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      The wald was darker than it should be.

      That was saying something, considering Tobias McDaniel had become quite comfortable with shadows in recent weeks. The group of twelve ahead of him traveled by day and the former Liaison by night, sure for a reason he couldn’t explain that if he kept the Mekka core close and willingly surrendered his energy, he would not lose them. In the end he always knew which way to go. And so far, he’d been right every time.

      He’d nearly wandered into camp more than once. A tempting thing to do: enter the circle while they were sleeping around a waning fire, slitting throats on the way to his bounty. The core in his bag yearned for it.

      But murder was shortsighted, so McDaniel girded his impulses. Soon he would not be able to do anything of the sort. Soon his mind would complete the change and force him to obey a different creed, or so he suspected. Until then, he still had his restraint. And logic. For now.

      When his will weakened, McDaniel reminded himself that only a cool head would get him close to that raw power again. And oh how he longed to feel it.

      Liaison McDaniel, beg pardon but you are not supposed to be here.

      The curator. That impossibly poised, long-legged creature who’d taken all the power for herself and her team of disobedient cretins. He still felt the burn of her eyes staring into his and performing some sort of verbal-induced voodoo: a timber of voice and a hypnotic manner. He remembered the guilt; he wasn’t supposed to be there. But he had been, parliamentary authority had taken him right to the door behind which the witches worked with their human calculators.

      Someone had left that door ajar. A mistake, perhaps. Though McDaniel preferred to see it as destiny because the engines — and the Ministry of Decorum — did not err.

      But I saw⁠—

      She’d cut him off. I’m sorry, but you saw nothing at all.

      But he did. McDaniel remembered one of the logicians saying “It’s gone. It’s completely offline,” while a weakly blinking light finally went dark on a massive map visible along one wall. His mind had filled with spontaneous information: the answer to every question he’d ever thought to ask.

      He’d understood everything. He’d known exactly how, in that moment, the Celestials became Celestials. He knew how the immortals became immortal. But the Curator’s words had carried their own power and he’d descended the stairs despite his intense and obsessive curiosity, pondering the way Decorum’s machines had opened and glowed as that light winked out.

      Something reveals itself when an engine shuts down, he remembered thinking. Something that lets you know it all. It happens then. At that moment. Then … and only then.

      Only once out the door and standing in front of the Ministry of Decorum did McDaniel realize how much that concept had captured his interest. And yet all his knowledge had evaporated like something never there.

      It was so unjust. Why should the witches have more power than the Prime Minister? He’d set out to right that obvious wrong, but the stairways had changed upon reentry and the ascender was gone. Just seconds later, nothing was the same.

      One glimpse of that peculiar room — that clarity on all he’d ever wanted to know — had poisoned McDaniel like hemlock. Even years later it’d never left his veins.

      He couldn’t kill the girl now, even to take what she carried. The core he had stolen from Novan soldiers back in Waldron’s Gate — from their homeland of Nova — warned him not to. If there was no Eila Doyle, said the Mekka core, there’d be no bounty — not because of Eila herself (though she mattered), but fate was an endless line of dominos. The Decorum logicians understood that. McDaniel, though he could not understand it in the same way, could at least believe and respect it.

      Eila was special and there was a drama yet to play out. The Blunderbuss core in her possession had stayed live despite its ejection from the broken engine. That alone proved something.

      So he resolved to bide his time. Disturbing the group too soon destroyed his mission. The Liaison was an intelligent man. And patient. He could place temperance and sense above his lust until they played their part, perhaps creating enough harmony to reveal that high-place room again.

      The last time he thought he’d seen the place had been a trick; he knew that now. The room off the Spindle had only looked like the place from which the Curator had shooed him, but the whole thing had been a trap for the greedy.

      McDaniel had marched right through the Spindle doorway like that other little rat — Cora Mew, she of betrayals and nightmares — had wanted him to. He disappeared to somewhere he still could not recall. Only after a disembodied while had he returned to Terra’s surface, renewed and changing.

      He was better now, because he’d learned his lesson about false leads, false rooms, and false gods. Now, knowing better, McDaniel could hold his greed.

      The brush rustled. He looked up, but saw nothing. Because the wald was still too dark. Unnaturally dark. Darkness was usually passive: an absence of light. Tonight’s darkness was an inky presence. Its dim wrapped the denuded trees with ghostly fingers, turning what should have been wide-open lands into a velvet tent.

      McDaniel still gazed, still seeing nothing. He was sitting on a stone, a ten-foot ring of visibility revealed to his night-adjusted eyes only by the scant light of the crescent Crown hanging low in the sky. He’d stopped following his quarry in real time, and lost the heat of their embers. But he no longer suffered the cold. He sometimes missed the light of a fire, but that was preference rather than need. The unknown did not frighten him. Fear and comfort were things he once knew.

      “What’s there?” His voice was a croak in the darkness.

      As if in answer, the core in his bag called out. Emotion swirled and his body responded. A moment later the Liaison was bent double, crushed in the palm of a giant. Pain, he could feel just fine.

      He curled inward, his agony centered somewhere not in him but just in front of him, as if his aura — not his body — was ailing. Gritted teeth and waiting helped the pain to pass whenever this happened, but he’d recently discovered a better analgesic.

      He could cure his pain like surviving withdrawal: if core energy pained him, perhaps it could soothe him, too.

      He unsheathed the core and held the bocce ball-sized orb, burning pleasantly through the thickness of his filthy and tattered uniform to make him whole with its warmth.

      Liaison McDaniel, beg pardon but you are not supposed to be here.

      He always thought how wrong Juliette Doyle was while awaiting the end of his agony. He repeated her words like a mantra to pass the time. Assuaged the torture and changed its meaning, because suffering for a cause was not suffering at all.

      When the pain passed, McDaniel unclenched and looked up to find a tall man in a hooded traveler’s cloak standing at the edge of the ebony curtain, his back half still in clinging shadow as if emerging from a pool of ink. His tether to the darkness remained even as he entered the old fire’s circle. It made McDaniel imagine him not as a man so much as a puppet of the night itself.

      “It will abate, in time,” said the man.

      McDaniel looked up. He should be more surprised by the stranger’s presence. He was halfway to Thestic, far from the civil sensibility of Waldron’s Gate. There were few Alterra-wide communications out here. Those who chose to live in ignorance and superstition were permitted to do so. As a Liaison, he understood: Unity was good for the people but bad for the governments seeking to control them. If citizens wished to fragment, that was just fine with Parliament.

      Yet the cloaked man somehow made perfect sense. Almost as if McDaniel had been awaiting his arrival. “What will abate?”

      “The pain.”

      “I have no pain,” McDaniel lied.

      “As long as you remain human, you will have pain.”

      It was true. But if pressed, McDaniel would only cop to the mortal torture alive in his nerve endings. There was a deeper agony within him as well that, in his weakest moments, was far more insidious. He kept remembering a woman, though only at his most human times could he recall who she was. In those increasingly seldom moments, his longing and desperation for the woman was overwhelming — stronger even than the pull of the room, the core, and all that intoxicating knowledge.

      He’d move mountains for her. He had, in fact, abandoned long-sought prey, for her. She was his everything. Until the madness came and her brightness dimmed … until the next recollection surprised him with desperate aching love, knowing that it — and his beloved wife — were behind him forever.

      He shook it off. McDaniel would not admit to love in the presence of this man. “Who are you?”

      “You know who I am.”

      “I’m sorry. I don’t.”

      The stranger sat, but a thick snake of nighttime stayed fixed to his back. He pulled a stick from the air itself and stirred the coals. The Liaison, watching glowing wood emerge from beneath cool soil, could think only of the Pit. And the Imp.

      “How did you do that?” McDaniel asked.

      “Do what?”

      “You didn’t pick up that stick. You took it from nowhere. How did you do it?”

      “I don’t have a stick,” the stranger said.

      McDaniel was quite sure he was mistaken.

      But no, the man did not have a stick. He hadn’t even sat down.

      McDaniel thought first to wonder, but he’d moved beyond such petty logic. Sometimes, contradictory facts could both be true. Only unclear minds believed in a lone possible way.

      Now the man sat. Again. But perhaps he’d never sat the first time. He held his hand over the dead fire and it sprang back to life in a sizable blaze. Dancing light threw his features into light and shadow. The illumination turned him skeletal. A thing dying yet more alive than ever.

      “You’re a wizard.”

      The stranger did not answer.

      “Except that wizards do not exist,” McDaniel continued.

      “Such as ghosts do not exist. Nor those called trolls. Those called elves. The creatures the Athenians became — legends once called them mermaids.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Do you dream?”

      McDaniel nodded. He’d stopped thinking about Crumble before his supply, this far from the Gate, would have run dry. But nightmares would be status quo in Waldron’s Gate by now, with the Blunderbuss dead and its citizens going feral.

      The man shrugged. He had curly black hair under his hood and a long nose. “Wizards. Elves. There is a reason your superstitions match your fancy: because every day, you create what mystifies you. You create what you covet. You create what you fear.”

      “But the engine shut down. It’s dead.”

      “The engines are not all that can turn thoughts into reality,” said the stranger.

      Yes. The Liaison supposed he knew that. The world was a delusion. The real was so much deeper.

      “Let me show you a trick.” The man held out both palms. Pianist’s hands in both size and delicacy. They twisted and twined by firelight until a silver sphere appeared. Then two. Then three. The spheres flowed in circles around and across his fingers as if possessing life of their own.

      “How many am I holding?” he asked.

      “Three.”

      “Are you certain?”

      The spheres did not disappear. Nor combine. They simply were suddenly just one, and McDaniel felt strangely sure that they’d always been that way.

      “I mean one.”

      The man tossed the single ball to McDaniel, who caught it. The thing was the size of a tiny tangerine, maybe an oversized grape. He looked back at the other to find him still with a sphere of his own, held flat atop an open palm.

      “Its metal is soft. Score it with your thumbnail.”

      The Liaison hesitated, then marked the thing in a sweeping arc.

      The man handed McDaniel the second ball, pinching it carefully and keeping it visible as if to prove he was pulling no sleight of hand. “Now look.”

      McDaniel did, unsure what he was looking for. But then he saw that the new ball had exactly the same score on its surface, in exactly the same shape, as the mark he’d just made on its sister.

      “You do magic,” McDaniel said, suppressing his wonder.

      The man shook his head. “‘Magic’ is simply a word for what is not yet understood. In other parts of the world, some would feel that what your engine did was magic. If you’d seen the Death Engine of Kona, you’d believe it magic as well.” He indicated the spheres. “That is not magic. You simply do not understand.”

      McDaniel found himself staring. The simple trick somehow changed everything. His lust returned, wanting the understanding his new acquaintance implied was just out of reach.

      “Not everything that is separate in space is separate in fact. But you know that, don’t you?”

      McDaniel did. He’d seen impossible places from inside the staircase — what Decorum called the Spindle. The room the Historium called home was impossible, living high above the city without any tower or zeppelin to support it. His quest, since he’d felt that first blast from the Curator’s secrets, had proved that sometimes space folded in on itself. Sometimes two things were one or one thing was two, like those rooms off the Spindle. Like the Spindle itself, which Athenian rumor swore was somehow at the center of every world’s engine at once.

      “What you seek is already here. It is already everywhere. You must learn to see it.”

      “Show me how,” McDaniel pled.

      “It’s not so easy. The engines do as they are told, granting entry like a pitcher plant. They will, whenever asked, provide both noose and gallows.”

      “You’re saying the engines are traps? They prey on human weakness, impaling us on our own swords?”

      “Nothing so malevolent. Only humans have prejudice. The engines provide what they’re asked, until they refuse. Alterra could create a paradise for everyone. But it chose otherwise. You wish to see things as they truly are? Fine. Convince the rest of Alterran minds to want the same. Until that happens, your wish will be outnumbered. It takes special skill to disagree, Liaison McDaniel. It takes skill to see what others will not, and to refuse what others insist upon seeing.”

      McDaniel was about to ask what that meant, but he sort of understood. When he’d gone through that doorway at Cora’s goading, he’d seen that everything was a lie. He’d believed in time because others believed in time. He’d believed in space because others believed in space. But he could barely recall that knowing now.

      “How many spheres are you holding?”

      McDaniel looked. Where there’d been only two, now there were ten. He could barely hold them all. At some point he’d moved his hands to cup their not-insubstantial weight with both hands as if drinking from a stream. He couldn’t recall why.

      “How did you …?”

      “Now how many?”

      McDaniel looked again. Every sphere was gone, not that they’d ever been there.

      “It is an understanding, not a trick. One, two, ten, none: all are the same, depending on your opinion.”

      “How is it a matter of opinion?”

      “I don’t know, Liaison. How did you walk through a doorway off a staircase buried inside a machine in your capital city, then end up where you are … and what you are?”

      McDaniel nodded, perhaps understanding. “You’re Godwyn. The Dark King.”

      “Or your dream of Godwyn. The Dark King lives in the Dark Citadel, does he not? On Evergreen, beyond the Fog?”

      “But here you are.”

      “That, too, is a matter of opinion.”

      They sat in silence. The rekindled fire crackled.

      “What you feel is dissonance. The pain comes because part of you knows something that the rest of you does not. That the rest of you cannot know … yet. It’s not the Blunderbuss core you seek. Not the room nor the Historium. It is not the Perturbance, as they call it, nor any of the other machines. You seek integration. You are split. Knowing — the kind you’ve felt before, and wish to feel again — solves the split and eliminates the pain. Your desires could not be more humble. You crave understanding: for all of you to know what right now only part of you can accept.”

      The pain came again. More intense this time, and though it did nothing to help, McDaniel thought he knew why. The newcomer had offered fresh information, so now he knew more. But the disparity between his knowing self and his ignorant self had grown. He was a man drawn and quartered, his parts stretched in opposing directions.

      He cringed and moaned, curling at the middle. He reached for the Mekka core to soothe himself, but the man held his prize out of reach.

      When the pain ended, McDaniel looked up.

      “I can give you some of my own belief if you wish,” offered Godwyn’s projection.

      Aftershocks hit like rocks from a slingshot. “You can do that?” McDaniel barely managed to say.

      “You are here in a way I cannot be yet. A bit of myself, given to you, is a small price to pay for your allegiance.”

      “Allegiance?”

      “You are my hands, Liaison. And in turn, I am your pillar.”

      McDaniel looked at the fire, lit and unlit in unison. He looked at the horizon, seeing his quarry travel in the daylight amid all this impenetrable night. Both things were true. All things were, in their own way.

      “Your agony can get better, but without a pillar, you will only grow worse.”

      “Show me.”

      Godwyn put a hand on McDaniel’s shoulder. A spectral presence, as there as it wasn’t. A connection formed between them: a corner of knowledge moving between their bond. And with it, McDaniel understood some of what had eluded him. It was as the legends said: Godwyn was trapped in the Citadel; he could not leave Evergreen. Not without someone, over here, believing him into being.

      Not yet, he told himself. This here was a magic thing, not yet something of substance.

      He pulled back his belief, reminding himself that Godwyn was trapped on Evergreen, and not really here on Alterra. He wouldn’t give it all away. Not yet. Not without the Dark King working for him in turn.

      Godwyn’s face changed, warping into amused disappointment. “Fair. We are new together. But as you withhold, I shall do the same.”

      A shadow of his prior aching returned. “What’s next?”

      The hand still on his shoulder was a block of ice on an acid-hot day. “Oh, but telling you that now would spoil all the fun.”
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      Telling you that now would spoil all the fun, someone said.

      Eila looked at Walker. He shot an exaggerated glance back. “Did you say something?”

      “Now why would I do that, sweetheart? Last I heard, everyone’s tired of hearin’ me talk.”

      Eila ignored this. Walker, too threadbare to take insults in stride, had been broadcasting his indignity ever since the latest (and biggest) battle with Abbie — and Eve, and Paagan, and even Levi, who was usually on his side. Walker had always run his mouth in Pavilion, but nerves had thinned as their topside quest continued.

      She almost missed the wiseass version of him. It was so much better than this whiny thing he’d become — and still he was worsening alongside the collective mood.

      “What?” he asked as Eila kept staring. “I got somethin’ in my teeth?”

      Instead of answering, she looked around. Levi was on the party’s other side and Rabbit Brampton’s voice was too nasal and distinctive for it to have been him. Eila surveyed the other men, but she was already deciding to let her question go.

      Perhaps she had imagined it.

      “Never mind.” Truth was, Eila had been suspecting the integrity of her senses for a while. She heard and saw all sorts of things that weren’t really there. Perhaps passing airships masquerading as voices, or the endlessly whistling wind.

      You’re imagining all sorts of things, girl. You hear Father in your head. You hear Mother in your sleep. You dream only of Father dying. The nighttime hours offer only that kiss of the Blunderbuss core in your palms as Mother placed it in your hands.

      Yes. Mother. She had turned out to be a bit more than Eila suspected.

      Juliette Doyle, revealed after all those years of frivolity as Decorum’s head and Curator of a secret group Brampton had called the Archive. Eila could close her eyes and see Mother before her, both of them inside the Ruby Room — the last person she expected to see, on her final day in Waldron’s Gate while breaching the great engine’s heart. But even if the knowing had put them both in danger, Eila was relieved to finally find an ally who had in reality always known far more than she.

      Waldron’s Gate will burn, but not entirely. When Nova comes, followed by Evergreen, there will still be need for people like me.

      Mother’s words conjured uneasy dreams. For Eila’s entire life, before the fractures came, Waldron’s Gate had been populated by polite citizens and smart clothing. It’d been days at the Ministry of Manifestation and evenings on Rowley Row. The thought of all she had ever known reduced to ash was almost more than she could take.

      At least Mother had been able to offer her final words. They had parted on terms of understanding, mother assuring daughter that they were not enemies. But what of Father? Wherever Father had gone after he’d died — if he’d gone anywhere — did he still believe Eila to be misguided, malicious, and a threat to all he’d held dear?

      Where should I run? Eila had asked Mother with the core in her hands.

      The logic breaks apart. We do not know.

      Eila sighed, ignoring the last of Walker’s stares, and peered into the distance. It was noisy here. Prop drag or the belch of a boiler, either sound would explain what she thought she’d heard. The only voices belonged to her eleven exhausted and disillusioned compatriots.

      Not Mother’s, not Father’s, and not

      (HIS, coming through another core)

      that of anyone else.

      She shivered despite the sun. Eve had given her an Athenian shawl, supposedly able to warm a person even underwater. Eila pulled it around her now, trying to balance a moment of comfort with the need to survive.

      They’d encamped just off a broad, dry riverbed that turned out to be the major sightline for ferry shaw traffic. It meant that despite being in the middle of absolutely nowhere, they kept having to duck out of sight whenever shaws flew overhead. They’d tried to divert in a dozen different directions (anything to get away from all that air recon), but they ran into something undesirable whenever they tried: gangs of scavengers, mystics in cloaks who carried weapons in addition to staffs, once a team of Constable Law officers whose disguises fooled no one. For some reason the shaw route — and only the shaw route — was clear of such things.

      Travel was hard with the constant hide-and-seek disruptions, but the tinkerers, Jasper and Willoughby, had at least made hiding easy. Willoughby, with his Alterran skills, had turned a cache of lightweight scrap (a shaw’s stow compartment that’d broken loose and fallen from the sky, he supposed) into a massive mechanical umbrella that unfolded overhead on command. Jasper had converted the drained power cells from their long-abandoned dollies into what he called “electrostatic camouflage.” Between Willoughby’s expanding cover and Jasper’s ability to somehow make that cover invisible from above, hiding became as simple as slipping indoors ahead of a storm. That didn’t make it any less annoying, though, and slowed their progress to a crawl.

      “When is she coming back, do you think?” Eila had intended the question for whoever happened to answer, but only Walker was near enough to hear.

      “Who?”

      “Abbie. Obviously.”

      “You say ‘obviously’ like I’m an idiot.”

      Eila looked away and huffed.

      “I may be pretty, but I’m not an idiot,” he added.

      “Will you just stop?”

      “Stop what?”

      “Being like this. Feeling sorry for yourself.”

      “Just answerin’ your question, junior.”

      Eila didn’t want to talk to him. Not until his mood improved … as if that would ever happen. For any of them.

      “So now you don’t want an answer?” Walker said.

      “Oh, what? You have one now?”

      “Sure.” Walker gave her a disingenuous smile and a flip of long blond hair. “My answer is, ‘Who cares?’”

      Eila stood.

      “Too much cool for you over here, huh?”

      Instead of answering, Eila shoved a spotting scope Willoughby had given her into his chest. “Just watch the horizon.” Then she left before Walker could snark back.

      “Try not to let him get to you. He’s just afraid,” Cora said as Eila sat beside her.

      “Walker?”

      Cora nodded. “I know he’s insufferable, but arguing with him won’t do any good. He’s been this way since we came out of Pavilion. Same for Willoughby and Levi. It must be a lot, to suddenly have all this sky overhead.”

      That made Eila look up. A pair of ferry shaws passed in the distance on a perpendicular route — bound for Thestic, perhaps, where Eila hoped not to go. She didn’t want to admit it, but yes, she supposed a sky full of aircraft would make anyone agoraphobic after a life spent believing the world had a rock-topped ceiling. Maybe Cora had a point, but Eila didn’t want to heed it. She hated Walker a bit right now, but that was probably her own way of coping. Everyone was getting on everyone’s nerves. They were a bottle of shaken wasps, lost and furious with nowhere to go.

      Including you, she thought. You’re angry with Walker because he’s all you can be angry at. It’s either lash out or admit that you’re maddest at yourself.

      Cora, as she did more and more lately, seemed to read Eila’s mind more fluidly even than Eve. “I don’t suppose anything’s come to you. About where we’re headed.”

      Eila considered bluffing, but she’d done that since the beginning to no avail. She kept hoping an answer would come from nowhere and she wouldn’t have to admit she had no clue, but so far there’d been nothing. Mother simply said to get away, but didn’t say where.

      The core kept glowing, trying to harmonize with something nearby … and that meant it wasn’t dead enough to abandon. Until it grew inert, Eila would never let herself leave the core anywhere — not buried outside the Gate, not tunneled across to the asylum at Joffrey Columns where manifestations of the insane might obscure it, not handed to scholars in Thestic.

      The great city had been the last potential domino to fall. Until three days ago, Eila supposed Thestic was their best destination, but then they’d seen the caravans and heard, in an outlying village, that the church had declared a state of emergency. It typically stayed out of secular matters, but the church had saw the Blunderbuss as a fallen god. It made no sense. Thestic had always kept to itself … but now they were yet another pincer closing from the side.

      Aerohead? Yon? The way was so incredibly far and their group of pilgrims was on foot. Evergreen? She’d never have thought that one at the beginning but either she was growing desperate or her new, sideways logic suddenly made sense. If the Dark King Godwyn was real, and if Nova had been feeding him creatures from Alterra’s own Fog, then surely their destinies would collide now rather than later. Could she march them to the Alterran border, hire ships, and cross to the island? Meet Godwyn on her terms instead of waiting for the Dark King to find her on his?

      Do that, and you betray Mother and all she stands for. Do that, and Mother’s distraction, with the Pandora core, is useless. Like Father, her death will mean nothing.

      Eila shrugged at Cora. “I could really use your help, actually.”

      “It’s your decision to make.”

      “But you have the reasoning. You’re basically an Envoy now. You discovered the Novan plot. You saved me from myself.”

      “All true. But I don’t think ‘reason’ is what’s needed this time,” Cora replied with a wan smile.

      “Don’t tell me you believe in superstition now.”

      “I believe what my eyes and ears tell me. Palpatine Malvern knew what was under my bed and what would happen next. The logic, funny enough, is what tells me that logic isn’t enough.”

      “Maybe I need a divining rod.”

      “Maybe you are a divining rod.”

      That felt dire, but Cora smiled again. It was a joke … and might actually be funny if it didn’t sound true.

      Eila’s smile was thin and forced. They sat a moment, watching the far-off shaws.

      “I don’t know where we’re headed, Cora. I haven’t almost since we set out. I’m sorry. I kept thinking it’d come to me. What Mother said, it sort of implied …”

      Cora nodded. “I know.”

      “I’m hearing things. Feeling things.”

      “Good things?” She looked at Eila. “Of course not. Have you talked to Eve?”

      “Eve said she isn’t hearing anything.” A small laugh. “Maybe I’m losing my mind.”

      “I think it’s the core.”

      Eila waited. Cora continued.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about Eve’s story. Has Rabbit told you just how powerful you were in your Build cradle? He said he showed Juliette all sorts of graphs.”

      “And?”

      “I think the engine was, and remains, bonded to you. I think it’s always been bonded to you.”

      “How? Why?”

      “No idea. But the core is still warm, and glows when you hold it. From what Jasper says, the Mekka core didn’t start doing that until they got it near the Blunderbuss and Pandora cores inside the Ruby Room.”

      “I’m not sure I get what you’re saying,” Eila said.

      “The Athenian engine shut down on its own. It was Pandora’s idea — the engine itself. Eve said it just opened. It gave them the core. They didn’t have to take it.”

      “So?”

      “So what if that’s what happened with the Blunderbuss? We assumed the room opens when the engine shuts down, but what if that’s correlation, not cause and effect? Maybe it’s not that the Ruby Room opened because the engine was dying. What if went to sleep on its own, like Pandora? What if it opened the room for you on purpose?”

      “But Mother got there first, not me.”

      “Maybe Pandora wanted her to have its core from the same room.”

      Eila was confused. “We’re not talking about Pandora’s Ruby Room. We’re talking about the Ruby Room of the Blunderbuss. Don’t you mean, ‘Maybe the Blunderbuss wanted Mother to have Pandora’s core’?”

      But no. Ever since that massive dose of Crumble had changed her mind, Cora never tripped over her words. “Eve said that the Spindle is somehow at the center of every engine at once. We think it’s in one place, but it’s actually in another. Or it’s in many places.”

      Eila remembered Eve saying that, but she couldn’t wrap her head around it. The Spindle had been inside the Convenience, then inside the Opera House. And yet Eve argued that it was also inside the Blunderbuss … inside the Mekka … inside Pandora … all at the same time?

      Cora had analyzed the idea with her Envoy mind and found some pseudoscience that helped articulate it all … but articulation did not equal explanation. Scientific precedent or not, Eila couldn’t remotely understand.

      “So I got to thinking, what if it’s the same thing for the Ruby Room?” Cora said. “What if there’s really only one Ruby Room — a single, common area that seems to be in many places, but is actually a single location with many entrances? What if it was Pandora, not the Blunderbuss, that let Juliette inside?”

      “If there’s only one Ruby Room, where were all the other cores? Wellington said there were … how many engines?”

      “Ten,” Cora answered. “So you’d expect there to be ten cores in that room, unless others took them out, like we did with ours. We do know that somehow, Wellington’s people got the core out of the Mekka, but at least some of the other engines still work a little. But maybe the room presents itself differently depending on how you enter. Maybe, if you’d entered the same place through what they call the Spirit Engine in Biafra, you’d’ve seen⁠—”

      “But how⁠—?”

      “I don’t have all the pieces, Eila. It could be something with spaces that overlap without being truly in the same place.”

      Eila rubbed her forehead. “Stop. It makes my brain ache. You’re talking about magic.”

      “A lot of things seem like magic, if we don’t understand them.”

      Eila considered the Alterran legends. Waldron’s Gate broadcast to the largest cities, but most of the nation was rural or quasi-rural outlands that received no news of the cities whatsoever. Those who cared about such things said it was a kindness: the lack of bulletins allowed backwards places like Yon to keep their boorish customs. But knowing her mother’s department manipulated the entire country, Eila could smell a different truth.

      If the outlands received the same Gate propaganda, they might start thinking alike — and maybe realize that all their diverse places across the country were more similar than different. Then they might see that they’d been wronged and assemble.

      Together, all those outland folks could overwhelm Waldron’s Gate. Keeping them apart was less about diversity than containment.

      But because that hadn’t happened (intentionally, Eila was becoming sure), much of Alterra was still steeped in superstition and antiquated legends. Those near Aerohead firmly believed it was haunted. Those in Nascent swore the neighboring village was once home to elves of all things.

      That had all sounded so absurd until Eila met Eve, who had pointed ears and could breathe underwater. At least it had been until she’d learned of the Konan engine: the Grackle, which could supposedly reanimate the dead.

      A lot of things seem like magic if they’re things we don’t understand.

      Like voices on the wind.

      Like visions she’d had, of a black-haired stranger wearing a hood, silver balls dancing between his knuckles.

      “What are you saying?” Eila asked.

      “That maybe you’re supposed to have the Blunderbuss core. Only you.”

      “Okay.”

      “And that means that nobody but you can tell us where we’re headed … because only you have any idea where it wants to go.”

      Eila wished that it didn’t make sense. A minute ago she’d been unable to process Cora’s theories, but at least she had a reason to cast them from her mind. This conversation had started with Eila asking for help deciding where to lead the group, and in recent Cora fashion that simple query had devolved into circuitous logic.

      Stories and facts that Cora somehow felt were related in ways that Eila couldn’t follow. She wanted to hear it as rambling. But the new, Envoy-mind Cora did no such thing.

      “I wish Daw was here,” Eila said.

      “No you don’t.”

      “Daw would have opinions.”

      “Daw’s insistence on his opinions is the reason we’re in this mess.”

      “He had good intentions. He could lead.”

      “He could lead,” Cora agreed, “but he keeps questionable company these days.”

      Eila didn’t know what to think about that, either. Daw, Savannah, Genevieve, and the rest of the Guile had gone to the Doon after escaping Pavilion, but unlike Walker, Levi, and Willoughby, they were still there. Admiral Wellington had betrayed Eila once. Now he’d done it a second time, sending those soldiers with the Mekka core to try and sabotage the Blunderbuss.

      What was it like for Daw and the others now? Was the Doon still as it had been — Wellington maddeningly reasonable, Glew noble but insufferable? No matter how long she thought about it, Eila couldn’t parse good guys from bad. Prime Minister Morrison certainly wasn’t a saint. Constable Law had been her enemy for months now. Stensue was a militarized city in a nation that told its citizens they were alone in the world.

      Father had helped to Build a great and horrible machine known in whispered circles as the Implement. If Alterra was “good,” then why arm so carefully? Why had they hidden the truth, and enslaved Pavilion?

      But … were the Novans any better? Would Eila ever side with Wellington’s invasion, even against the likes of Morrison? Certainly not.

      Well, girl, Eila heard inside her head, the thoughts in Walker’s lilt because he was best at mocking her, sounds like you just ran out of sides to root for. Or against.

      That, at least, seemed to be the truth — a truth she’d have to discuss with Cora when she found time and energy enough to hear the answer. Alterra was good and bad. Nova was good and bad. So forget about where Eila’s group was going; the real question was why they were going anywhere.

      Forget what’s best for Alterra. Forget what’s best for Waldron’s Gate, or Pavilion. Think only of what’s best for me. For Mother. For us, right here and now.

      Cora waited, watching Eila process.

      She looked across the group. There were a dozen of them, including Eve, who Eila’s gut told her was on the right side.

      Where would Eve want to go?

      Eila thought back, now, on the moment she’d emerged from the Room. She’d been sure of Eve’s fury. They came for the Pandora core and Eila had let it slip away? The Athenian would be livid.

      And yet she’d said nothing. Why?

      Because there’s always a Plan B. For Mother in Decorum and the Archive, and for Athenia — a country patient enough to become a new species.

      The Archive. Athenia. Mother. Eve.

      Why did those concepts want to clot together in Eila’s mind?

      She felt sure that Eve hadn’t lied to her, but was likewise growing sure that the Athenian also hadn’t told the whole truth.

      Don’t ask her. Not yet.

      Eila should heed her intuition. Cora wasn’t the only one whose mind had changed — who could and should trust what she was becoming. The day she’d fought through the Fog was the one when she’d stopped feeling like a user of the Blunderbuss, and started feeling like its missing piece.

      She glanced at Brampton, sitting cross-legged on a boulder to polish one patent-leather shoe. They had only the clothes on their backs, and despite attempts at showering and laundering, the stench was growing closer to unbearable. Yet he was somehow clean, shaven, wearing his still-starched shirt with his suit jacket tossed on a sledge pulled by the automaton, Savant Vonner. He looked arrogant even from here, not yet humbled by their journey. Eila could hear his silent judgment.

      Think you’re part of the engine now, do you? Such an impetuous little brat.

      But judgment aside, Eila was starting to think she knew where to go. She’d always known. She’d simply dismissed it as indistinct, shooting so firmly from her hip. She’d been at the mercy of forces she couldn’t understand or control ever since her first dreams of Levi. Yet those forces had taken her where she needed to be … and maybe that meant it was time to stop fighting them, to accept that they might not be as alien as she sometimes thought. It was time to start allowing for the possibility that she, Eila, had been behind those forces all along.

      Somehow.

      Some way.

      Something didn’t want Eila’s group to leave the ferry shaw route, thwarting them every time they tried to steer away from their route, with the holy city of Thestic at its end. Maybe it was time to stop fighting and embrace what compelled them.

      Accept Thestic with its tens of thousands of eyes.

      “We can’t go to Thestic, or avoid it,” Eila told Cora.

      “So which do we do?”

      “Both,” she said.
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      The logicians worked with hand-cranked adding machines. With slide rules. With charts and texts and maps that were ancient enough to show Nova at its peak. A continent dominating the ocean instead of the land-ravaged archipelago it’d been reduced to. The logicians became inexpert tinkerers out of necessity, disassembling ancient machines to try and understand them as clockwork and steam. Only Juliette’s intervention kept them from disassembling the Perturbance, which had stopped ticking and spitting its endless rolls of narrow paper as the Blunderbuss fell. Taking it apart wouldn’t help; its cogs worked on something other than gears and springs. And then where would they be, if the great engine ever returned to glory?

      They had always presumed the engine as their silent accomplice, pretending they’d always have their ally, no matter how bad things became. The strain of realization was showing. Everything worked differently now … or didn’t work at all. They were staring at dead machinery. A piece or two had even disappeared. Callie, the Junior Curator, was at the Opera House when the Blunderbuss died and announced upon her return that the Spindle had vanished in a blip.

      The logicians, ironically, had seen this coming. But of course they were as weak and lazy as the rest of Alterra. They’d prepared only mechanically and were now limping forward with dulled instincts and blunted tools. Pompous emperors without any clothes.

      “I keep telling you, Blunderbuss or no Blunderbuss, I need predictions!” Juliette had shouted upon entering the bunker that fateful day. She’d had the unwieldy purse containing Pandora’s core over one shoulder and her expensive shoes, black with soot and grease, in her hand. “You should have been preparing. You should have known you couldn’t rely on the machines it Built for you! You should have taken the measures I’ve been telling you to take for ages! Hang your excuses! I don’t care how you get them — I need predictions! NOW!”

      But of course her demands went unanswered. The Archive was facing the moment it’d been formed to address as a lame duck. Predict doom, then be unprepared upon its arrival. Bah. Parliament could have done that much.

      The logicians’ failure must stem from denial. They hadn’t wanted to consider this worst of all scenarios. She even understood. No other entity in Alterra had the knowledge required to tackle a catastrophe this terrible, but that was far from saying the Archive could handle it.

      A complete shutdown meant the end of everything. Nobody had expected an apocalypse … or perhaps more accurately they sort of had, but those plans were like setting a table at ground zero. The Archive’s less-dire contingency plans (the ones that had a chance) required cooperation from the Blunderbuss — or perhaps permission was a better word.

      The logicians were always ready to relocate, and ever since the backwash began to flood Pavilion (and then the upstairs Ministry, which rumor said had boiled with charioteers made of thick black smoke), they’d had their bags packed. The little show that allowed Tillet Morrison to believe he’d usurped Juliette and taken over the Archive had gone well. So far as she knew, the Prime Minister still believed he was running everything. Of course by then they’d replaced the Archive’s machines with Built duplicates, the real works relocated through a process Juliette knew would work but didn’t pretend to understand. The new bunker they now called home had been functional and staffed by the time she arrived, and a select few had remained behind with Morrison as requested … though Juliette was amused to hear that when the Blunderbuss heaved its final breath, the Prime Minister rushed off to spend a few hours in a concrete bunker of his own.

      It’d gone so well at the beginning of the end. Juliette should have known it wouldn’t stay rosy. With the worse-case scenario in effect, everyone in the relocated Archive was doing their best to appear busy with useless tasks. Pretending for many was keeping them sane.

      Juliette had done her best. It’d been a while since the shutdown and her leadership had held the faltering ship together thus far. But if she didn’t admit now that the Archive had nothing to offer, there was no chance left for Alterra.

      Something had to change … and so just this morning, Juliette had changed it.

      The relocated Archive was a skeleton crew in both personnel and equipment. The new Waldron’s Gate had become a place of ruin and disorder, and that had necessitated turning entire Decorum Beautification Reserves into roving IAI teams: Investigate And Infiltrate. With all the traffic into and out of Pavilion, there was little chance of maintaining order — or even sanity — in the city, so IAI settled for research and triage instead.

      They’d turned law officers to pacification squads, then hoodwinked a fractured and frightened Parliament into reassigning Constable Law to riot control, keeping them out of Decorum’s way. But with half of her people out in the city extinguishing literal and figurative fires, Juliette had half as many minds on the national disaster. The logicians were useless, and without them Decorum could only tread water.

      This was no longer about Alterra. Now it was about all of Terra: the whole dagged globe.

      “You,” she’d said about an hour ago, before heading out.

      The logician had looked up at her, hair perfectly styled, eyes too wild for his face. Logicians were never distracted. For them, the world was deterministic. For these people, surprise was worse than death.

      “Yes,” the man muttered before summoning composure. Then: “Yes, Curator?”

      “I need a forecast on me crossing to the Doon.”

      “The Novan ship?”

      “Do you know another Doon?” she snapped.

      “Yes. I mean no. Of course. I’m sorry. Right away, Curator.”

      The man returned not ten minutes later, acting like a dog about to be beaten. “I’m sorry, Curator, we …”

      “You can’t give me a forecast.”

      She’d seen this coming. Logicians worked the opposite of most people, in that a fast answer never meant things were going well. Good predictions required time.

      But that wasn’t the only reason Juliette had pre-guessed the man. She’d spent those pointless ten minutes wringing her hands and pacing. The system was broken. The dead engine hadn’t just taken away all the computing power they needed for their guesses. The raw material was also gone, the state-of-the-world information upon which those guesses were based. They might as well be idiots tossing darts to determine their future. Or apes, flinging poo.

      “Um. No,” the logician told Juliette. “I’m sorry.”

      “Even with all your skills. All your smarts. All the manual tools we stockpiled for this exact contingency. You’re telling me that we saw this coming, planned and trained for it, had the engine make machines for us in case its native machinery went dark … and still you have nothing?”

      “If we at least had one side or the other, input or output, or if⁠—”

      “You can’t so much as tell me if it’s safe to cross to the Doon? You can’t give me even the tiniest clue what will happen if I go there?”

      “Wellington’s behavioral profile suggests he might be willing to listen.”

      “His behavioral profile,” she repeated.

      “Um …”

      “This behavioral profile.” Juliette picked up a folder full of papers.

      “Um, yes …”

      “This behavioral profile that I wrote.”

      “Well …”

      She threw it at him. Loose papers exploded in a cloud. Those nearby pretended not to notice. “Do you know where the closet is?”

      Her non-sequitur seemed to throw him. “The closet?”

      “You’re familiar with closets, aren’t you? Narrow rooms where things are stored: clothes, supplies, paperwork you can’t yet destroy. The closet. You grew up in a house with closets, did you not?”

      “Yes, Curator.”

      “Then go there.”

      “Okay.” He looked toward the closet. “And?”

      “Get a mop.”

      “A mop?”

      “Then go topside and use it.”

      He wasn’t understanding. “And gather information? You mean, like, put an ear to the ground?”

      “I mean mop. There’s plenty up there for all of you to stay busy. Oil, filth from upturned flower beds, maybe blood. So much to mop in Waldron’s Gate these days, and Crown knows you’re not good for anything else.”

      Juliette had stormed out after that, stopping only long enough to change into black slacks, heavy black shoes, and a plain grey long sleeve beneath a hooded sweatshirt on top. The work uniform of agents pretending to be Rapscallion Scamp, and all she had on hand. Juliette hated dressing like a man, but doing so would serve her in the coming days and weeks, if she was as through with Curator duty as she imagined. The Academy taught its girls to fight in petticoats and heels, but she was out of practice.

      Fury protected her for the first ten minutes after leaving the Archive. For those minutes she was righteous and angry at the blubbering incompetence. But then Juliette began to question her actions. Should she have blamed them? Should she have left them behind, now that she was as rogue as any fallen agent before her? They should have prepared, but in truth nobody had seen the full collapse coming. Nobody. They’d known it might wobble and perhaps power down, but the Blunderbuss had more than powered down; the great engine desiccated and opened its innards like the last breath of a dying seed pod.

      Only a tiny percentage-prediction suggested anything this total and sweeping might come — this depth of dormancy from the engine. The Historium, when last she’d seen inside it, supposed that all engines, dormant or not, retained a small amount of ability. Even Pandora still cast a tiny light, despite its missing core. Teams of Novan scavengers sat around the similarly coreless Mekka waiting for that leftover power to swell enough for them to summon a few smaller Builds — weapons, mostly. Similar to the order of monks in Kazmier sitting around that continent’s dead engine awaiting its belch. So Juliette — and the logicians — had always assumed that the Blunderbuss would never fail completely.

      It wasn’t anybody’s fault that it hadn’t worked — not the Decorum heads, not the central logicians … certainly not the hapless kid she’d attacked with papers. She had stormed off rashly, and that was unwise because she needed a cool head now more than ever. But Juliette also knew her die had been cast. Maybe she’d return to the Archive after this errand, but something told Juliette that she had cut a primal cord between them. Storming out had been her way of announcing to the universe that she was finished with failed predictions and botched preparation.

      Anger was protective. Whenever she stopped being angry, fear crept in. And that was an emotion she could not allow. So she made her way on foot, preparing her mind for all that was coming.

      Juliette arrived at the Fog with the feeling of a taunt. Her eyes stared into the swirling mist, her mind daring the things within it to come and get her. She ordered the terror away. Juliette, more than most of Alterra, knew that nightmares were harmless in a natural mind. They flitted behind a thin skein of bone and evaporated, neutered, upon waking. But the Fog was nightmares made real, and of course Parliament had weaponized it.

      And now, facing the Fog, denying her fear felt wrong.

      Be afraid now, Juliette. At least that way you’ll be prepared when they eat you.

      But instead she marched on, stupidly bold, barely pausing at the Fog’s border. Her courage became self-reinforcing: She’d marched bravely in, so that must mean she was actually brave. And her courage must have a reason … and so therefore, she was safe.

      Circular logic. It’s not true. You must keep moving or suffer the loss of your wits and your life — same as anyone else.

      But no demons came and her way remained easy. The Fog was half-dispersed — swirled off to Evergreen to fuel Godwyn’s army, she supposed. Amid this lack of threat, her bravado felt excessive. It suddenly embarrassed her. Juliette realized she wanted to find horrors. Their absence meant the border was nearly breached. A neutered Fog meant that Alterra’s perimeter lay unprotected. The war would come, and this time the Archive had no way to stop it, save a lone woman with nothing left to lose.

      She marched on. The Fog cleared without incident.

      Soon Juliette caught sight of the flat chrome edge of the Doon in the distance. She stopped, remembering the heavy thing still inside her pack. It wouldn’t do to march aboard the enemy’s ship holding an engine core. Even if they couldn’t sense its energy without the Mekka’s core to resonate with, she could still be searched.

      So she backtracked. A few paces into the Fog she found a big ugly tree whose shape made it impossible to miss. She triangulated against the Doon and the shore, looking from one to the other and then to the tree until its location was a certainty within her. Then she did the most low-tech, low-espionage, low-Decorum thing she could think of with one of the planet’s most important objects and buried it among the exposed roots, hiding her treasure like a dog with a bone.

      She stood and brushed dirt from her trousers. Too late, it occurred to her that Wellington would wonder why Juliette was dressed as she was, and if her discomposed appearance would reveal either her intentions or her desperation. Within twenty paces, she realized it didn’t matter. The sentries watching the shoreline beyond the Fog were both Flock, not Novan Fleet, female and somehow in even less proper attire than Juliette, with their pant legs looking like they might have been painted on.

      “I want to see the admiral,” she told the first of the soldiers — a tiny woman with throwing stars in her belt.

      “I want you to turn around and get on your knees,” the woman replied.

      “It’s important.”

      “Yes,” said the unsmiling soldier. “It is.”

      Juliette looked to the second, who was holding a large weapon not unlike an extended dragon pistol, only without the belled end, her face impassive and unimpressed. So, after a moment of stares, Juliette did as the first soldier asked.

      Then, in a series of moves that came automatically and without thought, the first soldier was on the ground behind her, both arms broken, and the second was pinned to a tree by her skin, using two throwing stars from the first woman’s cache.

      Juliette stood and brushed herself off. To both soldiers, she said, “I want to see the admiral.”

      A huge man rushed onto the gangplank holding a conveyance-sized weapon just in time to hear Juliette’s request. He looked at the two moaning sentries, then at Juliette. She readied herself, but he simply eyed her in baffled awe and muttered, “Come with me, then.”

      They walked past the ailing soldiers as medics rushed them. They climbed the gangplank and through the Doon’s primary corridor. Flock and Fleet, lounging in bunk rooms, rose to form a mute and wide-eyed gauntlet through which the giant led her. They might or might not know who she was, but they knew she was not one of them. Friend? Foe? Her actions today would determine the difference.

      The air was cool, its very essence impregnated with a slight metallic tang she could taste at the back of her tongue. Juliette had never seen the inside of a Novan craft. There was much written about them in the Historium, but viewing it (when permitted) wasn’t exactly like looking at pictures. Experiencing the Doon with her eyes was unlike the bones-deep experiential sense the Historium blasted into a person’s head. Seeing it all in person, Juliette was struck most by the Novans’ coldness. It radiated from every flat surface and the blinking of every tiny light: a sense of austerity and emptiness that wasn’t normal in Alterra.

      The Historium had, of course, chronicled Nova’s past in that same deep-memory experiential way, so Juliette knew where all this shiny stuff had come from. She was seeing rocks and minerals — repurposed so thoroughly by the Mekka that today there was little of the nation’s landmass left. A stark reminder that nothing ever came from nothing. The Mekka had mined Nova’s land while the Blunderbuss had mined dreams.

      Nothing is free. Everything — truly everything — comes at a cost.

      Was it true of Athenia? The fate of empires might rest on the answer.

      A rough hand grabbed Juliette by the shoulder.

      “I know you,” said a voice full of gravel.

      She turned, looked at the hand, and refrained from twisting its owner’s head off like a bottle cap. This was Glew, she knew from Morrison’s intel. Executive officer, second in command of the Doon, and half of Wellington’s brain, according to the logicians. The admiral was leadership and Glew strategy. Decapitating Glew would neuter Nova’s battle position from a strategic perspective, but even if Juliette saw violence as the answer here, she would never start with Glew.

      The Novans were biding their time, content to play a smart game on Glew’s command. But with the Blunderbuss down and the Fog boiling off to Evergreen, anyone could storm in. If she angered the Novans, they’d invade anyway … and with much less focus, damage control, and restraint.

      Glew, as chief antagonist, was ironically Alterra’s last line of defense.

      “And I know you,” Juliette said.

      “You’re her mother.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Eila Doyle’s mother. Our spies
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