deep purple now, and stars shone through like fungus sprouting from a corpse. Dark lines stretched across the surface of the water, branching and shifting roots of iron—and then they stopped.
For a moment, the world held its breath. Then a pillar of fire bust from the Sanctum of Kos and battered skyward, to slam into the chain-rose of the Hidden Schools, and all was searing light.

There was a gap inside Abelard, a hollow prepared in silence and prayer. God raged through it now.
Abelard felt himself borne upward on that geyser of flame. His were the eyes, and his the time through which the Lord of Light of Alt Coulumb moved into the world. And the blood of the Serpents in him, the hunger undying, the will to consume and to survive, it issued forth to answer its ancient foe, come now in conquest.
Denovo’s body burned. The part of him that still thought of itself as mortal screamed. But he was a shadow, Abelard saw, a mask in the shape of a man. As he looked with the eyes of God upon his proper foe, he saw beyond the mask to its million-mile frame of endless eyes, squirming through the rift it had torn in the heavens above his city. Loops and domes of metal, wet useful fleshy parts, claws the size of nations and mouths to drink the wrath of worlds, everywhere studded with the entombed, the dreaming, screaming immortal trillions of its prior feasts.
It saw him.
And it turned to fight.

Izza caught Kai’s arm. “Change of plans. We have to go. Now.”
Cat turned, slowly, to the girl. “Me too.”
The boat rocked. Shale looked down. “Vampires. Coming up the side.”
Then she looked to Raz. “Can you get the rest of them to safety? On the Bounty?”
“The rest of them,” he echoed, and Kai heard love and pain in his voice. “You’re not coming.”
The suit receded from her face and there were her green eyes, tear-bright. She hugged him. Kai thought a normal man’s ribs would have broken. “I love you.”
“I’ll come back for you.”
“You better.”
They kissed until the suit flowed to cover her lips and part them.
She turned from him like turning from the world. In a step she was airborne—Shale, too. And together, they flew back to the inferno.

Abelard loved machines. Part of loving them was spending a lot of time asking yourself how they might break.
His passion was for large machines: the surging engines that drove trains and pumped water, boilers and compressors, filters and presses. But he cared about the small stuff, too. Your micromanipulators, your infinitesimal clockwork, your tiny gears. Some had hypothesized even smaller machines that one day might work between the body’s cells, insert themselves into synaptic pathways. Ambitious visions.
When designing small machines, you had to keep in mind how they might differ from large ones. Take heat exchange, for example. Objects gain heat over their surface area, but they endure heat with their volume. Tiny machines, therefore, would have trouble with overheating.
Especially when a god of fire wanted them to burn.
Nanoscale carbon-filament engines melted. Microscopic chain links pulled like taffy, and snapped. Swaths of the spider network died wherever he set his power, and the skazzerai roared with something not unlike pain.
But the spider laughed as it writhed.
You think this will avail you? Watch.
Chains below branched and branched again to nest in the flesh of his people, and change them. They screamed surfwash and raised their arms in rapture, chanting to the many-angled thing beyond the gap in the sky. Chains found them in the market, in the Pleasure Quarter, by the docks. Chains branched through the Ash, caught street vendors kneeling on their rugs or bent over the coals of their grills. By the harbor, where those wet pale figures emerged from the waves with their grinning teeth, where they crouched over the bodies of his people and fed, or fought the Blacksuits and Seril’s stone children in the sky, the chains were there, tainting Blacksuits’ silver, churning in their eyes.
Their screams tore him, and their fear. Their faith slipped away like grains of sand.
He burned the chains but they writhed back, doubled and redoubled for each branch he killed. The spider’s strength was endless, and within its trillion voices he heard Alexander Denovo’s laugh.
Even now I am in your citadel. Even now I claim your priests, their relics. Even now I stretch myself through the network of your Craft and market. You fight me here—but in moments I will eat your world and pop you last between my teeth. Hear them, small god—the screams of the broken, the ringing of the bells. They are your ending.
Screams and sirens rose from the city below. He heard them, every one, and ached. But still he fought.
“I don’t think so,” Abelard replied. “Look down.”
I fail, said the spider, to see your point.
“Of course,” he replied through the pain. His God’s fire burned inside him. “Of course you don’t remember. It was just one more of your crimes, when you wore flesh: to bind a God and chase Her from Her own city. You worked a binding circle into the Sacred Precinct, and left our own priests to care for it, their every faithful step empowering your cruelty.
“Many wondered why we did not remove it when Seril returned, this crime, this binding power. It was a memorial, some said, a memory of past wrongs—as if we might forget.
“Not so. You see, we’re builders here. We are shapers and makers. And a builder throws out nothing that might one day be of use.”
Below, the intricate paths and hedgerows that ringed the Sacred Precinct leapt with fire. The binding circle blazed.
“I had to tweak it a little,” he said. “To keep something in, instead of out. But it should hold, don’t you think?”
Chains threaded the sky, launched across the sea—and, when they reached the city’s edge, they stopped. They bounced off empty air with the final clunk of a bird striking a plate-glass window. Once more they tried, straining against emptiness—and the air itself burned them back. They writhed in a shell of molten light.
Fascinating, Denovo said. I will break it, of course.
“You might. Though—the core argument is yours, at least to the extent that you’re Alexander Denovo. If you’re not Alexander Denovo, of course, then you’re just some alien god-machine using his voice and an echo of his mind—and such a thing has no claim to the Craft, or to our world. You have to be him for your claim to stand. It’s pretty hard, isn’t it, for a Craftsman to go against his own long-standing claims? At least that’s what Tara taught me.”
That ward, Denovo replied coolly, will only last while you have power to hold it. Your faithful are trapped in here with me. Without them, you are just another creature of the market—leveraged, vulnerable, and mine.
Abelard felt an ocean’s depth of regret and sorrow, and, in an aching instant, understood.
“Right. About that.”

To be a god is to exist in multiplicity, as heartbeat and whisper and song, as all the many stories about yourself at once.
There is a place beyond time. Think of it as a city, and think of that city falling. Think of the air black and the skyline broken and burning, think of brutes at the capital raising evil flags. Think of a train station, two people on the platform, alone. One cradles a city in her arms.
“I won’t go,” she says to him, her face wet with starlight tears. “I can’t do this alone.”
“You can,” he says. “You will. And you’ll never be alone.”
“They hate me.”
“Not anymore. They know you now.”
“They love you. I love you.”
“I’m counting on it,” he said, and kissed her. Booted feet ran up the stair behind him. They heard cries, gunfire, screams. “You’re a fighter. They’ll need that.”
“What about you?” The guns were closer now.
“Me?” He shot her a sloppy salute, his eyes wet. “I’m going to do the best I can.”

The vampires boiled over Jax’s yacht, but each one that tried the rope ladder down to the Bounty was met with a hail of silver-flashed arrows and spears from Raz’s crew. Raz himself fought them, sword out, fangs bare, his captain’s whites now streaked with gore.
Izza helped Kai to the deck. Then she collapsed.
Kai caught her as she fell, let her down. There was no blood, no wound. Her eyes were open, staring. They reflected the shining sickle of the moon.
“Don’t worry,” Izza whispered. “Just—part of the deal.”
“What deal?” Izza’s heartbeat was too fast, too deep—her whole body shook with it, with the power she now carried for the Lady. “Let me help.” Kai touched her skin, and prayed, and saw the realm of gods and of the market. The riot of faith and pattern and soul into which the vampires had thrust her would have been a still lagoon beside this hurricane of colors: the fires of Kos, the strangling night of the spider, Seril-silver, and all through them, subtle and intricate and massive in aggregate force, the Lady’s blue.
“Didn’t think,” Izza panted, “the old ember—would take me up on it—so soon.”
“Izza, what are you talking about? What did you offer him?”
“Not him.” She clutched Kai’s hand, drawing on her faith, her presence. “His people.” Her teeth were fierce and white, and there was triumph in her voice when she said, “Asylum.”

Kos was there, in every shadow of His city, in every flickering ghostlight bulb, every reflection. Where His people ran screaming from their own priests, hideously transformed to puppets writhing on nanofilament chains, He was there. Where they sheltered from mad traders in the business district, when their barricades failed, when a middle manager with a manacle mouth and foot-long claws tore through their office doors, He was there.
And He was there when, from the shadows and the corners, the Blue Lady’s hand reached out.
The Blue Lady worked well alongside Seril of the Moon Road. She was, in a sense, Her child. She had become so much more, since. But still they fit together—enough, at least, for this.
He felt them slip away. It was strange. Abelard could remember down many centuries now: Kos welcomed converts, but He had never been a god to send His legions forth. Strange, to feel His people so far away, to know they raised their eyes to the morning star on unfamliar streets.
But they did not all leave.
That surprised him. Some remained—to help, to save their city. He loved them, though they were fools. Or perhaps he loved them because of that.
And all this, said Denovo, for what? To lock yourself in a box with me? If I cannot stretch through the web of Craft, I will send my servants forth, walking. What on this planet can stand against them? Your little wards will fail in the end. We have fought ten thousand foes as great as you, on oh so many worlds, and what are you, after all, but a scared ghost? Neutral in war, lax in peace. You are a fire that forgets to burn. Your Saint knows it. His fear is in you as a poison.
“I am afraid,” Abelard said. His own voice felt so small. “I did not understand, before. There is the fire that consumes and the fire that endures, and they are a single flame. I only knew one face of Him, and could only praise Him in that aspect. A fire warms, powers, builds. But it advances, too. It overcomes. It is not wise to forget, when you see the fire on the hearth, that it is the same force that chars the plain. We did not fight before, out of compassion for the suffering, and because a fire knows the truth of change. But this world is still becoming. We will not let you say what it is.”
How long, the spider said through its apostle, do you think you can hold us?
More legs reached through the split-open sky. The heavens boiled with chains. Beyond, space was cold, and dark, and empty but for spiders.
How long? He stared up into the end of all worlds, and felt a quiet crystal hope. He remembered smoke in his lungs. He remembered hearing footsteps across the gravel of the temple parking lot. Still, after all this time, he had faith in Tara Abernathy.
“Long enough,” he said, and spread his wings of flame.



  
EPILOGUE
The Hidden Schools listed. The city beneath them seethed with chains.
The prisoner in the High Laboratory had watched it all through the crystal floor of his cell. Now there were screams far off, and the creak and crash of grinding iron. Chains leashed skyspires to skyspires in a grotesque web, and lashed at the border of flame that englobed the schools and Alt Coulumb. Buzzing iron constructs streamed down from the Schools to the streets below, to harvest whoever they could find.
Only the demonglass arch stood firm. The city warped and bubbled. It was a nightmare already. What would it be by morning?
The prisoner waited. There was nothing to do but wait. The sky was broken, but his cell was not. Wards glimmered around him on the floor.
The door opened, and Ambassador Sun lurched in.
Smoke filled the hallway behind her. Her clothes smoldered. Her face was a mask of blood, pain, and determination. She had one hand pressed to a wound in her side. Without the support of her staff, she would have fallen. She fell twice anyway, and each time hauled herself back up with a groan that was part scream.
She reached the cell, and with a final effort raised her staff. The demonglass shattered. She slumped to one knee by the prisoner’s side.
“Come,” she said. “Quickly. They’ll be here soon.”
The prisoner did not move.
“I will hurt you if I must, Mr. Altemoc. I might even kill you. I only need your skin. But I would rather have you willing.”
The prisoner looked up then. His grin was too broad for his face, and his eyes were wrong.
“Oh, Ambassador,” the prisoner said. “It’s not time to leave just yet.”
The ambassador moved fast. The prisoner, faster.
Her staff crashed harmlessly into the floor. The prisoner was behind her—she swept to face him but his hand was on her shoulder, his hips beneath hers—and in a twist she was down, her own staff shrunk to a needle in his grip and pressed against her throat.
The prisoner’s voice was quicksilver. “This is your fault, Ambassador.”
“Not me,” she said. “I didn’t—”
“You helped build the gray men. Selling access to Tiankong Necro I could almost forgive—what Party member doesn’t line their pockets? But when we came looking for you—when you started to realize what sort of mistake you’d made—your only thought was to cover your trail. And now, after you’ve doomed us all, the best penance your limited mind can manage is to offer the Party Caleb Altemoc’s skin to save your own. How patriotic.”
She tried to fight, but the needle dug into her throat. She glared at the prisoner with pride and scorn. “Do not speak to me of the love of country.”
“No,” the prisoner said. “That’s quite beyond your understanding, isn’t it? So easily confused with love of self. You betrayed the world, Ambassador.” Strong fingers found veins in Ms. Sun’s neck, and pressed. She kicked, frantically at first. “Now let’s see what we can do to save it.”

Caleb drifted back to the surface of his own mind, beneath a sunset sky.
He lay bound. His eyelids were heavy and his vision clouded with anesthetic haze. He tried to speak, and moaned. But he could see.
Alt Coulumb lay down the ridge below him, at a distance that composed its magnificent sprawl into a single form.
The city had changed.
Darkness and flames surged above the city and around it, to break the waning light into weird coruscating layers of headache color. Overhead, the Hidden Schools pulsed in crimson synchrony, the geometric facets of skyspire towers twisted and warped. Black webs seethed between them all, bridging the towers and the city below.
And yet there was an edge to the darkness, as if it were smoke caught in a bubble of glass. The darkness struck that edge again and again, and each time it recoiled, cast back by a flash of fire.
Abelard, he prayed, but only a wash of static answered him.
“Do not be afraid,” said a rich deep voice by his ear. He could see her then: alabaster and beautiful against the dark, the gold sun-circlet hanging from the stillness of her throat. Tara had called her Clarity. “The work is not accomplished. We have much to do.”
She bent and kissed him on the neck, and a fierce warmth and dreadful lassitude spread through his body. He sank, he sank, beneath unseen waves.
“And you will aid us.”
She cradled him then, and with a clap of leathern wings, they flew.

Tara staggered from the collapsing cavern’s mouth, and laid the others on the snow. Fields of ice and rock lay before her to the horizon. Auroras rippled through the night. The world was sick, and so was she.
She knelt there for a long time as her tears froze in the howling wind, and she cursed the sky. Then she gathered herself, and stood.
They had to get out of the wind. Farther up the slope, she saw an outcropping that might lead to another cave, or shelter at the least. She dragged Dawn first. The girl moaned, but did not wake.
There was a cave. It was deep enough. One problem: there was a white mountain of a bear inside. It thrust itself to its paws and glared down at her with black marble eyes.
She glared back.
When all that was over, she found dry moss and scraps of lichen in the cave. It would burn, for a little while. And anyway, the cold had little power over Craftswomen.
Dawn she laid closest to the fire, then Mal across from her, before going back to check on the girl. She was curled around the scar above her heart.
Dawn looked up at her with unfixed eyes. “Tara?”
Hope was a hook in her heart. She tried to answer it, but before she could, the girl slipped back to sleep.
She stared down over the slope, over the bare and frozen wastes, the page unwritten.
“I trust you,” he said. “You’ll find a way.”
The bear’s blood was freezing on her jaw. There was a wound in the sky. She asked the wasteland, what can I do now? What’s left, when I’m all used up?
Cold wind skirled over the rocks and dry snow.
And the wasteland answered, More.
TO BE CONCLUDED.
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