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The First Dollmaker’s Edicts

Edict One: Dolls are to serve their masters and perform their purpose of protecting human lives without hesitation from doll or dollmaker. The misuse of dolls—especially when such results in the harm or loss of life—is an offense deserving of the highest, and severest, form of punishment.

Edict Two: Dollmakers shall be buried with their dolls. Vigils for the fallen dollmaker are to be held in their last place of residence—no mourners are permitted in the graveyards of those who have dedicated their lives to the fight against the Shod. As reward for their sacrifice, in peace they rest, free of all mortal matters.

Edict Three: Dolls are to be of the finest caliber, crafted to a state as near to perfection as possible before the Breath Mark is placed upon them. To prevail against the Shod, exacting standards in the area of craftsmanship must be kept.

Edict Four: The Shod are stronger than fortresses and can withstand more damage than any living creature before falling. Guard dolls must be made to match such strength.

Edict Five: Artisan dolls are to serve their purchasers as they would their masters. Any dolls deemed incapable of such are to be retained by their creators, or retired from work.

Edict Six: Apprentice dollmakers must adhere to their master’s wishes in all matters. Upon passing the Breath Mark exams, an apprentice’s education must last at least two years. An apprentice may only study for fifteen years; if at the end of this time they have failed to obtain a license, they must retire from dollmaking.

Edict Seven: The licensing of dollmakers is to be performed only by authorized members of the Licensing Guild. The decision of a licensor is final. Dollmakers may only practice dollmaking under the authority of an officially granted license.

Edict Eight: The Shod are drawn to fine craftsmanship. While anything shaped by the hands of humankind may attract them, most keenly they are enticed by well-made items, using our greatest creations to build themselves into stronger, deadlier forms. As such, be wary of ornateness. And while we must not deny the country called One of art and thus precipitate the death of our souls, know that such will bring the Shod to our doorsteps time and time again. Seek restraint in beauty.

Edict Nine: Dolls are tools, crafted for the protection and comfort of the citizens of One. Do not mistake them for creatures of soul or feeling. A doll’s purpose in creation is sacrifice for the well-being of those who created it, be that in fighting the Shod or serving its owners as companion or household servant. Dolls have no other purpose. To think otherwise is true, and fatal, folly.
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The Dollmakers


LICENSOR MATON CONSIDERED HERSELF A PATIENT WOMAN—A LICENSOR HAD to be. Dealing with apprentice dollmakers was an endeavor of headaches; Maton had handled many trying situations in the past, including, but not limited to, extreme outbursts of emotion, fainting spells, and, once, an astonishing bout of spontaneous, unprecedented shrieking.

She had never, however, been ignored for this long. It was hard to tell, given the room she sat in had no windows and thus no view of the sun, but judging solely by the soreness of her legs and the increasing stiffness in the small of her back, Maton guessed she’d been sitting for at least an hour, waiting for her latest client to arrive.

“I’m sure she’ll be here soon,” Master Nock said. The man sat across the room, cross-legged on a mat identical to Maton’s. She wondered if he, too, felt the wood of the floor more keenly than he felt the feathers of his cushion. If he did, such discomfort seemed the least of his concerns; he glanced over his shoulder, neck craning with anxiety. Some time ago he’d sent one of his dolls to collect his apprentice, reassuring Maton as he did that she’d be along right away.

“Perhaps she’s taken a wrong turn,” Maton said wryly, shifting on aching knees. She touched a hand to the tool belt lying in a heap next to her, missing its familiar weight around her waist. Sorely tempted to put it back on. And leave.

Master Nock turned back toward her, wrinkled face sagging with distress. His eyes gleamed damply in the light of the lanterns held by the dolls standing in the corners of the room.

“Forgive us,” he said.

Maton suppressed a sigh, removing her hand from her belt and smiling, a spike of pity for the man, and an even sharper prick of shame at having worsened his embarrassment, keeping her glued in place. It was hard to maintain irritation when half the source of her upset was so distressingly contrite. “Of course,” she said, waving a dismissive hand. “Don’t trouble yourself.”

Master Nock gave her an appreciative smile, mopping his brow with a handkerchief already limp with sweat. “Shean is a good child, truly. Very confident and hardworking. And talented—she’s by far the most talented of all my apprentices.”

Maton’s eyebrows arched. “All of them?”

Master Nock nodded, the worry on his face easing into a more natural smile. “Yes. Her work is exquisite—I’m excited for you to see it.”

“And I greatly anticipate laying eyes upon it as well,” Maton said, and for all the dryness of her tone she meant it. For Master Nock, with his fifty years’ worth of experience as dollmaker and teacher, to speak of a student so highly, she must be extraordinary. Though, in all fairness, Maton had yet to meet a dollmaker who didn’t lavish praises upon their final apprentice.

“You say she comes from a family of dollmakers?” Maton asked, relenting to the burn of her knees and moving her legs out from under her, crossing them to mirror Master Nock’s pose. She rubbed at the numb lumps of her anklebones.

Maton wasn’t in the habit of asking questions about those she was to license—knowing too much about an apprentice was a dangerous thing, as excess knowledge might influence a licensing decision. But she was fed up with sitting here in silence, studying the polished red stone of the walls, pretending to be overly interested in the decorative rug spread across the floor. Even gazing at Master Nock’s dolls had grown tiresome—one could only marvel at the legendary, faceless figures for so long before their broad shoulders, sturdy legs, and root-thick arms (perfectly suited for crushing the Shod) began to bore.

“Yes,” Master Nock said. He relaxed a fraction, hands clasping in front of him and lowering to rest in his lap. “Shean’s parents and elder brother were comrades of mine. When they were swept away in the Red Tide, I didn’t hesitate to take her as my final apprentice.”

Maton’s hands stilled in their massage of her ankles. She spoke quietly, and with proper reverence. “The Red Tide?”

Master Nock sighed, head hanging and eyes closing. “Yes. I often regret that I wasn’t the one taken by the Shod that day, rather than her family. So many young dollmakers killed. So much wasted talent and potential. Shean’s parents were themselves a tragedy, but her brother . . . that poor boy. He was practically still a child. He’d just vowed with another young dollmaker, a beautiful crafter who also failed to survive the Tide.”

Maton regretted breaking her rule about questions. Her irritation was ebbing, giving way to pity and unearned leniency. Having the status of an orphan was no excuse for being late to a licensing. No excuse for making a kind old master like Master Nock sit here steeped in embarrassment, reliving bad memories, taking the brunt of his apprentice’s rudeness toward Maton and her guild.

But still. An orphan of the Red Tide, the greatest tragedy to befall the city called Pearl—to befall the entire country called One, for that matter. That couldn’t be easy.

“How old was she?” Maton asked.

“Barely six years of age. She doesn’t remember her family outside of snatches of voices, dreams of faces. Even her memories of the Shod are hazy; she struggles to describe what she saw in the Tide, and, outside of the occasional nightmare, has lived untouched by the terror of that day. Truly, in many ways Shean is a miracle child—to have survived the Tide when so young, and to not suffer from the trauma experienced by the other children of the city who lived! I’ve done my best in the past fifteen years to make certain she grew up free of her past.” Master Nock lifted his clasped hands in front of him, head bowed. “For me, her strength and happiness are the one scrap of good to come from my own survival.”

“I see,” Maton said. Her hands came together in her lap, fingers lacing and squeezing. “I understand.”

And she did. Why this Shean was special, why Master Nock was willing to tolerate her tardiness.

Why Maton herself would continue to wait.

Survivors of the Red Tide, especially the young ones, were to be handled with the utmost care. That was an unspoken and universal rule amongst dollmakers, and a rule that applied especially to someone like Maton, who’d been too far away from the city called Pearl to help fight the Shod that day. Her only part in the Tide had come later, when she’d traveled to the city to aid in rebuilding. And to help gather, count, and identify corpses.

“I’m sure she’ll be here soon,” Master Nock said again, voice thin. Maton smiled.

“Yes.”

An awkward silence fell then, Master Nock gazing down at his hands and Maton quiet, at a loss for what more could be said. Long minutes trickled by, the only sound to be heard the faint drip of melting candles in lanterns.

When Maton was starting to feel sore again from sitting too long, Master Nock cleared his throat, pushing himself to his feet with an audible pop of stiff joints.

“Perhaps I’ll go and—”

The door opened, cutting Master Nock off with a whoosh of fresh air and the clatter of doorframes colliding. The candles guttered, reacting to the breeze that entered the room alongside a young woman.

“Shean!” Master Nock exclaimed, the relief in his voice giving his words a tremor. He stepped toward the young woman, taking her shoulders in his hands. “What’s taken you so long?”

Curious, Maton rocked to the side, peering around Master Nock for a better look. She watched Shean give her master an unapologetic smile.

She looked to be around the age Maton had been during the Red Tide—early into her twenties. Her hair was done in the latest style, the left side braided back while the right fell in a silken mass down past her shoulder and neck, so long the midnight strands brushed her waist. From her left ear dangled a spiderweb-thin strand of silver, on the end of which hung one of the large black pearls this city was known for.

Maton was shocked by the earring—such a masculine accessory contrasted starkly with Shean’s looks, as well as the dress she wore: a gown with a high collar, fitted bodice, and a skirt that fell past her ankles. Long, tight sleeves swirled down her arms in alternating patterns of silver and transparent gauze, an intricate design of skin and silk. Over her shoulders draped a shawl the same rich blue as the highlights on her dress.

It was the most overdressed Maton had ever seen an apprentice be for their licensing. With all that silk and silver, even in the muted light of the room Shean glinted. She shimmered like cut diamond when she moved, stepping forward and tugging a wheeled doll case into the room before turning and closing the door behind her. Maton eyed the case: hawthorn wood, decorated with metal ornamentations that depicted a golden carp being plucked from a river of copper by the tungsten talons of a kestrel. The box was tall enough to contain a medium-sized child.

“I apologize for my tardiness,” Shean said. Her voice was lilting and surprisingly deep. There was a rhythm to her speech similar to poetry, as if she’d rehearsed what she was saying. “I was on my way here when I was overtaken by the most powerful creative urge. The spirit of genius overwhelmed me, and I had no choice but to rush back to my room and realize the inspiration, which guided me to alter the doll I’ll present today. When I show you my work, you’ll understand why I couldn’t resist this call. You’ll appreciate that I didn’t.” She looked past Master Nock, aiming her smile at Maton. “Surely you understand?”

Maton returned the smile, hoping she didn’t look as ingenuine as she felt. “Of course. Inspiration is often a dollmaker’s greatest tool.”

“A tool that comes only to the best of dollmakers,” Shean amended. The edge of Maton’s lips twitched.

What a mouth this one had.

“Very well, Shean,” Master Nock said, mopping his forehead with his soggy handkerchief. He urged her forward. “Now that you’re here, let’s not make Licensor Maton wait any longer.”

Shean yielded to her master’s herding, pushing her doll case across the room and following along behind it, moving past Master Nock and stopping in front of Maton. She nudged the case aside and knelt with an elegant billow of shawl, hair falling forward across her face and hiding one dark eye. With a bit of a shuffle she settled, folding her hands in her lap.

Finally, Maton thought. “Master Nock,” she said, looking up at the man. “If you would please wait outside.”

“Of course,” Master Nock said, lowering his head in respect before exiting. Eager to be done with this assignment, Maton wasted no time—before the door had fully shut behind him she began the licensing.

“Apprentice Shean,” she said. “My name is—”

“Licensor Maton,” Shean interrupted. “I know.” She had the same smile on her face that she’d been wearing since arriving. The sight of her teeth was beginning to irritate.

“Of course,” Maton said. Willing herself to be calm, she skipped past the traditional introduction between licensor and apprentice, forgoing speaking words that’d been recited for a hundred years, a ritual retained even when so many others had fallen out of use and been forgotten—she’d already spent far too much time here, and while she felt compassion for Master Nock, her patience with his apprentice was wafer thin. And growing thinner. So instead of reciting the speech all apprentice dollmakers worked tirelessly to have recited to them one day, Maton simply said, “Allow me to congratulate you on completing your training with Master Nock. What you’ve accomplished is—”

“Thank you,” Shean said. She was staring at Maton’s tool belt.

“Excuse me?” Maton said, voice flat.

Shean looked up, eyes gleaming. “Thank you. I appreciate the compliment.” She cocked her head to the side, eyebrows raised expectantly, as if to say, Get on with it.

To think Maton had been excited to have the honor of being the licensor for the final apprentice of the great Master Nock. If she’d known said apprentice was going to be so late for the appointment, and turn out to be . . . well, this, she would’ve insisted one of the junior licensors come. Let someone younger spend ten days traveling to the city called Pearl and then sit in this stuffy room waiting for hours, compelled to patience by Master Nock’s reputation. Let someone else be interrupted and looked down upon by this young woman who was, clearly, still very much a child.

Maton’s hand returned to her tool belt, grip tight. She had half a mind to stand up and leave.

She’d had half that mind for half an hour, though. Taking a deep, steadying breath, she recalled the apprentice from some ten years ago who’d been so nervous he’d vomited all over her tools. It was much better, she reminded herself, to have a rude apprentice to license than a nauseated one. Maton looked back at Shean and did what licensors did best—handled her.

“I see you’re very eager, Shean,” she said. “You must be excited to receive your license.”

Shean nodded, beaming, leaning forward. Her cheeks flushed with anticipation.

“Well, seeing as you’ve been kept from your license a few more hours than intended already, let’s go straight to the assessment, shall we?” Maton sat up straight, palms pressed flat to her knees. “Please present the doll you’ve selected as your licensing piece.”

“As you wish, Licensor Maton,” Shean intoned, only now deigning to exchange traditional words. She stood on her knees and turned, pulling the doll box toward her and undoing the latch of the case. The front swung forward, toward Maton, hiding her view of what lay within the container until the doll stepped out, and Shean pushed the case back and away. Maton caught her breath.

The doll was beautiful. At least four feet tall (putting it on the larger side for dolls) and, like most dolls, possessing the general proportions and shape of an adult human. Unlike most dolls, though, great care had been taken to give this doll a very realistic, human face: slightly parted lips painted the shade of pink found inside seashells, a thin and delicate nose, a set of low-lidded eyes made with opal and onyx and a blue stone for the irises that Maton had no name for. The features were perfectly proportioned, complemented by the sweep of painted eyebrows and the presence of long white hair made from horse mane imported from the country called Fields. The doll was even wearing clothing—a hand-stitched ensemble of silk and cotton, a jacket embroidered with leaping cats buttoned over a plain black shirt that fell to the doll’s knees, its legs clad in fitted trousers and its feet left bare. Meticulous work, from head to toe.

Maton had seen dolls like this before, but never up close—only in the windows of luxury toy shops she passed on the street. Gorgeous mannequins intended as companions for lonely children or servants for large, wealthy families. Dolls more lifelike than any used as guards for cities and towns and travelers; dolls made to be as close to human as possible.

There were laws in place concerning the treatment of dolls like this one. Such were deemed artistic masterpieces and were accordingly expected to be handled with great care. An expectation Maton kept in mind as she lifted herself up on her knees, shuffling off her kneeling cushion. With reverence she picked up the doll’s hand, inspecting long, delicate fingers, each one complete with an artificial fingernail buffed to a realistic sheen. The doll’s palms were carved with lines so lifelike, Maton found herself surprised when she pressed her hand to the doll’s and felt wood instead of skin. She slid her fingers up the doll’s arm, pushing back the sleeve of its jacket to inspect the elbow joint. Long minutes of careful study passed before she found the line that indicated where two pieces of wood had been fastened together.

Letting go of the doll’s arm, Maton next inspected its legs, rolling up its pants and urging its knee to bend. Then she pushed the white hair off its shoulders to study its neck, amazed to find that everything from its head down to its waist was carved from one piece of wood. And yet the doll could tilt its head to the side in a very natural way—it was rare that a dollmaker was able to achieve that effect without separate pieces for the head and neck. This doll was truly quality work.

“The Breath Mark?” Maton asked, fingers smoothing flat the collar of the doll’s jacket, straightening it from where her inspection had knocked it askew.

“On his back,” Shean said.

Maton nodded. She picked the doll up, grunting softly to find it heavier than it looked; a solid creature, to be sure. Once she’d turned the doll to stand with its back to her, she pulled up its jacket and shirt, exposing the pearly slope of its shoulders. Along the curve where its spine would be, in the small of the doll’s back, a single black symbol was drawn in nine smooth, clean lines.

The Breath Mark had no meaning—it wasn’t part of a language. Not a language anyone knew or could read in the way words written in books were known and read, that is; its function was known through the knowledge of past dollmakers, passed down five generations of craftworkers in a direct line from the First Dollmaker himself. From this heritage, combined with personal experience, every dollmaker knew that a properly drawn Breath Mark made a doll stir and sit up, lifting itself to its feet to obey the commands of its creator. And so, though it didn’t resemble any word in the language of the country called One, this symbol was the Breath Mark—that which inspired movement.

It was subtle. At first Maton thought she was imagining it. But the longer she stared at the Mark on the back of Shean’s doll, the more she was certain; though the Mark was the familiar, nonsensical arrangement Maton knew, the lines had been tweaked, ever so slightly, to all bend upward, to spread out a bit to the left and the right. The longer one looked at this Mark, the more it resembled a mouth, open to take a breath.

A stylized Breath Mark. That was a clever thing to do, creating a picture out of the symbol without compromising its fundamental shape and rendering it useless. A risky move. But one that had, for Shean, paid off—Maton had never met a dollmaker, apprentice or master, who could tweak the Breath Mark and have a doll that still animated. Despite herself, she was impressed.

Maton sat back, allowing the doll’s clothing to drop back into place. She lifted and turned the doll to face her. Staring into its jeweled eyes, she saw her own reflection in a patina of blue and black and white.

The doll blinked. A small gesture, but so natural and intelligent Maton shivered.

This doll . . . one could almost believe it was alive.

Maton closed her eyes, shaking her head to clear it of foolish thoughts. No matter what they looked like, dolls weren’t people. They didn’t think or feel or get offended when a stranger ran her fingers over their body. Dolls were tools, the creations of dollmakers, meant to either keep the Shod at bay or look pretty in a shop window. That was basic dollmaker knowledge; one of the edicts of the trade to never forget, lest one make the mistake of falling in love with one’s own creations, or growing infatuated with the masterpieces of others.

Respect dolls, yes. Acknowledge their importance as the only weapon effective against the Shod, treat them well for their services, and trust them to perform their duties. But never view them as human. For dollmakers, this was one of the first tenets apprentices learned.

Feeling silly for having to remind herself of such basic truth, Maton shuffled away from the doll, settling back on her cushion and meeting Shean’s eager gaze. It took her a moment to recall what came next in the licensing process, head hazy from the beauty of the doll, the effort it took to resist the urge to just sit and gaze at it for hours.

“You have your designs?” she asked.

“Yes,” Shean said, reaching into the case her doll had stepped out from and producing a design book, which she flipped open and handed to Maton. For a moment Maton studied the diagrams drawn on the offered pages, unsurprised to find Shean’s design work meticulous, detailed, and thorough—everything from the doll’s face to its clothing was depicted and planned out with exactness, extensive notes written alongside turnaround sketches and material lists and piece-by-piece drafts of every limb and joint and feature. Looking at the plans, Maton could imagine the effort that’d gone into making this doll; hours and hours of extremely painstaking, difficult work.

Closing the book, Maton handed it back to Shean with an approving nod. She gestured to the doll. “Please make it move,” she said.

Shean bobbed her head, turning to her doll with a brisk “Walk.”

The doll obeyed, spinning on a heel and pacing back and forth in front of Maton. Its movements were elegant, with none of the jerk and wobble lesser dolls exhibited. Maton wasn’t surprised that this doll mimicked a human’s mannerisms more closely than any doll she’d ever assessed.

“That’s enough,” she said.

“Stop,” Shean said, and the doll moved back to its original spot in front of Maton.

“Are all of your dolls this large?” Maton asked, arms folding across her chest. To her relief, her awe was wearing off, her thoughts settling into the familiar procedures that came with awarding a license to an apprentice.

Shean shook her head. “Silver is the largest doll I’ve ever made. Most are smaller.”

Silver was the doll’s name. That suits it, Maton thought. Aloud she said, “How much smaller?”

Shean lifted her hands, holding them roughly a foot apart. “This big,” she said. She pushed her hands together until they were only a few inches from touching. “To this small.” Her hands dropped. “I’m confident that I can create more of this size, however.”

“How long do your smaller dolls take to make?”

“I can make four to five in two weeks. At least two a week.”

“And how long did this one take?” Maton asked, indicating Silver.

“A month.”

That was reasonable. A month for something this exquisite . . . that timing might even be astonishing.

Maton gazed at Silver. Then she said, “If I may ask, what was the addition to this doll that contributed to your tardiness?”

If Shean caught the edge of ice in the words, she didn’t show it. Which was no great shock; Maton had a feeling Shean didn’t hear anything she didn’t want to. Smiling pleasantly, she reached out, tapping Silver’s cheek. The doll turned its head, allowing Shean to pull the hair back from its face, tucking the white strands behind its ear. Shean pointed.

“That,” she said.

Studded in the doll’s ear was a large black pearl. Painted along the ridge of the ear were intricate black lines, swoops and swirls of ornamentation that weren’t quite dry, still wet and glossy in places.

“It seemed a shame, not giving him a pearl to wear,” Shean said, drawing Maton’s attention. The young woman flicked a finger against her own earring, making the jewelry sway back and forth like a pendulum. “I had to work slowly while I was drilling a hole for the earring, though, or risk cracking the wood.”

A detail that won’t be noticed unless pointed out, Maton thought. That is why you had me waiting here for so long? How frivolous. Even if it does suit him.

Aloud she said, “I see.” As she spoke she reached for her tool belt, pulling it out in front of herself. She smoothed a hand over the belt, fingers moving across the bulging pouches, tracing the shapes of her tools while she went over what she’d done so far: the inspection of the doll and its Breath Mark, a study of the apprentice’s designs, the request to watch the doll move, questions of size and construction time. Inquiry concerning ornamentation.

In terms of the lengths Maton went to put on a convincing show, each apprentice was different. For Shean, she’d drawn out the inspection part of this licensing because the young woman seemed that type—the type to want to talk about her work, and to have her work admired. Had Maton admired enough, though, to make it seem the licensing depended on that admiration? She glanced up at Shean and found the young woman’s attention locked on the tool belt, expression eager. Confident.

Cocky, even.

Yes, Maton decided. That’s enough. She straightened, cleared her throat, and moved to the very last, most important, part of the licensing assessment. “We’re almost finished here, Apprentice Shean. All that’s left is for Silver and myself to have a moment alone.”

“Of course,” Shean said, standing and bowing and excusing herself in one, unprotesting movement. Of course she didn’t protest; no dollmaker in her right mind would resist a tradition passed down from the First Dollmaker himself.

She would have protested, though, if she knew what Maton was about to do. Any apprentice would. Protest, or devise some way to manipulate the outcome of the private conference between their licensor and their doll.

The members of the Licensing Guild were the secret-keepers of the dollmakers. The truth hoarders and knowledge monitors, the safeguards of all research conducted on the Shod. Maton knew everything—even what the Research Guild, the only private, invitation-only guild in all of One, knew. And yet, despite all the privileged information she was given—and notwithstanding the realities she’d been taught that kept her up at night, agonizing over impossibilities and frustrating veracities—the licensing ceremony was the greatest of all secrets. A secret that protected the very structure of dollmaker society and, thus, the very core of the systems in place to maintain and protect the country called One. A secret no licensor would ever surrender, even at the cost of her life.

Which was why, per her oath as a licensor, Maton had never, and would never, tell anyone, not even her own family, what the last step of a licensing assessment was.

The door to the room closed behind Shean. Maton stood and checked that no crack in the door had been left, no peepholes to sneak a look or press an ear against present in any of the room’s walls. When she was satisfied she returned to Silver, sitting down in front of him.

“All right,” Maton said, voice hushed. She gestured for Silver to sit, which he did, mirroring her cross-legged pose and posture, his face adopting a look she suspected was similar to her own expression. She smiled at his imitation, feeling herself relax. This was the part of the licensing process Maton enjoyed, the part that made dealing with high-maintenance apprentices and fretful masters worth it. She folded her hands in her lap, voice gentling.

“I have a question for you.”

Silver smiled and nodded. His lack of surprise was no shock—most dolls knew about this part of the licensing. As if they were made, in part, for this moment.

Maton leaned forward, and, though she was sure none but the doll could hear her, spoke the question she’d been taught to ask in a whisper: “Are you made to fight the Shod?”

Silver’s smile grew. And then, to Maton’s surprise, he winked.

She’d never seen a doll wink before—nor lift a finger to its lips as Silver did now, as if to shush her. Such human gestures, lifelike to a degree that took her aback, a prickle of emotion caught between unease and delight brushing her. Half of her—the silly half—expected him to answer her aloud, speaking even though she knew full well dolls didn’t have the ability to speak. So, of course, he didn’t; he responded the way all dolls did when she asked them this question—mutely. And, in this specific case, with a single, firm, and negating shake of the head.

And that was that. Pushing aside the distraction of Silver’s strange mannerisms, Maton refocused, nodding her understanding. She stood, walking to the door and opening it to find Shean and Nock speaking to one another.

“—going well?” Nock said in hushed tones.

Shean nodded, answering in a normal voice. “Of course.” She noticed Maton and turned, smiling. “Finished already, Licensor?”

“Yes,” Maton said, gesturing for Shean to return to the room. She nodded to Nock as she closed the door behind his apprentice, and he returned the favor, a relieved look on his face.

Shean took up her position kneeling on the ground, Silver moving to sit at her side. Maton sat across from them.

“Apprentice Shean,” she said, “I commend you—what you’ve shown me today is very good work.”

Maton almost said something more complimentary than “good,” such as “impressive” or “breathtaking.” Then she felt a twinge in her back, recalled just how long she’d been sitting in this room, and decided to forgo unnecessary compliments.

“I’ll now award you your license.”

Shean lifted her hands, fingers clasped in front of her. “Thank you, Licensor Maton!”

Maton inclined her head in acknowledgment of the appreciation, reaching for her tool belt. She pulled out the needed materials: a palm-sized, flat piece of rectangular wood, two of her branding pipes, and her box of tobacco and matches.

When it came to license making, there was no rushing things. Maton picked up her licensing pipe, the skinniest of her pipes and light in her hand despite the metal brand welded to its end. She loaded and lit the pipe, lifting it to her lips. She puffed her cheeks out like billows as she inhaled, holding the smoke in her mouth and blowing it back out into the pipe with a burn and rush that made her eyes water. It took three more strong, steady puffs before the brand on the end of the pipe flared a malevolent red.

Once she saw that glow, Maton lowered the pipe, picking up the blank wooden card in front of her. With practiced precision she pressed the glowing end of the licensing pipe to the bottom right corner of the card, producing a white-gray smoke and filling the air with a sweet, scorched scent. After counting three heartbeats she lifted the pipe, setting the smoldering license on a knee. She picked up the second pipe, which was thicker and heavier, displaying a dollmaker brand on its end. She repeated the process, lighting and puffing and searing, adding a master-status symbol to Shean’s license.

Careful not to tip any ashes or embers onto the floor, Maton placed her pipes next to her tool belt, lifting the completed license and checking that the brands were legible. She brushed her fingers over the markings, touching the symbol in the center of the card, flicking bits of ash off the thin lines of the stylized spider lily that spread out in burned black across the red wood. Then she tidied her licensor seal, making sure the shape of the faceless doll holding a leaf over its head—which she’d taken on as her personal crest years ago, at her own licensing—was unmistakable.

When Maton was satisfied, she held the completed license out. “Congratulations, Master Shean,” she said.

Shean beamed as she took the offering. “Thank y—”

She cut off, smile dropping. A crease appeared between her eyebrows, a furrow to match the sudden, tight press of her lips.

“This is wrong,” she said.

“Is it?” Maton said, and she had to suppress a sigh. What was the young woman fussing about now?

“This is an artisan’s license,” Shean said, voice flat.

“Correct.”

Shean looked up, a smile on her face. An angry smile. “I’m a guard dollmaker.”

Maton’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “With a doll like that?” She gestured to Silver, and Shean’s eyes darkened with offense.

“Yes. With a doll like that.”

This was unexpected. Maton had assumed a dollmaker capable of making something as beautiful as Silver would already know what her license would be—he was art, after all, and, thus, the work of an artisan.

Evidently, she’d been mistaken. Maton studied Shean for a moment, trying to decide what to do. Of course, she couldn’t tell Shean that Silver himself had chosen this license for her—if word got out that dolls chose licenses for their creators, all sorts of underhanded schemes would break out. With some (rare) exceptions, dolls did as they were told; if an apprentice was frightened they’d be given a license they didn’t want, all they’d have to do was order whatever doll they were presenting to answer their licensor’s question one way or another. The way Shean would’ve, Maton suspected, had she any idea of the Licensing Guild’s great secret.

Ah, well. Maton was used to bluffing. In this case, doing so wasn’t even difficult. She shook her head and spoke kindly. “Your work is far too delicate for guard work, Master Shean. Your dolls wouldn’t last a moment against the Shod.”

Shean’s hands twisted on her license, fingers arching lines against the wood. “Delicate doesn’t mean weak.”

“I didn’t say that,” Maton said, frowning.

“Yes, you did.” Shean’s voice raised a fraction, lifted a pitch. “You said my dolls are too fragile to be guards.”

“From what I can see,” Maton said, glancing at Silver, “your work isn’t built in a manner conducive to fending off the Shod. That doesn’t mean they’re weak. I’m sure your dolls will hold up just fine in the presence of children who wish to play with them, and, based on how well this one obeys you, I’m confident they’ll complete housework duties set to them by owners efficiently. That’s why—”

“I know my work doesn’t resemble the traditional guard doll,” Shean said. “But just because they don’t look like guard dolls—”

“This is not simply about how your dolls look,” Maton interrupted, patience flagging and, with it, her good sense.

Shean glared. “Then what is this about?”

Maton had made a mistake. She blamed it on her exhaustion, her impatience, how finished she was with this drawn-out licensing. She set her jaw.

“This is about the fact that I am a licensor,” she said, deploying her best excuse when it came to covering up such slips: her title. “My word is final.”

But, of course, this declaration wasn’t enough for Shean of Pearl.

“My dolls are meant to face the Shod,” Shean said. Her eyes burned. “That’s why I created them.”

“I’m telling you, your work can’t—”

“And how would you know that?” Shean snapped, throwing the license she held to the floor. She scowled, voice an accusation. “Have you seen my dolls face a Shod?”

Maton’s patience cracked down the middle. Such belligerence. Such arrogance. In all the years, of all the spoiled, selfish apprentices . . . !

Before she could stop herself, Maton spoke her mind. “No. I haven’t. And I hope to never see such a thing—especially if one of your dolls is meant to be protecting me from the Shod.”

Shean leapt to her feet, flushed. “How dare you!”

Maton stood as well, temper rising. She flung a hand out to indicate the dolls standing in the corners of the room, still as statues and just as forgettable until now. She pointed at their large statures, their thick and sturdy limbs.

“Look at your master’s work,” she said, biting back the urge to shout. “Can you not see the difference between these dolls, guard dolls, and your own?”

“Not all dolls must be faceless and ugly to be effective!”

“I agree. But dolls used as guards against the Shod must be strong enough to protect the cities they patrol.” And they must tell me they’re meant to fight, she added, silently.

“My dolls are strong enough—I made them intelligent enough to outwit the Shod!”

“Outwit?” Maton echoed, amazed. “The Shod are mindless; they feel nothing but rage and have enough strength to act on that rage to deadly effect. There’s no spark of intelligence to outwit!”

Maton may have said more, but before she could the door to the room opened, Master Nock rushing in with a worried look on his face. “I heard shouting! What’s the matter?”

Shean spun to him, voice a snarl. “Master, tell her! Tell her she’s mistaken!”

“Mistaken?” Master Nock looked from Shean to Maton and back again. “Mistaken how?” The color drained from his face. “Don’t tell me you’ve failed your licensing—”

“Of course not!” Shean interrupted. She jabbed a finger at Maton, the motion making the shawl on her shoulders slip, falling down to dangle from her arms. “This half-wit licensor gave me an artisan license!”

Master Nock stared at Shean. “Is that . . . is that a problem?”

Shean’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. Her arm lowered, hand dropping to hang slack at her side. “A problem?” she echoed, whispering. The dumbfounded look on her face cleared, and she shouted. “I’m not an artisan! I’m your apprentice! You, who are the greatest of all the guard dollmakers of Pearl! I make dolls like you—dolls that will save people from the Shod!”

Master Nock looked dismayed. Maton didn’t blame him—she’d be upset, too, if she’d failed to impress on one of her students the realities of their talent.

“We’re finished here,” Maton said, kneeling to gather her things. She did so quickly, emptying the ashes of her pipes into a small container and replacing her tools in her belt, which she then clipped secure around her waist. She stood.

“Reconsider,” Shean said, turning away from Master Nock. It wasn’t a plea—her voice was ice, her glare burning flame.

When Maton looked at the young woman she felt mixed emotions. Annoyance. But also pity. She stepped forward, resting her hand on Shean’s shoulder.

“There’s no shame in being an artisan,” she said. “Toymakers give their clients happiness and provide dutiful servants for those in need of them. You’ll be able to continue to develop your craft and skill by making such dolls, and I’m confident that in doing so you’ll become a dollmaker known not only in your own time, but in the times of dollmakers to come. After all, many beautiful pieces of art have been made by artisan dollmakers; art that far outlives guard dolls in the stories of history.” She smiled. “And, besides—we are in a time of peace, with the Shod causing so few problems in recent years. Now is the best time for beautiful, artful dolls to be made. Now is your time.”

Shean slapped Maton’s hand away, words a sneer and face twisted with disdain. “I care nothing for children’s bobbles and frivolous aesthetic pieces. My aspirations transcend such a petty employ of dollmaking. I intend to dedicate my life to protecting the people of the country called One from a threat that, no matter how quiet it’s been of late, will never cease to terrorize. I’ll accept nothing less!”

“You must accept it,” Maton said, smile dropping. She walked past Shean, toward where Master Nock still stood in the doorway, looking paler by the second. “Your work is suited for nothing else.”

Shean’s hand clamped on Maton’s wrist, yanking her to a stop.

“No.”

“Release me.”

“Not until you reconsider.”

“I will not.”

“You will.”

“No, I won’t.”

“Say you’ll give me a guard license,” Shean said. Her fingers clenched hard enough to bruise.

“No.” Maton yanked her arm from Shean, stepping back and speaking firmly. “I strongly encourage you, Master Shean, to stop this. Give up on being a guard—it will not happen. Accept your place in this world and learn to do the best that you can with the skills you possess. Don’t chase after impossible dreams. To do so would be a waste of your talents.”

Shean’s face slackened. It blanked, like a design sketch erased from a chalkboard. For a moment Maton thought she’d finally reached the young woman, that her words had, at last, struck a chord.

Then Shean grabbed Maton’s wrist, yanking her forward. Shean’s arm wound back. Master Nock cried out, and Maton realized what was about to happen a moment before Shean punched her in the face.

* * *

MASTER NOCK KNELT IN FRONT OF THE GATES TO HIS SCHOOL, BENT DOUBLE ON THE dirty cobbles of the street in a posture that made his old back injury flare. Night had fallen, the sun replaced by stars and street lanterns that cast an egg-yolk haze upon the world, a diffused light barely enough to see by. In front of him stood Licensor Maton, her travel elk standing at the ready beside her, saddled and prepared for departure. For what felt the hundredth time, he said, “Please forgive me.”

“I forgive you for nothing, as I blame you for nothing,” Maton said, voice thick and strained. Master Nock lifted his eyes to her and immediately dropped them, incapable of looking at the swelling and bruising around the woman’s nose and left eye without his own eyes filling with tears. “Your apprentice should be the one apologizing.”

“She can’t be reasoned with right now,” Master Nock said. In confirmation of his words, at that moment Shean’s voice rose from the school in a distant shriek, followed by a crash and an ominous shattering noise. Nock closed his eyes, a nauseating mixture of disappointment, embarrassment, and sorrow overwhelming him. He planted his hands on the ground and lowered his face until he was inhaling dirt.

“Accept my apologies on her behalf!”

“I refuse. She’ll be forgiven, or not, when she apologizes.” A pause. A sigh. “Please, Master Nock. Stand up.”

Conceding defeat to both the licensor and his apprentice, Nock took Maton’s offered hand, allowing her to help him to his feet. Standing was an endeavor almost as difficult as kneeling had been, the joints of his body burning and aching as he rose, his back popping and sending a sharp spark of pain through his spine.

Ignoring this discomfort, as well as the distressing smear of dirt and dust upon his clothing, Nock forced himself to look at Maton. The damage to her face was even worse up close—the red of her skin putrid, her nose starting to purple, her eye swelled shut and oozing a trickle of thick, milky tears. To Nock, Maton had always been youthful; close to middle-aged, but clear-faced enough to still look a young woman. Now, though, her damaged face showed its age, its weariness apparent in its injury. She looked tired.

“Your mind can’t be changed?” he asked, miserable.

Maton shook her head. “No dollmaker is deserving of a license when they conduct themselves in such a manner.” She rested a hand on her tool belt, on the pouch into which she’d shoved Shean’s license. “And, besides—would she want this license back, the license of an artisan, even if I offered it?”

Nock lifted a hand to cover his eyes. “I don’t understand,” he said, voice wretched. “I never told her that I was training her to be a guard. I thought I made it clear to her, what manner of work her dolls were meant for.”

“Did you ever expressly tell her that she would be an artisan? Did you ever look at her dolls, turn to her, and tell her what you thought they were suited for, that they would best serve the world as companions rather than protectors?”

Nock dropped his hand, eyes on the ground. “No. I . . . Shean’s so clever. It never even occurred to me . . .”

Nock trailed off. He had to, because what he was saying, if not a lie, was a shameful truth. A terrible admittance, because he should’ve known. After all these years spent raising Shean, teaching Shean, fostering her talent, he knew her as well as he’d know his own child. He should’ve guessed her thoughts. He should’ve seen this coming.

But he, like a blind fool, truly and painfully hadn’t.

Maton waited for Nock to go on. When he didn’t, wallowing in his own miserable silence, she said, “It would’ve been wise to discuss this with her. But I’m afraid it’s too late for that—I have no choice but to report this incident to the Licensor Head.”

Nock’s heart sank. “What will happen to her?” he asked.

“In the worst case, she’ll be marked as unfit for work and denied a second licensing. She’s young, so I doubt that’ll happen. But it is a possibility—assaulting a licensor is no small offense.” Behind Maton her elk stirred, spooked by some small noise and sidestepping, cloven hooves tapping the street cobbles. She lifted a hand, patting the animal’s neck and stroking its blond fur as she continued. “More likely she’ll be suspended from a second licensing for a set amount of time.”

“How long?”

“I’ve heard of cases as short as a week and as long as five years. It’ll depend on what the Head decides is best, after hearing my report.”

Nock nodded. He saw no point in arguing—of all the guilds of dollmakers in One, licensors were the least tolerant of having their ways questioned. But he did say one last thing, making one final effort to impress upon Maton how desperately he wished Shean spared from the harshest judgment.

“She’s my last apprentice. The most talented of any child I’ve trained. I truly believe she’s destined for greatness as a dollmaker.”

Maton turned, reaching up to grip the pommel of her elk’s saddle. She spoke over her shoulder.

“Perhaps that’s something you shouldn’t have told her.”

Maton pulled herself onto her elk. She clicked her tongue to urge the steed forward, and the elk obeyed the request without hesitation, taking off at a leaping run down the street. Nock watched Maton bound down the hill on which his school had stood for the past fifty years. He watched her go with hands clasped before him, fingers twisted together with an anguish he didn’t know how to quell. When the sound of elk hooves on stone faded, and he could no longer see even the faintest outline of Maton moving through the winding streets of Pearl, Nock turned and reentered his school.

* * *

HE FOUND SHEAN IN THE PROCESS OF DESTROYING HER ROOM.

Wall hangings ripped down and torn apart, lying in sad, curling strips across the ground. The stand Nock had made for Shean’s twelfth birthday was tipped over, the books and scrolls she’d collected over the years scattered everywhere, covers bent, half unrolled and boasting crumpled edges where angry heels had stomped them. A decorative urn from the city called Colors had been removed from its display stand and dropped, its neck broken from its wide, glazed torso.

The only exceptions to the destruction were the potted plants and flower vases Shean kept on every flat surface of the room (her “garden”)—those had, with great care and deliberation, been set on a table shoved into the far left corner of the room, over a dozen pots arranged in close quarters, with several more spread out along the windowsill next to the table. Lacy leaves of turquoise blue and rich, deep purples, crimson stems and airy, yellow choke blossoms, all placed out of range of her ire and untouched. Which was a relief; if any of the delicate glass containers she kept those plants in shattered, she’d run the risk of cutting herself to ribbons.

But there was no threat of that. Shean loved her plants. She said they were living beauty, and that she couldn’t decide what pleased her more: their aesthetic appeal or their enduring heartiness.

An odd thing to say, maybe. But not for Shean. For many years, now, Nock had noticed she had a certain . . . fixation on life. Ever since the Red Tide, when she’d been surrounded by so much death over the course of just one night, she’d exhibited an aversion to killing. She refused to even squash an errant spider when it came into her room, an insistence that’d many times gotten her bitten and, once, poisoned.

It wasn’t that she hated all things dead. She still ate the meat imported from the fields called Grazed and the fish caught on the lower docks of Pearl, and she’d never demonstrated any qualms over the death of the plants she consumed from the school garden. But when it came to senseless killing—pointless, mindless killing simply to get rid of some living thing that wasn’t convenient or appreciated in any given situation—Shean disdained. Vocally.

Nock supposed, in a dismal way, that was one virtue to her credit, one admirable mark of maturity. She valued life, fiercely. And she truly, genuinely wished to protect it against the Shod.

Witnessing the results of her rampage, though, he found it hard to feel that was enough to excuse, let alone justify, her current behavior.

And quite the behavior it was. Shean had changed out of her licensing dress, throwing the decadent garment into the corner of the room to lay in a crumpled heap. In nothing but a simple sleeping dress, white and silken and flapping around her legs, she ran from one end of the room to the other, hands out and fingers curled like claws to sink into whatever unlucky thing stood in her way. Nock stood in the doorway and watched her, wincing when, having finished with all the obviously breakable things, she leapt upon her bed with a shriek, falling to her knees and snatching up one of her many pillows. She first tried to tear it apart with her bare hands. Upon finding that impossible, she proceeded to bite the pillow, yanking at it with aggressive—manic—jerks of her head.

Bracing himself, Nock forced himself forward. “Shean—” he started, cutting off when a great ripping noise sounded, announcing a prevail against the pillow. Shean was engulfed in a cloud of feathers, her voice lifting in triumph. As the down settled about her, sticking to her cheeks and nestling in her hair, she reached for another pillow.

“Shean,” Nock said, trying to take a step forward only to have his foot catch on some piece of debris. He winced, stumbling. At the motion Shean startled, dropping the pillow she held and looking up. She pushed herself to her feet, face bright.

“Master! Did you come to give me my guard license?”

“No, Shean, we need to—”

“Then go away,” Shean said, words flat and final. Scowling, she bent, snatching up a fresh pillow.

“Shean,” Nock said, pleading. “We need to talk.”

“About what?”

“Apologizing.”

Shean pulled herself to her full height, tossing her head so her hair flared around her. Feathers scattered in all directions, lazily floating to the ground as she let out a loud, condescending sniff. “When Licensor Maton is prepared to apologize, I’ll gladly forgive her.”

“Shean, be reasonable. You know full well that you must apologize.”

“For what?”

“For what?” Nock felt his face growing warm, his sadness and fear welling up and turning into a hotter, redder emotion. “Shean, I understand that you’re disappointed. But you must accept—”

“I won’t!” Shean interrupted. “I won’t accept this! Me, an artisan?” She laughed, a loud, barking noise. “Ridiculous! Insulting!”

Nock took a calming breath, reminding himself that this was the girl—the young woman—who’d dedicated herself to dollmaking from the day they’d met. The young woman who esteemed life and hated death and just wanted her dolls to be of use, to help people. She meant well. He knew that.

He needed to remember that Shean meant well.

“Shean,” he said, “what just happened—”

“That pompous woman—telling me to accept my fate, to be content with being nothing but an artist!” Shean punctuated her shout by throwing her pillow across the room. It struck the far wall and folded, falling to the ground in a deflated, dejected slump that Nock felt far too much kinship with.

“Please, Shean, calm—”

“After all the work I put in! Getting up before sunrise for the past fifteen years, designing at least three dolls a day, sometimes four! Painting lessons since I was eleven, perfecting joint mechanics until my dolls could move as swiftly and precisely as humans! Spending all those hours in Carpenter Parm’s shop picking out the best, sturdiest wood to make dolls with. My dolls are just as solid as yours, Master, maybe even more solid, and infinitely smarter! And for her to say all that work was wasted? That I should make toys?” Shean broke off in a wordless shout, whirling and kicking the wall so hard the room rattled.

A soft noise sounded over Nock’s head. A hiccup. A giggle. He looked up to find Silver the doll perched on a display shelf mounted on the wall, high up and out of reach of Shean. The doll was miming her, imitating his mistress’s distress with mirrored movements as he paced along the shelf. When Nock stared, Silver lifted a finger to his smiling lips. And winked.

That doll was uncanny. And growing more so by the minute. In all his years, Nock had never met a doll with such subtle intelligence, let alone one who could make noises so close to those of a human. And what manner of doll would mimic his creator’s fussing with a pleased, amused look on his face, a look that made one think he knew something no one else did?

Before Nock could grow too uneasy, though, his attention was drawn back to Shean, who’d resumed her raging. Putting Silver from his mind for the moment, Nock struggled to think of a way to get through to his apprentice. He was at a loss, though—watching such a childish display from someone who hadn’t been a child for half a decade drained him of all hope for a reasonable, adult conversation.

Who was this shouting, furious young woman stomping around in front of him, throwing tables and tearing hangings from the walls? Who was this child who looked an adult, yelling curses because something hadn’t gone her way? What had this ungrateful, disrespectful creature done with his dear, hardworking, ambitious, composed apprentice Shean?

It wasn’t that Nock hadn’t seen such behavior before; she’d had outbursts like this in the early days after the Red Tide, when she couldn’t contain her pain, the loss of her family manifest in abrupt screams and thrashing fists. She’d grown out of such conduct, though, the fire of agony giving way in her and making room for demure, cold disdain—Nock was much more familiar with that Shean, the Shean who, when upset, locked herself in her room and fumed, or simply stood and stared at you until you felt ashamed, even when you knew you were in the right. Never had he imagined her capable of reverting like this, unleashing her frustrations the way she had years ago.

This was . . .

This was ridiculous.

The hot, crimson emotion pricking at Nock swelled. His hands clenched into fists, and his face burned. He sucked in as much breath as he could hold, and released it in a bellow.

“Stop!”

It was the loudest Nock had yelled since Shean had come to be his final apprentice. She froze, shock stark on her face when she turned to him.

Panting, Nock lifted a shaking finger, pointing at Shean. “You will be quiet. Now. You will sit down, and you will listen to me.”

“But—”

“Be quiet and sit down!”

Shean knelt with a thump, fists wadded on the tops of her knees. She ducked her head and scowled at the floor. Her slender shoulders hunched.

“Good,” Nock said, lowering his hand. He took a shaky breath, using his feet to clear a space for himself on the ground before sitting down, cross-legged. He rested his hands on his knees and, before she could dare say another word, launched into the only manner of lecture one could give to Shean—a short and blunt one.

“Shean, your behavior has been appalling. In physically attacking a licensor, you’ve brought great shame to the Nock School.”

Shean opened her mouth, inhaling in preparation of argument. Nock pressed on, speaking over her budding protests.

“What’s more, your temper has cost you your license. Do you realize what you’ve done? Licensor Maton is going to report you to the Licensor Head. He may decide to deny you a second assessment. If that happens, you’ll be forbidden from making dolls entirely.”

Shean didn’t lift her head. But her alarm at this information was betrayed by her eyes, which flicked up with a startled flutter of lashes.

“Now do you understand?” Nock asked. “Do you see how unwise you’ve been?”

Shean’s eyes lowered, her scowl deepening. “But what she said to me, it was—”

“It was honest.”

Now Shean’s head jerked up, lips pressed together in a hard line. For a silent moment she stared at Nock. When she spoke, her voice was an accusation.

“You agree with her.”

“Yes. I do. Your dolls aren’t suited for the work of a guard.”

“What are you saying?” Shean’s voice was softer. Wounded. And that almost made Nock regret his words. Almost made him take them back.

Instead he swallowed, forcing himself to press on. “You know what I’m saying.”

The hurt left Shean’s voice, replaced with malice. “Where is this coming from? When have you ever said I didn’t have what it takes to be a proper dollmaker—”

“Never!” Nock said, lifting a negating hand. “And I won’t now. You’re the most talented student I’ve ever trained.”

“You say that, yet you agree with that licensor?” Shean seethed the last word, lips twisting.

“I do. Your work isn’t that of a guard dollmaker.”

“It’s because my dolls are pretty, isn’t it? That’s why you’re saying this!” The words were spat poison, insult bright in Shean’s eyes. “Why can’t you, that damn licensor, anyone see—we can’t go on like this!”

“Like what?” Nock asked, bewildered.

Shean sliced a hand through the air in a sharp, negating gesture. “Using dolls like yours! Like all the guard dolls in use right now, for that matter. Brute strength clearly isn’t effective! If it was, the Shod would’ve been beaten into extinction long ago. We need dolls that’re more than just sturdy and fast; we need clever dolls, smart dolls—dolls like my dolls, intelligent enough to not just outmatch the Shod’s strength, but outthink them.” Shean leaned forward, eyes wide with conviction. “And concerning the beauty of my dolls—has it ever occurred to you that their designs are purposeful? Everyone knows the Shod are attracted to beautiful, well-made things! And my dolls are both! The Shod will be drawn to them like plants to light, giving my dolls and I a chance to trick and trap them!”

Nock had heard Shean present such philosophies before; at many a drinking party she’d cornered a dollmaker or two and subjected them to her theories on doll intelligence and aesthetics. But until now Nock had always assumed such musings to be just that—concepts Shean enjoyed waxing poetic over, but never taken too seriously by her audience or herself.

Clearly he’d been wrong. He’d been wrong about so many things regarding Shean.

A dismaying revelation.

“Shean, that’s not how the Shod work,” Nock said. “You know this; the Shod are, as Licensor Maton said, mindless. They don’t think, and therefore cannot be outwitted—there’s no wit to work against. Yes, you may be able to attract Shod with your work, but even the most intelligent doll in the world can’t hope to stand against a Shod unless that doll is also the monster’s equal in strength. Which your dolls will never be.”

Shean’s eyes filled with heat. “My own master. My own master wants to see me wasting my talents on toys and trinkets!”

“How is it a waste? As Maton said, there’s no shame in—”

Shean pounded a fist against the ground, cutting him off. “There is shame! There’s shame because I don’t wish to be an artisan! My dream has always been, and remains, to be a certified guard. To aid our people by protecting them from the Shod. To make sure my family didn’t die protecting me for nothing! Now you tell me I must slave with the carving knife and the paintbrush, not to thwart the evil that threatens our existence, but to please the sticky hands of children? To flatter the wealthy with demure slaves that obey their every whim?”

Nock shook his head, the anger and upset draining from him and leaving him hollow. He rested his head in his hands. “You don’t understand,” he said. “In the years since the Red Tide, Pearl has been untouched. The number of Shod attacks has diminished so greatly that you have no experience with the Shod. You don’t realize just how terrible they are—how could you understand that your dolls wouldn’t stand a chance against them?”

“I have seen the Shod!” Shean protested. “How have you forgotten?”

Nock lifted his head. “I haven’t. But—”

Shean stood, one hand flattening to her chest, the other balled into a fist at her side. “I, a survivor of the Red Tide, one who’s experienced the terror of the Shod firsthand, say my dolls can face them—that’s why my dolls were created in the first place!”

Frustration warred with sympathy in Nock, coming out as a suffering edge to his voice when he said, “You may’ve seen the Shod, you may’ve been caught up in the Red Tide, but you’ve never been a dollmaker facing them, Shean. They aren’t as easy to thwart as you believe.”

Shean took a step toward Nock, the conviction in
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