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	The Daughter

	The Old World greeted Lenore, its cold, its damp, its dark. They were mere paces into it, a line of twelve bodies of varying heights and breadths, no cohesive uniform, not even a sash or armband to indicate their shared purpose and passion. But they didn’t need such empty symbolism. They were united in heart and mind. Disaffected through and through.

	Deston heaved the stone door, the same they’d come through. His thick arms strained against the weight, veins bulging, muscles taut and likened to cables. Jak moved in to help, and the slab rolled into place with a hollow thud that echoed through the corridor. Lenore tried to peer down its length, but the closing of the entryway had cut off the light. The darkness was total.

	“I can’t see a damn thing,” one of them huffed. The lisp implied it was Jak.

	“Firestricker,” Deston said. “Who’s got it?”

	Jingling, rustling, a nervous padding of feet. No one liked to have their sight stolen from them. Not in these catacombs of danger. Not in this moment of peril.

	“Here,” a husky voice said, Dooreen’s most likely.

	“Help her over to me,” Deston said.

	Bodies jostled. Someone tripped and cursed under their breath. A foot stomped Lenore’s big toe, but she swallowed the yelp before it could burst forth. A shout was the last thing they needed, and she wasn’t going to be the one to give them away. Not after everything she’d done to get them here, to finally be accepted as one of them.

	Two clicks, then a spark ignited into flame. The tunnel was illuminated, faintly, but after the pitch black, Lenore had to shield her eyes from Deston’s torch. He held it aloft and gazed at their cohort, pointing and counting.

	“Good,” he said. “We didn’t lose anyone. Let’s keep it that way, yeah?”

	The others chuckled, but Deston frowned and held a finger to his lips.

	“Sound travels down here,” Lenore explained.

	Deston moved to her side. The others loitered, brimming with energy, anxious, excited. Lenore’s teeth were prone to chattering all of a sudden, forcing her to clench them into submission.

	“Well, luv,” Deston said, “you did good getting us this far, but now, I suspect, the hard part begins. Where to?”

	Lenore shivered in the low-blood clothing she wore, unaccustomed to the coarse fibers or threadbare nature of it. Still, she ignored the urge to wrap her arms around herself. She belonged here just as much as the others. She wasn’t going to have them snicker behind her back and call her a high blood playing at being Disaffected. She was all-in. A true believer in their cause, no matter what blood coursed in her veins or what name followed her given one.

	A stray drop of water fell from the rock ceiling and splashed against her forehead. She jumped then wiped the liquid away with the too-long sleeve of her tunic. The movement knocked some of her wavy, strawberry-blonde hairs free from the confines of her low and loose ponytail.

	Deston smiled at her and ran his finger under her chin. A fluttering touched her sternum, and a warmth cascaded through. She pulled a parchment from her pants’ pocket and unrolled the crude map of the Old World, her furtive handiwork almost illegible even to her. Deston brought the torch in and took hold of the map, freeing up one of Lenore’s hands. She inspected her scribblings.

	“We’re here,” she said, tapping a location with a series of haphazard circles. “This is the way we should go.” Her finger traced their route from the edge of the map to its center, ending in the heart of the ruins of the subterranean city, at a structure outlined in thick strokes and labeled “Source”, the former locus of the Rot of the Link, the point from which all the foulness of distortions and affliction had stemmed. Or so the stories said, but Lenore didn’t put much stock in such fairy tales. None of the Disaffected did. If they had, they wouldn’t be partaking in this mission.

	Deston’s eyes followed their path. “When do we hit the road?”

	Lenore tapped a spot about halfway along their journey. “Here. We won’t have to worry about wardens until then. They don’t even know about this other entrance.”

	“Well, now, that doesn’t seem likely. Someone knows about this route, or you wouldn’t have found it in the first place.”

	Lenore frowned and folded the map before stowing it for safekeeping. The official road from the surface into the Old World was direct, and if they were following that one, their journey would be brief, totaling no more than a half hour’s time. But they weren’t following the route carved out by the wardens, at least not at first. Theirs was a lost path.

	“It’s forgotten knowledge,” Lenore said. “I found it in the archives. Buried and dust-covered, molding even. If anyone knew, it was from the time of the Church.”

	“You make it sound like the distant past when we’ve got former clergyfolk still walking the streets of Simetria all chipper and spry. Your folks among them.”

	Lenore’s blood raced at the mention of her parents. They were a sore spot for her, and now, in the belly of the beast, they were the last thing she wanted to think of. She could almost hear their gasps, see the disapproval written on their faces, feel their disappointment. Her mother most especially.

	“Should we continue to argue about the secrecy of the route,” Lenore asked, “or get on with following it?”

	Deston’s broad grin ripped across his face, but this one time, he held his powerful laugh in check. Silence was their friend on this treacherous mission. Instead, he held the torch off to the side and planted a kiss on Lenore’s lips. She simply looked back at him with wide eyes. He never displayed his affection so openly among the Disaffected. Lenore glanced at the others. A few were watching them, their eyes fleeing on spying hers. She didn’t have time to think about what it meant, whether a good sign or ill omens, because Deston was already gathering the others into a marching order. As the torchbearer, he took the lead with Lenore as the navigator just behind.

	The way was narrow and winding. They could never see more than a few dozen paces ahead before the path curved sharply left or right. At some point, the slope dived. They moved deeper and deeper into the Old World, into this land of unknowns, all the horrors of the past gone now, but the memory of that asymmetry seemingly etched into the stone, soaked in the puddles, saturating the earthy vapors.

	This was the realm of their twisted past, twice over. The world of the Bygones, the people who had come centuries before and nigh worshipped synthetics only to be undone by their own hand, the Rot of the Link shackling them by creating the distortions, the Church of Impermanence stepping in and spouting lies, claiming the Rot of the Link was blessed and the distortions stemmed from other causes. Except eventually, the Church’s lies were made known, the truth shattering the old system and paving the way for the Order of the New Day.

	The Order. It was the only motivation Lenore needed. When her courage wavered, when doubt consumed her, when she wanted nothing more than to flee back to the surface, all she had to do was to think of the Order. The corruption. The injustice. The inequalities. Memories of her visits to the lower city, the children wearing rags, bare feet covered in filth, faces all grime, too-large eyes staring back at her blankly. Or the elderly hunched over, backs bowed, knees wider than their thighs, then learning they weren’t even six decades old and already so battered and broken. It had to change. All of it. This was why she was here.

	How often did she tell herself this on the journey? The Old World warped time, but bodily needs managed to track the minutes as well as any clock. It couldn’t have been more than an hour or two into their trek when their tight corridor of poorly hewn stone hit a wall. Deston turned to Lenore. She inspected her map. They ought to be nearing the intersection with the road, that straight, clean shot from the surface to the Source. Lenore glanced at their surroundings and spotted it, a small gap nestled near the top of the tunnel. She pointed. The others followed her finger then groaned.

	“Anyone got a rope?” Hanna said in her breathy tenor.

	“Hold on,” Jak added, rummaging in his bag. He tossed a bundle, and a thick cable smacked the stone ground.

	“Someone’s still got to be the first to make it up there,” Hanna said, crossing her arms and tapping her foot. As the leanest amongst them, she was the obvious choice. And she knew it.

	Deston and Jak, the two broadest of the cohort, interlaced their fingers and each lifted one of Hanna’s feet. They were almost too successful, Hanna only narrowly avoiding knocking her skull against the stone ceiling. She whispered curses back to them then caught the rope tossed up to her, waited for it to be secured by several strong bodies, then dropped through the opening to the other side. She pulled twice on the rope then each member of the group went up, over, and down, lightest to heaviest. Fran, Arnuld, Olevea, Lenore, Timofee, Jordun, Dooreen, Georg, Randel, and Jak, each new arrival helping to secure the rope to counteract the heavier and heavier loads. Deston was last. The torch was a complication and caused some bickering whispers on both sides of the wall, but in the end, Deston stomped the flame out, tossed the torch through, made his way up and over, then relit it on the other side.

	“First obstacle down,” Deston said. “On to the Old World proper?” he asked Lenore.

	She inspected the map then angled her head to her left. “That way.”

	After the previous passage, the road was almost too spacious and level and free of jagged edges. Lenore couldn’t be sure if it was just her nerves, but she swore there was a faint clinking of chain. She stopped and turned. Dooreen rammed into her.

	“What are you doing?” Dooreen hissed. “You forget how to walk or what?”

	“I thought I heard something,” Lenore said.

	“It’s probably that.” Jak pointed forward.

	Lenore glanced ahead. Mere steps away, the tunnel opened into an impossible expanse. The cohort shuffled forward in silence and found themselves on a cliff’s edge. Their mouths were agape at the city-sized cavern. The crumbling ruins of a dead metropolis hovered just out of sight, holding strange shapes and forms, filled with foreign materials. It was an endless stretch that put Simetria to shame in its scale, the miniscule portion they could even glimpse, because in the face of that vastness, Deston’s meager torchlight was useless.

	He moved to Lenore’s side and tapped the map sticking out of her pocket. “Let me take a look at that.”

	She pulled it free and unfolded it then took Deston’s torch so he could handle the map. He gripped the parchment in both hands and inspected its contents. It gave her time to take him in—the bulge of his arms threatening to burst from his beige shirt, the sway of his hips as he shifted from one leg to the other, that enormous smile that broke out when he found what he sought.

	“We’re nearly there,” he said, tapping the map.

	Their cohort of ten lingered nearby, waiting for instructions, eager to dive into the heart of the ruins.

	“Onward?” she asked, offering the torch and reaching for the map.

	Deston’s grin faded. He folded the parchment and stowed it in the pocket of his dun linen pants.

	Lenore’s brow twitched. “Are you the navigator now?”

	“Something like that,” Deston said, refusing to look at her directly. Instead, he raised his eyebrows to the Disaffected and offered a nod.

	Lenore followed his gaze. Their comrades’ eyes ran from hers. Something was amiss.

	“Let’s me and you chat a bit,” Deston said.

	He grabbed her by the elbow and steered her several paces back into the wide tunnel they’d come from, but that way was the surface and Simetria, not onward at all. Lenore compressed her lips, the movement only making their asymmetry more prevalent. Larger on the bottom and smaller on top, they gave the impression she was perpetually pouting. But this time she really was because, without Deston saying a word, she knew what came next.

	“You aren’t letting me come,” she said, setting her torch-free hand to her hips and widening her stance. He was not doing this to her. She angled her head down and glared. “You wouldn’t even have gotten this far if it wasn’t for me.”

	Deston was tall, but Lenore was too, though with her, this mostly stemmed from a life of good fare. The same couldn’t be said of Deston or the cohort pacing in the distance.

	“Is it because of who I am?” she asked.

	Deston sighed and slumped. He rubbed his hand against his head, the short hairs springing back into position instantly. “It’s not safe down there.”

	Lenore dug her fingernails into her pelvis and gritted her teeth. “Don’t give me that. If it’s dangerous for me, then it’s deadly for you all.”

	“Warden’s training doesn’t prepare you for the Old World.”

	There it was, the first crack in Deston’s façade. The word choice alone wasn’t telling, but the tone in which he’d said it gave him away. “Warden’s” with a look of contempt and disgust and, worse, that same inflection repeated when he’d gotten to the “you.”

	“I’m no warden,” Lenore said. “You know that.”

	Deston shrugged and smirked. Another crack that threatened to widen and splinter the whole of him. He wasn’t even trying to hide it anymore, his loathing of her. Lenore’s veins were frozen in an instant, and she abandoned all hostility in the face of losing Deston. She rushed in, dropping the torch in the process, and grabbed and held him, but he was inert in her embrace. After a few seconds, he pushed her away then picked up the torch.

	“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

	“You mean, treating a high blood like you deserve?”

	How could he aim that wide smile at her after those horrid words? And his infectious laugh came next, but oh how he’d turned it to such a foul purpose. Lenore was spinning. The walls of the tunnel and the ceiling and floor, all of those were just as fixed as before, but the world was upended somehow.

	She reached for the stone nearby and used a hand to support her. Deston turned and walked to the others while Lenore looked on helpless. What was she meant to do? How could she convince him she belonged?

	“My father is a low blood,” she said.

	Deston stopped and turned to face her. The others shuffled with impatience.

	“Oh, don’t we all know about Fenrir Roshem,” he said. “Blessed toller turned renegade. Destroyer of the Rot of the Link. Mey was his name before, wasn’t it? When he was an actual low blood. Before he married into wealth and privilege and never looked back. Sorry, luv, but just because your pa was born in the filth doesn’t mean you know two things about it.”

	“But—”

	Deston held up a hand and tsked. Five long strides and he was back at her side.

	“Tell me, Lady Roshem, what sheets line your bed? Silk, maybe? And your shoes, how many pairs clutter your wardrobes?”

	Lenore looked away.

	Deston leaned in. “Too embarrassed to answer? Or have you lost count?”

	“I’m on your side. I want the Order to fall too. And you need me. You need high bloods.”

	“Needed. We needed high bloods, but we got what we were after.” He tapped the map peeking from his pocket. “Thanks for leading the way, but we’ll take it from here.”

	Deston turned and hurried to the others. They huddled in a group. Lenore slumped against the cold stone wall and stared down at her hands. There was no convincing her former companions; she saw that. She’d only ever been a tool to use, and now she’d served her purpose, they were discarding her. Six months of comradeship, of meeting and plotting and risking everything, and none of it had meant anything.

	And Deston. How many times had her lips graced his? What a fool she’d been. Lies. All of it. Nineteen years should have made her an adult, but she was still a child. She knew that now. Too late.

	Chain links clinked. She heard them clear as day, together with footsteps, faint and diffuse, echoing down the length of the tunnel, back toward Simetria. Deston and the others were too fixated on their chattering, trying to glimpse a route down to the ancient city. Only Lenore could hear what was approaching, that characteristic jingle of a warden’s chain sash.

	If she had only ever been a warden in Deston’s eyes, she ought to keep her peace. Let come what may. She gritted her teeth and slipped into the shadows. Then, she was running down the tunnel, away from those who had abandoned her. She kept her stride light and silent, graceful like a deer, just as wardens were taught. And suddenly, there they were. A veritable lance of them rushing the tunnel. A solid mass of black and forest green, the uniform of their guild—tight leather pants, high-laced boots, frocks buttoned all down their length, short in the front, long in the back. Only the tricorn hats helped Lenore distinguish the parts from the whole, discrete peaks, though bobbing in unison.

	Lenore threw herself against the stone of the tunnel wall, hoping they wouldn’t trample her in their onslaught. As they rushed by, a familiar form peeled away. A shout from Deston meant the Disaffected had finally spotted the ambush. Lenore knew how it would play out. The few against the many. The poorly trained and equipped against the expert warriors. It didn’t please her. Despite the betrayal, she couldn’t discard half a year’s worth of connections at a moment’s notice. More still, she believed in their cause.

	But even if she had a change of heart potent enough to force her to run headlong into the fray and aid her erstwhile companions, she couldn’t. A familiar form stood between her and them. Emerald eyes so similar to her own held her in stasis. A much-loved face peered back, framed by hair the color of hay, illuminated faintly by a synthetic attached to his lapel.

	“Lenore,” Fenrir said.

	“Papa, they lied to me. They tricked me.”

	“We need to right this wrong, you understand?”

	“Deston Kerk,” she said, “he’s their leader.”

	Fenrir shook his head. “Not that. I mean your wrong. You leading them here.”

	Wrong? No, wrong was what Deston had done to her, not the bigger picture of what they were doing, dismantling a corrupt system so they could build a better world. But Fenrir wouldn’t see it that way. He was as much a part of that system as Sophie. They’d built it, after all—the Order of the New Day—their other labor of love, maybe even the favored child.

	“I—” Lenore said.

	“We’ll talk about this later. For now, you go back to the surface. Your Mama is waiting.”

	Lenore bit her lip but refused to budge.

	“Lenore,” Fenrir said. “Do as I ask. You can’t be here. You can’t be implicated.”

	“But.”

	Fenrir waited. He wore a look somewhere between pain and pride and understanding. Lenore sighed, turned, and trudged down the tunnel. She moved slowly, partly from the ache that embedded itself in her chest and partly because she had to grope her way along. She had no light source. She was lost, adrift, but not quite aimless. She knew the direction she had to travel, but how she feared what awaited her. The surface, Simetria, and a mother who would give her no leniency, would wear that perpetual look of disappointment. Never enough. Lenore, what she achieved, who she was.

	A faint glow marked the tunnel’s exit. As Lenore neared it, her gait slowed then stalled. She wasn’t ready. Deston’s betrayal had wounded her, and she needed every ounce of strength to face her mother. But waiting would do her no good. She just had to get on with it, take her chastisement and accept her failure, in her own eyes, in Sophie’s.

	Lenore slipped through the gap between the massive stone doors and blinked her eyes, letting them adjust to the glare. Sophie waited in the circular room of stone bricks, with arms crossed and boot tapping. Lenore dragged her feet onward until she stood just in front of her mother. So alike but different, in appearance and temperament. Both tall and lean, but Sophie had a softness to her form that was boxier in Lenore. The eyes were striking in their similarity of hue and shape, but the rest of Lenore’s face must have come from her father—strong jaw and nose, the tendency to furrow her brow. Still, any passerby couldn’t fail to see the link between the two women. Although, despite her forty-nine years, Sophie’s youthful appearance made Lenore look more the part of younger sister than daughter.

	“May you bask in a light which casts no shadow.” The Order’s motto. Of course Sophie would level that at Lenore, given the circumstances. “Although, it seems, lately, you prefer slinking in the shadows, my silly little corvid.”

	Sophie shook her head, orange-red curls near her face bouncing, the rest secured in a long braid. She wore her warden’s attire, just like the others who had run by and joined the fray, which meant she’d come in more than her guildmaster capacity. She’d been prepared to fight too or, more likely, look the part. That’s all she was, as far as Lenore could tell. A role, a figurehead. If there were any depth to her, it was buried deep and long dormant.

	“Papa said to come here. To you.”

	“And you always listen to your Papa, don’t you?”

	Lenore glared. Sophie stared back. They sat like that for several seconds until Lenore looked away. She couldn’t battle her mother, not in that moment of fragility. Everything she’d believed in was suspect. The ground beneath her might give at a moment’s notice. How then could she even try to stand against her mother, a woman who knew exactly who she was and what she stood for?

	“What will happen to me?” Lenore asked.

	“For treason?”

	Lenore’s eyes snapped back to her mother’s. Had her crime been so extreme?

	“That’s what it is,” Sophie said. “What you and your little friends were getting up to down there. The Source, no? That’s what they were after?”

	Lenore nodded.

	“I need you to tell me everything,” Sophie said. She took a step forward and placed her hands on Lenore’s shoulders. Her glare softened, and that perpetual smile danced on her lips. Was it even real? Or was she playing a part even then?

	“You mean their plans?” Lenore asked.

	“I have my suspicions of what they were trying to do, but it would be best for everyone involved if you were to tell me outright.”

	“Because then my punishment wouldn’t be so harsh?”

	Sophie brought her head closer to Lenore’s and dropped her voice to a whisper. “Why, my corvid, there’s no punishment to be had, so long as you play this right. You were only pretending to be one of them, weren’t you? At the request of your father and myself, at that. Our lovely mole feeding us oh-so-valuable information on those who would seek to undermine all the Order stands for. You were never not on our side. You were simply a very good player, such that you fooled the lot of the Disaffected. They never saw the ambush coming until it was too late, and now, we have them on bona fide charges of treason. All that’s left is for you to say what their aims were.”

	Lenore’s mouth hung open. Treachery built on treachery. Used by both sides.

	“You knew?” she said. “All along, you knew what I was up to?”

	“Of course. How could we not? We gave you this task, didn’t we?”

	There would be no denying it, even if she wanted to help Deston and the others, it would only mean damning herself. Why would she ever do such a thing to those so ungrateful? She’d played right into Sophie’s hands. And Fenrir’s. He’d known too. That realization crushed her even more than Deston’s betrayal had.

	Lenore’s shoulders sagged, but Sophie’s grip on them held firm.

	“Go on then,” Sophie said. “Tell me what they were after. Say the words, and let’s be done with it.”

	“The Disaffected were seeking the Source. They wanted to destroy the Link.”

	Sophie nodded and released Lenore then turned on her heel and strode to the arched doorway. At the threshold, she stopped and turned. Back straight, head held high, regal, perfection. It was misery being the daughter of such a goddess. To be held to that impossible standard. To fall short on all fronts.

	“Well?” Sophie said. “Are you coming or not?”

	“Do I have a choice? Ever? About anything in my life?”

	Sophie sighed and shook her head. There it was, that look of disappointment that routinely graced her mother’s face. Just another knife jab to accompany the series of them Lenore had suffered this day.

	“We let you choose to make a mistake, didn’t we?” Sophie asked. “You have plenty of choices day in and out, but it’s easier to pretend you’re trapped and blame circumstance on your failures.”

	Lenore glared but forced her feet forward. Step by step, she plodded along, always three paces behind her mother. Even after they emerged from the ruins of the Church, now the Wardens Guildhall, in the heart of Simetria’s upper city and were out under the autumn sun, Lenore lingered back, trapped in her mother’s shadow. As always.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	The Father

	Lenore’s retreating form sent a pang through Fenrir’s chest. She was reeling, and her meeting with Sophie would only make the vertigo all the worse. But he couldn’t focus on his daughter’s pain. He had work to do, and securing the Link came before anything else. Even Lenore.

	Fenrir turned away from the tunnel and headed toward the sound of battle. Chains clattering. Clubs smacking. Fists planting. By the time he jogged up to his fellow wardens, the Disaffected were in complete disarray. It wasn’t a surprise considering how few they were and how ill-equipped. Just disgruntled low bloods with next to no martial training and too much passion and anger to sit idle with.

	Maybe Fenrir could have viewed them with compassion and sympathy if they hadn’t used his poor Lenore, but his father’s blood boiled when he caught sight of their ringleader, Deston Kerk. Two wardens were wrestling with him, and he still hadn’t fallen. He flung his long, thick arms, oblivious to the blows from the wardens’ chains. Even when they managed to catch Deston’s arms with the roped metal, he simply pulled the wardens to and fro like dolls on strings, their own weapons turned against them.

	Fenrir would use this opportunity to exact revenge. He strode over to the scuffle, pushed the two wardens aside, and shot his fist straight into Deston’s throat. The movement was lightning-fast, and the Disaffected’s leader doubled over, gasping for breath that wouldn’t come. Fenrir planted a kick in the man’s gut, and Deston sank to his knees, grasping his throat with one hand and cradling his stomach with the other.

	Fenrir glanced at the two wardens, and they rushed in to secure the prisoner. A third warden hurried to the side, holding a light source high, synthetic, casting white-blue rays. The illumination was potent and put the Disaffected’s pathetic torchlight to shame. It also revealed their surroundings. Fenrir’s eyes strayed to the murky shapes beyond the cliff’s edge. In an instant, he was twenty years into the past, in this same spot, accompanied by a motley crew—a cartographer, an archaeologist, a cultist, and a fellow surveyor. He hadn’t been this deep into the Old World since that fateful journey, and until that moment, he hadn’t consciously realized he’d been avoiding it. But he had been. Fenrir saw that now.

	All the feelings from that time came flooding back. His self-loathing, his pain, his death wish. But they were distant now and couldn’t grip him like they had back then. Time had healed him. That and Sophie and Lenore. He’d lost one family but gained another. Two decades ago, when he’d opened his shack’s door, taken Sophie into his arms, and chosen to be the father Lenore needed, he had buried the past once and for all.

	Fenrir lived in the present now. Such idle reminiscing did him no good, as evidenced by the present situation. Instead of focusing on the task, on the threat Deston still posed, whether subdued or not, Fenrir was absentminded. It was all the distraction Deston needed. Even with the wardens slapping shackles on him, he managed to burst free and bolted down the ramp that led into the decaying city. The wardens shouted and moved to give chase, but Fenrir stopped them with a raised hand. Deston Kerk was his to hunt. His to punish.

	Fenrir tore down the smooth stone incline. Despite his bulk, Deston was fast. Having his very life on the line likely played a part in his speed, but Fenrir had something driving him too, maybe equally potent—hatred.

	Within a minute, Fenrir caught up to Deston and threw all of his weight onto the man. They both tumbled and rolled on the stone ramp. Deston recovered first then crushed Fenrir under his bulk. Fenrir tried to wrestle free, but Deston had him pinned. All of Fenrir’s finesse was useless in the face of the raw mass of the man. Deston raised a fist and slammed it into Fenrir’s jaw. The world went black. There was a high-pitched whine.

	But Fenrir wasn’t done. Deston had the upper hand, true, but that meant he would be careless. Fenrir pretended to reel long after he’d regained his faculties. He flailed his arms and groaned then sent a knee into a pressure point on Deston’s thigh. The man gasped and fell over. Fenrir rolled away and rose to his feet, but Deston’s blow had done more damage than Fenrir had realized. His balance was off. He wavered and caught himself with a hand to the ground.

	Deston was on him before he managed to right himself. One push. Two hands to his chest. Fenrir was walking back, back, toward the precipice. Then his feet touched air, and he was crashing down, slamming and bumping and scraping against rock. Suddenly, everything was black. The sound was wholly gone, not even that whine to accompany him anymore.

	***

	Fenrir woke to agony gripping the whole of his body. He hissed and cracked his eyes open. There was a ceiling of light blue and geometric molding that ran the length of the room. He knew these. He shifted his gaze downward and spied white, airy curtains set against floor-to-ceiling windows. His fingers brushed against navy blue silk sheets. This was his bed. And there, sitting on its edge, was his wife. And daughter.

	“Papa?” Lenore said. She grabbed his hand, and it burned with the contact.

	“Ah,” he said.

	Lenore released him but leaned in. Her eyes were wide and red-lined. Her hair had broken free of its perpetual bondage, the ribbon that normally secured her wavy locks dangling pathetically. She wore such a look of worry.

	“Get the doctor,” Sophie said to someone Fenrir couldn’t see. She was at his other side, pushing his hair away from his forehead. “Well, my love, you look a frightful mess, if I’m being honest.”

	Lenore glared at her mother then looked back at Fenrir. “She’s so rude and a liar. You look divine, Papa, all things considered.”

	Fenrir furrowed his brow. What did they mean? “What happened?”

	Even talking was taxing. Despite just waking up, he was already exhausted, but he forced his eyes to stay open. He didn’t want to go back to the darkness and silence. He wanted to be here with his family.

	“You took a nasty tumble,” Sophie said. She brushed his hair with her fingers. It was the only part of his body that wasn’t screaming at him. A focal point of healing that stemmed from her and her alone.

	“Deston pushed you off the cliff in the Old World,” Lenore said, “and for that, I’ll never forgive him.”

	It all came back. The Disaffected. The Old World. His wrestling with Deston Kerk. He’d been bested and by someone with no training. It was a bad look with the potential to embolden their opponents.

	“The wardens captured them?” Fenrir asked.

	“Yes, and carted them away to the penitentiary,” Sophie said, “but don’t you worry your silly head about that. You need to focus on healing.”

	“How long have I been out?” Fenrir asked.

	“Only a few hours,” Sophie said.

	Footsteps sounded down the hall, and Sophie and Lenore turned to the doorway.

	“The patient is awake?” A doctor approached, everything about the man harkening to a square. A solid, squat body, and a jaw of hard angles. Lenore moved to make room for him, and he sat on the side of the bed.

	“He only just came to,” Sophie said, standing now, hands clasped.

	The doctor inspected Fenrir. For the next few minutes, it was poking and prodding, and Fenrir hissing or groaning with nearly every touch and movement, but by the end of it, the doctor had his diagnosis.

	“He’s very fortunate. Mostly just bruising and cuts. One broken rib. There might be a slight head injury, so we’ll want to keep an eye on him for the next few days. Watch for slurred speech, confusion, issues with his vision, nausea, that kind of thing.”

	“How long will he need to stay in bed?” Sophie asked.

	“A few weeks to be safe. I’ll be able to say more within the next couple of days. For now, don’t let him leave the bed, even if he demands it. Understood?”

	“Oh, if Mama tells him to stay put, he’ll follow her instructions to the letter.”

	Sophie’s eyes snapped to Lenore. She forced a laugh at her daughter’s words, shook the doctor’s hand, then sent everyone away. It was just Sophie and Lenore now, both looking less concerned, gazing down at Fenrir lovingly as his eyelids grew heavier and heavier until he couldn’t fight sleep any longer.

	***

	“Silly man,” Sophie said.

	Her fingers stroked Fenrir’s cheek, and the touch brought him back. It was hard though, returning. Sleep was numbness and oblivion, whereas the alternative was an incessant pain. Yet if anyone could force Fenrir to weather such pangs, it was Sophie.

	“You mean stupid man,” Fenrir said.

	“I rather think if I did mean those words, I would’ve used them.”

	“You wouldn’t dare hit a man laid so low already.”

	Fenrir peeled his eyes open, and there was Sophie, grinning. She wore her warden’s attire. The look of her filled him with pride. Twenty years they’d been married, and still, he was smitten. But Sophie had that way, with him, with everyone. It was why she was their guildmaster and not he. It was why Simetria bowed down to her and no other.

	“What is this self-loathing?” she asked. “Last I checked, we did what we set out to do. Deston Kerk and his cohort are locked away, nicely and neatly.”

	That name. Before, Fenrir’s hatred for it stemmed purely from a father’s protectiveness, but now, the antipathy was much more personal.

	“He bested me,” Fenrir said. “Him. A man with no training. It’s a bad look. For all of us.”

	Sophie sighed and pulled her hand away from his cheek. She pursed her lips and shook her head. “Please don’t be the oh-so-exhausting stereotype of your sex. That’s a bad look, Fenrir.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“Oh, you know, the man must be the protector, the most competent, unassailable. That was never you, my love. Don’t start with such nonsense. I need your level head, now most of all.”

	“Why do you need my level head?” Fenrir asked. “What’s happened?” He made the mistake of trying to sit up in bed. He froze then sank back into his pillows, his very nerves forcing him into submission. He groaned.

	“You have to stay put. Dr. Kerk’s orders.”

	“I’ve no desire to try that again for a good long while. Wait, Dr. Kerk? Is that a coincidence?”

	“My, aren’t you sharp?” Sophie said. “No, there’s a relation between him and Deston. He’s his uncle, apparently. When he heard what happened, he insisted on treating you, despite the fact that he’s busy running one of the upper city clinics.”

	“Insisted?”

	“Penitence or something. He says he doesn’t have anything to do with that part of the family, but he shares the name. I suspect he wants to keep on good terms with us. In any case, I was happy to have expertise. Try not to hold it against him?”

	“Why would I do that? It’s not like he pushed me off the cliff.”

	“Well, good,” Sophie said. “It seems you’re indeed still quite levelheaded.”

	Sophie rose from the bed and walked to the nearest window. She pushed the curtain aside with a finger and peered out. The light was soft and faint with no rays trickling in through the sheer curtains. It was overcast. Winter was making its slow and steady approach, geared to grip Simetria and hold her hostage for the long and dismal months ahead.

	“Trouble’s brewing,” she said. “Yes, we have the ringleader and his closest associates in hand, but keeping them under lock and key will only make others sympathetic to their cause. We can’t sit idle on this Disaffected threat. The time for passivity is over.”

	“What did you have in mind?” Fenrir asked.

	“We talk to Nytho. He reached out, asking to speak with the two of us. I suspect he has suggestions on how we can convince the people to see the error of their ways.”

	Sophie released the curtain and walked back to the bed. She reached behind her ear with one hand and dug in her pocket with the other. Two small metal disks sat in each of her palms. She placed the one on her forehead, just above her brow. She sat on the bed, leaned over, and held the metal just over the same spot on Fenrir’s head.

	“Are you fit enough for this?” she asked.

	“My mind is the only thing that doesn’t hurt, so yes, I would say so.”

	Sophie brought the disk in contact with his skin. Then, they ceased to see the physical world anymore. Bed, curtains, windows, walls, all gone. They existed in a non-space now, a place that had no need for anything as mundane as the human form. Fenrir and Sophie didn’t see so much as feel one another’s presence.

	It had been a long time since they’d visited the world within their Third Eyes. Or rather, the world their Third Eyes allowed them to spy. Something akin to the Digisphere of the Old World or maybe a sad and sorry substitute for that vast and limitless realm. The Church had destroyed the Digisphere in its earliest days. Fenrir and Sophie existed in just an echo of it now.

	You called? Sophie said.

	I did. Thank you for answering.

	It was always Nytho who they spoke with. There were other alfom, but neither Fenrir nor Sophie had ever conversed with another. Where did the alfom exist? How did they always answer in an instant? Fenrir and Sophie had been protecting the Link for them, as they’d pledged to do, for years, and despite that, they still knew next to nothing about the alfom despite innumerable attempts to learn more. It wasn’t so much that Nytho was tight-lipped. On discussions of synthetics and the Old World, he could be quite garrulous. But for the deeper truths—what the alfom were, why the Lady was their greatest enemy despite being akin to them, why she was so intent on bringing the Rot of the Link back—Nytho was evasive.

	Still, the alfom had lived up to their promises and didn’t interfere with Simetria’s doings. After a time, Fenrir and Sophie simply accepted the situation for what it was. The alfom were powerful, wise, and mysterious, likely with aims as incomprehensible as their own would be to an ant crawling toward their cake at afternoon tea.

	I take it this is about the Disaffected and their latest stunt? she asked.

	Yes, I’m afraid so. You did a good job protecting the Link. However...

	It will happen again, Sophie said. The Disaffected have made severing the Link their call to arms, and unfortunately, it’s resonating with the people.

	You have to reroute their angst to something else.

	Or appease their angst altogether, Sophie said.

	Which is what you’ve been trying to do without success. What you’re missing here is that human nature veers toward an us-versus-them mentality, so your best option is to give the people another “them” to despise. Perhaps something more tangible. Something they see and interact with day in and out. An especially corrupt guild, maybe?

	We’re not going to create a fictitious enemy, Fenrir said, or get innocent people hurt.

	Something to dwell on then, but that alone isn’t sufficient. Not anymore. This situation with the Disaffected has exposed our vulnerability, which brings me to the real reason I reached out. I had hoped to mention this later, ideally to the next generation of wardens, but circumstances have accelerated the timeline. We need to ensure if even one Link node is lost, it won’t completely sever the connection.

	Link node was a new term for Fenrir, and he didn’t like the foreboding in Nytho’s words. Still, Sophie held the reins here. He would follow her lead.

	What did you have in mind? she asked.

	Try not to feel betrayed by what I say next.

	That sounds awfully ominous, Sophie said.

	The Source in Simetria isn’t the only of its kind. There were twenty before the Old World fell, but all were corrupted like the one in Simetria. Yours was the first and, so far, only to have been restored. I had hoped to have your descendants spread out and restore the others, but we don’t have the luxury of time.

	You mean, there are other Rots of the Link? she asked.

	Yes, each Link node was corrupted by the Linkrot virus but by different people. Scores of other Marcos Frenwiths who Yir had do her bidding.

	 Which means the distortions still exist, Fenrir said, and afflicted still suffer.

	Why didn’t you tell us? Sophie asked.

	 I didn’t want your achievements to be diminished, and asking you to restore the other nodes would have been too demanding.

	All those lives still forced to exist alongside the non-Euclidean, in constant fear of coming in contact with those foul motes. And yet, why did Fenrir suddenly feel so energized, so full of hope and wonder and promise? Had he missed them so dearly? Or was it just the old life of rituals and wards and being a surveyor?

	A warden was a fine role to play, but it was no surveyor. It was a custodian. There was no art to it. No Axioms to study or wards to perfect or mercy killings to give. He really did miss it, all of it, and the idea that everything he’d thought was lost to time was out there somewhere, waiting for him, filled him with an eagerness he hadn’t felt in ages.

	 Why wouldn’t we want to cleanse those Sources too? Fenrir asked. Why would you think we wouldn’t leap at the chance to free others as we freed ourselves?

	You don’t know what it’s like out there. How big the world is. How different. Even restoring one other node will be a feat. I didn’t think it would be appropriate for me to ask, given everything you two had already done.

	Would it be the same process? Sophie asked. Use the diskette again in those consoles to remove the Rot of the Link?

	Yes. The malware removal program will work on all instances of the Linkrot virus.

	Where’s the closest Link node? Fenrir asked.

	Across the water to the east.

	You said it wasn’t safe to venture there, Sophie said.

	It isn’t, but the danger mostly lies in our ignorance of the place and its people. My eyes are as blinded to that far shore as they were for Simetria until you cleansed your Link node.

	Well, then, Sophie said, I suppose it’s high time we set about restoring your sight.

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	Lover’s Letter

	To Lenore,

	 

	Last night, I was walking in the lower city. My eyes went up to the rooftops, and there was one of those attuners stuck in a cobble of chimneys. I guess that’s why no one ever bothered to take it down. Maybe you can’t even see it during the day, but I saw it. In the background kind of lighting it up for me was your window.

	It was like a sign. You, the attuner, our cause. I know I’ve kept you at arm’s length. Truth be told, I figured you just wanted to play at being a revolutionary, but I’ve been watching you. You probably didn’t notice because I’m real careful with that kind of thing. I’ve had too many angry mothers chase after me with roller pins and fire pokers and walking sticks when I eyed their daughters too openly.

	Anyway, I learned how to look without looking, if that makes sense, and in my not looking at you, I’ve been impressed. The lot of us don’t treat you real well, but you just let it slide right off you. You work as hard as any of us maybe harder just to prove you belong.

	That’s what I’m here to say. You do belong, Lenore. You deserve to be more involved and to know where we want to take this whole thing. It’s not safe to write more. Let’s meet and talk about it face-to-face. Just you and me. There’s a nice little spot near our regular place. I think you can even see that attuner from there. It all comes back round, see? You, me, the things we aim for. I’d be glad to have you at my side for the part that comes next. Who knows? Maybe for the times that come after too.

	 

	Deston

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	The Mother

	Nytho needed them to restore another Link node, and Sophie would see it was done. But diving into the unknown without Fenrir at her side was paralyzing. It wasn’t her skill she doubted. Her anxiety stemmed from something more nebulous. She didn’t always trust her instincts, and worse, she found herself becoming the kind of leader she didn’t like all that much. Who better to accompany her than her loudest critic?

	Sophie rapped on Lenore’s door. After a few seconds with no response, she tried again. The silence persisted, and Sophie grabbed the knob and turned. The door was unlocked. It opened to reveal Lenore hunched over her desk, her head turned on its side, resting on a stack of pages, eyes closed. Sophie tiptoed over, making it to her daughter’s side without waking her.

	Lenore’s lips were parted, and a stray lock of her fair hair swayed with her breath. She wore her nightclothes still, and in that oversized frock, Lenore almost looked like the child she wasn’t anymore. Nineteen, her heart newly broken, the innocence lost. Had it been so long already since she’d left Sophie’s womb and been placed in her arms, screaming and howling, a fighter from the outset?

	Sophie gazed at her and spotted the contents of the papers under her head. Love letters. Scores of them signed “Deston.” Sophie sighed. All that passion and drive turned to pleasing a man. Such wasted potential.

	Lenore’s
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