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      I had been alive the last time I kissed her lips. Soft, cool to the touch. Mine were likely the same. Selena’s eyes, though, still had life. Her soul was still there. Mine too.

      We parted, grabbed our things from around the gray, ashy apartment. I slipped on my long black coat, a reminder of something I no longer was. A guide, meant to take the spirits of Earth’s dead stuck in Riven and send them on. Send them to the Cycle to keep them from crowding out this world. This grand, desolate place.

      My home.

      I hooked my lash into my belt, a ten foot long cord splitting into metal points at the end. On my left side, I stuck in a long knife, a foot and a half of pointed desperation. On my back went the great sword I’d taken from the man who killed me. The sword stood half my height and took both hands to swing. Its black and silver metal blade would have been heavy, but without a real body and its limitations, I had no problems hefting the weapon.

      I didn’t get tired anymore.

      My crossbow hung over the sword, three sets of bolts looping around the shaft. Normal black-tipped quarrels meant to deliver pointed pain to anything they struck. Next were blue ones, ready to spit out wrangling fire that would deliver a spirit to its peaceful end. Last came orange. A shot that could be as dangerous to me as it was to the enemy. My favorite.

      “You’re sure this is what we should do?” Selena said as she set her cleaver, as long as a knife and as thick as my sword, with biting ridges on the front edge, in its holster attached to the front flap of her coat.

      “I don’t know,” I said. “But if Nara doesn’t have an idea, we’re stuck. Breaches are erupting everywhere, and the guides don’t have the numbers. We need a miracle, and unless you’ve thought one up in the last couple of hours, that spirit is our best shot.”

      I didn’t bring up the other reason for speed. The voice whispering at the edge of my mind, calling me to drop everything I had and start on that long walk to oblivion. The Cycle murmured, always there. A honeyed hush inviting me to give up my troubles and embrace peace.

      And they said the dead had no worries.

      “Is it strong today?” Selena noticed my closed eyes. “Bad?”

      She asked me every morning. Her passion kept the Cycle in check. If I focused on her, on what Selena was saying, what we had, then the Cycle’s siren call would diminish. Selena gave me a reason to stay, one far more compelling than the Cycle’s push to leave.

      “No worse than any other.” I ran my hand over my face, threw her a slapdash smile.

      Selena gave me a hard stare for a moment. She knew when I wasn’t telling her the whole truth. I didn’t have time for that discussion now, though. Bigger things to worry about.

      “You ready?” I moved to the door. “Alec and Anna should be coming soon.”

      “You’re the one with a dozen weapons.” Selena didn’t need blades to be deadly, though the two she carried were enough. One harsh look from those icy eyes and any spirit ought to run away.
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      We left the apartment, the top floor of a three-story building that we kept frantically maintained as the rest of the city crumbled around us. Riven’s gray light burned through the glassless windows, omnipresent and lifeless. A reminder of what I’d lost when Piotr had me murdered. The color of dawn’s sunrise, the sounds of birds singing in the morning, even the roar and rumble of passing traffic. Riven stood a quiet ruin.

      Most of the buildings in the city were decaying after centuries without care. Broken by fighting, by the tormented destruction of angry spirits, or left to rot away according to Riven’s mysterious laws. Normally the gray sky was a blank slate, but now sparks peppered its dull infinite with colorful bursts. Guides alerting and communicating with each other across avenues and miles of city blocks. Letting others know of a breach, a swarm of angry spirits bent on revenge or chaos or both.

      On the ground floor we walked into a bustling lab, a large square space full of burbling machines, twisting metal, and fiery forges. Devices constructed in Riven’s harsh world by a madman I’d found years ago.

      Nicholas Salzer looked up as we came in and gave a quick wave before turning back to a large piece of fabric he’d spread out on a table. He held a stick with a burnt end in one hand. Paper was hard to find in Riven, so you used whatever snared dark ashes.

      “What’s burning up your mind now?” I asked and Nicholas paused, turned to me with a spacey look on his face, a man arising from the depths of concentration.

      “I’ve been trying to find a good way to solve this problem,” Nicholas said, holding up the ash stick as if it explained everything.

      “This problem?” I tried to get a look at what he was writing, but the slew of mathematics etched on the fabric were foreign to me.

      “The spirits,” Nicholas said. “It seems the bottleneck is simply that the Cycle takes too long. That the spirits are allowed to stay past their expiration.”

      “You’ve found the obvious.” Selena leaned against the wall, arms folded. “But what are you going to do about it?”

      “That’s precisely what I’m trying to determine.” Nicholas talked at the table, his back to us. “When I have a suitable hypothesis, I’ll be happy to let you know.”

      A probing question came to my mind, but before I could ask it, the scientist broke out rhetorical mutterings. Meant for his equations, no doubt. I glanced at Selena and shrugged. Nicholas was his own man, and he didn’t suffer interruptions.

      “Wait outside?” Selena said. I nodded.

      The lab opened onto a broad road with various buildings on either side forming a low canyon. The occasional spirit wandered up and down, looking lost or, in rare cases, nattering to themselves. Riven didn’t have any bias. Spirits from anywhere could show up, well, anywhere. You might be walking down the street and see a soldier from the war on one side and a tribesman from a land you didn’t know existed on the other. The afterlife was the ultimate melting pot.

      Yet, among the ashen flakes and empty sidewalks, Alec and Anna were nowhere to be seen.
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      The skies were clear of sparks. No panicked shouts came down the avenue. Unexplained absences in Riven usually led to dire conclusions, but I clung to a nicer reason.

      “Did I lose track of time?” I asked.

      Riven had no clocks, no day or starry nights with which to navigate the passage of hours. Only my intuition, that general sense of history inching forward, kept me from losing all idea of when I was.

      “It feels right,” Selena said. “Which isn’t a guarantee.”

      Before, when I’d been alive, I had felt time. My body, still on Earth, on the other side, would tell me when to wake up. When I should cross back over. Anna had buried that body somewhere. Or burned it. I never asked her what happened to it, and she hadn’t told me. I never planned to.

      We both shouted at the same time we saw Anna, saw her stumble out from an alley half a block away, clutching at her side. Bleeding claw marks, the jagged lines left from fingernails, rending through her coat. Her flail, chain and spiked ball extended, dragging on the ground. Limping.

      “Alec needs help,” Anna said as we ran to her. “There’s a breach just back there. It opened on top of us.”

      We didn’t hesitate. I yelled back into the lab, told Nicholas to come out and help Anna, and then Selena and I took off running. Our feet pounded on the stones. We ducked between the buildings. Hit a back alley and then saw the breach to our right. In a small clearing formed when the rear halves of some of the structures had collapsed into a large pile of rubble. Now a glowing pool covered those broken boards and stones, only instead of water, the surface reflected up part of Earth.

      Spirits climbed through the breach, their hands rising up into Riven like swimmers emerging from the water. People dying from violence, from disease, or even simple old age. Normally scattered throughout Riven, the breaches drew spirits together. Pulled them into single areas where their confusion, their rage and despair over their lost lives fueled each other and drove them into the hysterical rage that made the dead so deadly. They crossed over in ruined clothes, in uniforms, young and old, however the spirits saw themselves as they traveled that final line between life and loss.

      A guide stood in the middle of those clutching hands, snarling mouths, and wild eyes. Alec bounced from one spirit to the next, delivering a series of short jabs with the ridged gauntlets that cloaked his fists and forearms. Spikes on those gauntlets burned with blue fire that enveloped every spirit they touched and torched away the anger showing in those dead eyes. Pacified them and sent the spirits on their final walk to the Cycle.

      It would’ve been easy to watch that dance, to stay back and admire Alec as he wrangled one spirit after another. Only we could see the toll. Cuts appeared here and there as one hand or another swung a lucky swipe. A sidestep that dodged one sloppy tackle led Alec into another spirit’s bite. Being outnumbered in Riven was a death sentence, no matter how good the guide.

      Selena and I waded in on either side. I struck with the lash first, sending its pointed tip out and wrapping around a spirit reaching for Alec’s back. The lash looped around the spirit’s arm and its point bit into his shoulder. The spirit, a posh gentleman in a suit that looked as though he came directly from a wedding, turned and snarled at me. His eyes burned with the pale fire, a lost mind.

      I twisted the hilt of my lash and fire erupted along the cord, blue flames that matched the hue of the spirit’s eyes. As the spirit lunged towards me, the fire caught up to his body and wrapped him in its purifying burn. I felt his hand touch my shoulder, but rather than rend, it fell away and I looked up into a vacant stare. The empty eyes of a pacified spirit.

      “Your arrival is most fortunate.” Alec dodged another spirit, delivering three swift strikes to its middle and sending it stumbling away, wreathed in a wrangling blue glow. “I have a tablet, and it is very nearly ready.”

      I glanced Selena’s way and saw her with her cleaver in one hand and a knife in the other, dashing between spirits and severing their anger with stab after stab. A beautiful storm, a partner that I’d never realized I had next to me. I did not know where Selena found her ability, but watching her carve her way through those grasping arms and spitting mouths filled me with a kind of pride, a love that comes only from seeing the one you care about most exceeding your wildest hopes.

      Yes, watching the love of my life carve up a bunch of dead spirits was the highlight of my day.

      “Back away,” Alec called.

      I looked as the guide pulled a tablet off of his belt, a stone block with a sapphire set in the middle. A sapphire that glowed a deep blue, ready to fulfill its mission. To close the breach and drive the remaining spirits away. Alec put it down on the ground and pressed in on the sapphire as two more spirits reached for his back.

      Blue tendrils lanced out from the tablet, striking through the spirits and wreathing them in fire. Others shot towards the edge of the breach, seeming to dive into the ground and pull the portal closed. And then Selena tugged at my arm, pulling me away.

      “We’ve got to run,” Selena said. “If that thing gets us, we’re gone.”

      My legs kicked into gear and we sprinted away down the alley. I’d forgotten. I was a spirit now. That tablet would destroy me as surely as it had our enemies. So many rules I had to relearn.

      “Thanks,” I said. “I’m not used to it.”

      “Pretty sure it was you who told me that Riven doesn’t give second chances,” Selena said. “That I had to keep watching my back.”

      “Not as long as you’re around,” I said. Selena rolled her eyes.

      I looked back down the alley and saw nothing left of the portal. Only Alec, picking up the tablet. Content spirits staring at nothing. In another minute or two they would shuffle off and start a days-long journey to a mountain west of the city. Into a cave and down to its depths, where they would find the Cycle, a great blue lake.

      Each and every one of those spirits would drop in and erase themselves from existence.
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      So far as scratches went, Anna’s weren’t dangerous. Tears in the coat, a gash along her leg. Bruises on her wrists where spirit hands had gripped too tightly. Alec shared similar injuries. The common cost of doing business in Riven these days.

      “Remember the times when we’d be able to walk in and out pain-free?” Alec stared at his wounds, shaking his head. We stood in the lab, getting ready for our jaunt to the other side of the city. “When all we had to fear was a little bit of bad luck?”

      “I’m not sure what Riven you were in,” I said. “It’s always been dangerous.”

      “It used to be fun,” Alec replied. “Now I cross over because it is my job, not because it is something I wish to do.”

      “You’re talking to someone who’s trapped here,” I said. “Forever.”

      “Not if they break a hole,” Anna said. “Then you could come back.”

      “To enjoy the world for the brief hours before the dead overrun it completely,” I said. “What a happy thought.”

      “Which is the reason for this adventure, no?” Alec said. “This woman, this Nara, she has a way?”

      “That’s what we’re going to find out,” I said, glancing at Selena. “Speaking of that, we should move. Anna, are you going to be okay?”

      “I can handle it.” Anna rose to her feet, her shoulders were set. Her head high. “Alec shouldn’t be alone out there anyway.”

      

      The walking went slow. Anna still had to limp, and we were more cautious than usual. Kept our eyes scanning alleys, side streets, with one of us always watching our backs. I never relaxed while walking Riven, but now I stood on edge. Every moment my eyes flicked in a different direction, trying to see into all the corners and shadows.

      From the apartment we headed east, cutting through the central part of Riven. Streets broadened into wide boulevards and buildings grew to five and six-story heights. Hotels and offices that had never been used. As if a child had dreamed them up and discarded the idea halfway through. Dollhouses with no dolls.

      We saw guides. Guides by the dozen. Dashing in teams towards popping sparks. Carrying wounded back towards where they could cross over, to where guides could heal and return again after some hours away. Cries for help mingled with shouts of victory down the corridors between the walls. Several times we broke off to help guides seal away spirits, close a breach or wrangle a cluster of mauling souls. Selena and I, with our coats and guide weaponry, stayed low. Didn’t talk, didn’t give our names. Did what we could while avoiding recognition.

      Only once did another guide push the issue. He’d recognized Alec and, after we’d closed a breach together, the guide congratulated each of us in turn. Hesitated when he saw my battered features. His eyes, bagged and tired, squinted. Looked me up and down.

      “I know this face,” the guide said. “What is your name?”

      “His name doesn’t matter.” Anna put her hand on my shoulder. “He’s with me. And Alec.”

      The guide gave her a side glance. “Our laws are not kind to those who help fugitives.”

      “I never knew a guide to turn on someone giving them aid,” I said.

      The guide took a step back. “I cannot deny your efforts. And I have neither the energy nor the desire to deliver justice to you today. On another morning, however, I will not hold back. You have lives to answer for, Carver Reed.”

      He turned and walked away, the other guides in his group following in silent judgment. His words hurt, but the pain filtered into the same numb part of me that had grown in the days since I’d been cast out as a guide. I made no pretenses that I was a saint. That I hadn’t done terrible things in the name of grander objectives. But losing friends was never easy. Losing my place in life stung every day. Every hour.

      As we neared the east edge of the city the buildings thinned out; broad courtyards became the norm. Patterned white stone broken up with the occasional statue or domed building. The largest of these, the Palace, marked the spot where Alec and I had fought our first ghoul months ago. A time when my life was different.

      When I had a life.

      “So when do you think you’ll be back?” Anna said.

      “That’s an impossible question,” I replied. “Nara might give us an answer in fifteen minutes, or she could hold us there for fifteen months.”

      “Riven won’t last that long.” Alec glanced at his gauntlets, as though they were directly responsible for Riven’s survival.

      “We’ll move as fast as we can,” Selena said. “I won’t let Carver waste time.”

      “You won’t?” I asked. “But it’s my favorite thing to do.”

      Riven’s east gate stood large and proud. An archway built of stone and bordered by twin turreted towers. The four of us stood beneath that arch, looking out to the hundred yards of clear space before the endless fields of waving white grain began. There was something inevitable in the stance, the feeling that we might never see each other again. This parting, this moment where the two pairs separated, with Alec and Anna returning to the war-torn streets while Selena and I ventured into the unknown.

      “You are sure you don’t want me to bind you?” Anna said. “I can keep you from the Cycle. We can talk over long distances.”

      “You need your strength,” I said. “Can’t afford to be anything less than your best. If you die because the binding saps your energy, then I’d be right where I am now. Binding me wouldn’t help Selena either.”

      “We can keep each other sane,” Selena said.

      “The opposite of most loves of known,” Alec added. We laughed, but it was the dry sort. Low and laden with future burdens. Still, I welcomed the chance to smile. In my head, the Cycle continued its whispers.

      It never stopped.
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      Selena and I put one foot in front of the other. Alec and Anna turned back and disappeared amongst the statues and the columns. Back to the world that I had known. In front of us stood stalk after stalk of great white grain. Some taller than I was, most at least three or four feet in height. All shifting back and forth in Riven’s eternal breeze.

      I took the lead, pushing and shoving the stalks apart. Like making our way through a thick forest, or swamp. There simply wasn’t a motion I could take that didn’t involve pushing aside the plants. If they could even be called that.

      “How did you manage to walk this far before?” Selena batted a stalk away from her face. “Find your way to anywhere?”

      “Nara showed me,” I said. “Pointed me in the right direction, led me most of the way. Until I could see the walls.”

      “I remember the conversations,” Selena said. “You talked about how endless this all was. I didn’t really believe it but now these plants are the only thing I can see.”

      The last time I’d been through here Selena and I had been bound to each other. I’d been alive and we could send our thoughts, our emotions over any distance in Riven to each other. It’d been my only comfort as I’d wandered through the endless field alone. Even Nara, when she’d been there, acted less like a companion and more like a distant teacher.

      “When we find her,” I said, “let me do the talking at first. I don’t think she’ll be expecting you.”

      “You think that’ll be a problem?”

      “I don’t know what to think.” I parted a pair of stalks with my hands, stepped between them and held them apart for Selena to follow. “She told me that she was old. Hundreds of years. That she’d seen Riven built from the ground up and turned into what it is now. You tell me whether you’d go crazy being in here that long, with no friends, no seasons, nothing other than this.”

      “Alone? I don’t think I would last a month. I don’t think anyone would.”

      “You came close.”

      Even after I’d found her, even after I had bound Selena, she’d spent most days in Riven waiting and watching. Drawing on the walls of the apartment; cityscapes that she could see from her window. I’d worried whether she was going to fall apart, whether I would come to visit her one day and find Selena destroyed by this world’s unchanging pallor.

      “I’ve always been a survivor,” Selena said. “I leaned on you. I leaned on Nicholas. I leaned on the memory of my children and what it took to raise them.”

      Selena didn’t mention the husbands she’d murdered. The willpower it must’ve taken to plot their ends and actually pull them off. To leave one life after another behind as a weeping widow until it finally caught up with her. That scar running along Selena’s face an ever-present reminder of the sacrifices she’d made and the pain she’d suffered. And had inflicted.

      Perhaps that was what drew me to her. What kept us together in this crazy world. She and I had both lost so much, had endured broken lives and broken dreams. It was fitting that Riven would prove to be our home. The only place two souls like us could make an existence. Such as it was.

      “How long will we be wandering?” Selena said later, as the city walls disappeared on the horizon and we continued our march.

      “Depends on whether I can find her,” I said. “If I get lost, then we might just be here, pushing through the stalks until Riven implodes.”

      “You’re inspiring a lot of confidence.”

      “Hey, it was your idea to come with,” I said. Selena had insisted on it, actually. Declared that if I went off on another quest without her, one of two things would happen: Either I would go insane and fall victim to the Cycle’s constant whispers or she would. Made it a pretty easy choice.

      We continued pushing further and further into the vast field for what felt like a day or more but without a body’s fatigue or a sun’s pattern to tell you the time, it was hard to know. Eventually, though, we both saw the wispy smoke rising into the sky. Nara’s fire. Burning the grain one stalk at a time seemingly forever.

      When I shoved through the last line of stalks and into the clearing, it looked the same as it had before. Nara’s hut, a thatched structure, stood alone beyond a fire chewing its way through a large pile of grain. I wasn’t sure if it was the same pile that’d been there when I’d first found the clearing, or if Nara actually cut more stalks. Either way it didn’t seem like her constant burning was making headway. The grain crowded as close as it had been before.

      “Where is she?” Selena asked. “Didn’t you say she would be waiting?”

      I nodded towards the hut. “Guessing she’s in there, or we’ve come all this way for nothing.”

      “For nothing?” Nara’s voice came out of the hut’s door, frosted and scratched. “For nothing? You have a very low opinion of your journeys, Carver. Even if you simply had to turn back now, would you not have gained even the slightest insight into who you are?”

      Nara emerged from the hut, wearing the same dark robe I’d seen her in before. Her hood pulled up to cover her eyes, keeping her face in shadow. That strange combination of age that had Nara looking both wise but far from frail. Etched lines over strong arms, thick skin, and bright hair. Movement with purpose.

      “Does she always talk like that?” Selena asked.

      I could only nod.
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      Perhaps it was the way Nara looked in her robe, her slow purposeful walk as she crossed the clearing to stand in front of Selena and I, but I shivered. Wanted to but resisted backing away. As Nara came closer the light sneaking under her hood revealed more of her face, a look that had just enough wrinkles to convey wisdom if not desiccated age. If this had been Chicago I would’ve given her a senior’s due, respected her as an elder. Here, in a place where spirits determined their own guise, choosing such a look had a purpose.

      “You brought someone with you? Who is this?” Nara bent her head towards Selena, kept her eyes on me. “A spirit. An unusual choice for a guide.”

      “I’m not a guide anymore,” I replied. “This is Selena. We’re here for your help.”

      “My help?”

      “You said you had a way to keep Riven from falling apart. It’s only getting worse; the spirits continue to pour in and breaches are opening everywhere,” I said. “If you have a solution, I’d like to know what it is.”

      Nara stepped over to me, reached out with her hand and touched my face. I flinched away. There was something strange about a person you didn’t know touching you. Nara’s cold skin, the wisps of her fingernails glancing on my cheek sowed unease. I noticed Selena’s hand drift towards her cleaver. But then Nara stepped back, a frown crossing her lips.

      “She and I are not the only spirits here,” Nara said. “What happened to you, Carver Reed?”

      “You see this sword?” I said, my hand rising to the hilt of the great blade on my back. “The man who owned it had me killed on the other side. He paid for it.”

      “Then you succeeded. I’m impressed. For you to be back, Riven must truly be in dire shape.”

      “Please,” Selena said. “If you can help, we need a way to close the breaches quickly. A way to help the spirits get to the Cycle faster.”

      Nara gave Selena a frosted stare. “Riven is not a product of nature. It is not a random world of chaos, like where you came from. Where I came from. It is a construct. Built by those who refuse to take the last leap into the Cycle. I am one of those.”

      Nara held up one wrinkled hand.

      “Before you start to ask your questions, before you panic, or assume I am something greater than what I am, take another look at the world in which you find yourselves. A place where natural law is scattered. Where the things you take for certainties come and go with the breeze. Where a house might be nothing more than bits of rubble and yet the next stands perfect. All of this, every inch you walk upon, comes from us.”

      I heard the words. They sounded like Piotr’s. The mad ramblings of someone who thought they were above and beyond everyone else. Even if Nara was telling the truth, even if she was some sort of ancient spirit that had a hand in molding Riven to what it was, she was still here in the middle of the endless stalks of grain, alone in a hut. Hardly the existence I’d imagine for someone with the power to craft a world.

      “If you are so strong, if you are truly what you’re saying, then why let Riven slide into decay?” I asked.

      “Because I cannot,” Nara replied. “Because, for everything we have learned over our centuries in Riven, we were once human. And humans are imperfect.”

      “That’s not an answer to my question.”

      “I asked you to return,” Nara said. “Because I want to save you. I want to save your guides and your order. To keep Riven safe. In our folly, in our fear, we bound ourselves. I can no more leave this clearing than you, a spirit, can choose to cross back home.”

      “Carver,” Selena said. “She’s manipulating you. I’ve seen it before. I’ve done it before.”

      “Your friend is astute,” Nara said. “I do want something from you. I want you to go and find the other two. Bring them here. Together, the three of us can make Riven into what it needs to be. Can prevent this catastrophe and make it so that the guides never need die again.”

      “That’s one hell of a promise,” I said.

      “It is one I can keep,” Nara said. “Is it one you can afford to ignore?”

      I glanced at Selena. Her mouth pursed, her eyes squinted at Nara. I’d been the subject of that scrutiny before. Had my soul weighed and measured. But it didn’t matter. We had come out here for one purpose; to try and find help for the doomed city and our friends who were, right at this moment, battling for their own survival. Even if Nara wasn’t giving us the whole truth, could we walk away?

      “You said there are two others,” I asked. “Where are they?”

      Nara moved over to her burning fire and grabbed the unlit bottom of one of the stalks of grain. Held the torch up high. Her lips moved, a silent whisper that I couldn’t make out. The flame at the top of the grain twisted, curling in on itself before launching out to the north and west. Back towards the city and then above it.

      “Mali is the first,” Nara said. “You will find her playing with her creations. If there was any one of us that truly wanted to be a god, Mali was it.”

      Once again Nara whispered to the stalk of grain. Once again the flame crawled in upon itself and shot out, south and west this time.

      “Dolan is the second,” Nara said. “He should be as idle as ever. Caught up in a past he cannot return to.”

      “And once we get the two of them, you’ll be able to work together?” Selena asked. “You’ll be able to close the breaches?”

      Nara gave a withered nod. I continued to get the sense that Nara hadn’t spoken with anyone other than me for years. Possibly decades. The sheer act of holding a conversation was a struggle for her.

      “We will do more than close the breaches,” Nara said. “We will prevent them from ever happening again.”

      “That sounds too good to be true,” I said.

      “When you’re dealing with gods, that is often the case. I suggest going to find Mali first. She will be the more difficult one, and you will need all your strength.”

      Nara turned her back to us and walked into her hut. I watched her disappear and held a thousand questions on my tongue. If there was one thing I’d learned from Bryce and the other guides, it was that information often came according to the wishes of others, not my own.

      “She showed us the way,” I said. “I guess we better start walking.”

      “Wait a minute,” Selena replied. “We’re just going to follow her orders?”

      “You have any better ideas?”

      “We could get more information.” Selena looked towards the hut. “I get the feeling she’s not telling us everything.”

      “She’s not telling the whole truth,” I said. “But I don’t think pushing her is going to get us a better answer.”

      “Carver, she said the three of them created Riven. If that’s true, then why does she need us to do this? You don’t buy that nonsense about being bound, do you?”

      I didn’t know what to do. Or know what to say. All at once the feeling of being trapped, being locked into Riven forever seemed to compress around my mind and fracture into pieces. I was never leaving this place. Never seeing another sky that wasn’t gray, never actually breathing real air or drinking another cup of coffee. I’d gone from a world of order and laws, where reason ruled the land, to a world where the dead walked and mysterious figures claimed unimaginable power.

      “Selena,” I said, wrapping her in a hug so suddenly that her eyes widened with surprise. “I don’t know what to believe. I don’t know what other choices we have. If we turn our backs on this, then what else is there? What else do we do except fight and fight and fight until the Cycle claims our minds and turns us into nothing?”

      “I . . . ”

      “We died, Selena. Our lives ended. And yet, somehow, we found each other here in this terrible place,” I said, without really knowing the words I was speaking. They rolled out one after another as though coming from instinct instead of my mind. “Riven is great and hideous, but it is all we have. I’m willing to do anything we can to save it. Help me.”

      I felt Selena’s arms wrap around me, return the hug. It was both ridiculous and utterly necessary for the two of us to hold ourselves close. I could not hear her heartbeat, because she had none. I didn’t feel the rise and fall of her lungs, because she wasn’t breathing. I didn’t feel the warmth of her body beneath the coat, because we were not warm. But I felt her love, and I embraced that.

      A long moment later I released, stepped back and met Selena’s eyes. “Are you ready to go find a god?”

      “After all we’ve done already? I get the feeling I’ll be underwhelmed,” Selena replied.
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      We marched north for what must’ve been hours before noticing any change. Anything other than the endless grain. If Nara had been speaking the truth, then the vision her and the others had for Riven was a bland one. Who needed a field this large in a world where nobody had to eat?

      Selena, looking around, was the first to notice we’d found our way back. My eyes had been buried too low into the stalks, pushing one after another out of the way.

      “I think I can see the walls,” Selena said. “The north side of the city.”

      “Then we’re far enough west, according to Nara,” I said. “Time to go north.”

      “Have you ever been up there? North of the city?”

      “The farthest I’ve been was when we escorted that girl, Honora, from New York,” I said.

      There’d never been much interest in going north of the city. There weren’t enough spirits to make it worth your time. The Warrens and the Shambles were more fruitful hunting grounds. The crumbling factories in the Tar Pit more exciting than the dead grass and broken mansions on the north side.

      I lived in Riven now, though. Might as well explore my new home.

      We made our way to the wall, into that blessed hundred yard clearing between the end of the grain and the stone of the city. No gate in sight, only turreted stone splitting us from the chaos inside and the nothingness
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