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            Chapter One

         
         Kreya always wore her coat with many pockets when she went out to steal bones. As she pulled it on, she inhaled the familiar
            dusty smell. The leather had faded from brilliant blue to indistinct gray, and the hems were frayed, but then, after all this
            time, she felt faded and frayed too.
         

         
         She checked the pockets:

         
         Empty.

         
         Empty.

         
         Empty.

         
         Bear claw, with knuckle bone.

         
         She drew it out and examined it. A fracture ran from the knuckle to the tip of the claw. Worse, the carving for strength was
            cracked and the inlaid gold had fallen out. “Useless,” she muttered at it. She tucked it back in its pocket anyway. In another
            pocket, she found a talisman carved from the femur of a mountain sheep, bearing the symbols for steadiness. The grooves were
            worn but intact. Can’t weather an avalanche with this, she thought, but okay for a climb. “You’ll do,” she told it.
         

         
         She patted more pockets, stopping when she found a third talisman, marked for stealth, and a fourth for strength. She found a few others, mostly drained or damaged from overuse. She used to have hundreds of them—high-quality ones, not the cheap, ten-minutes-then-done variety—but over the years, her supplies had dwindled. She’d have to replace them soon. 

         
         But that required gold she didn’t have. A problem for later, she told herself. Right now, she had a task. She’d heard whispers of a death in the village of Eren, a child who had slipped
            off the edge of a cliff while chasing a stray goat and fallen on her neck. The body would be burned at dusk, which meant Kreya
            had four hours to cross the mountain, sneak into Eren, and position herself to liberate the beautiful bones before they were
            destroyed.
         

         
         She raised her voice. “Weather?”

         
         Gears whirred as one of her constructs—a birdlike part-metal-and-part-bone creation—hopped onto a windowsill. As wind whipped
            inside, it wobbled but didn’t fall. Papers on Kreya’s desk fluttered, and a quill was blown onto the floor. Reaching out a
            bony appendage, the construct snagged the weather monitor from the hook on the outside of the tower. As it turned to deliver
            its prize to Kreya, another burst of wind puffed into the room, and the skeletal bird tumbled off the sill. Kreya lunged forward
            to catch it, felt a muscle in her back twang, and missed. The construct crashed onto the stone, and a bone in its arm snapped.
         

         
         Squatting, Kreya scooped it up and cradled it. “You aren’t as spry as you used to be either, are you?” It whirred as it tried
            to right itself in her arms, but she cooed to it. “Calm, little one. Let’s see what we can do to fix you up.”
         

         
         Ignoring the fresh ache in her back, she carried the unnatural bird to her workbench, cleared a space with a sweep of one
            arm, and laid the construct down. It twisted its skull head to look at her with its empty eye sockets. She’d forgotten how
            long ago she’d made this one, but it had served her well.
         

         
         It whirred at her, the gears within its rib cage rotating. She’d added them to help its mobility—when she’d first created this construct, it had tried so hard to fly, but without flesh and feathers, it couldn’t. Once she added the gears, though, it could propel itself around the tower as fast as it pleased. Deftly, Kreya wrapped the snapped bone in a strip of bark and secured it with resin, smearing it liberally. The resin would harden after a day or so. “You be more careful.” 

         
         It spun its gears as if it were agreeing with her.

         
         Kreya was never quite certain how much her constructs understood—not much, her old teachers would have said—but that didn’t
            stop her from talking to them. She set the skeleton bird back onto the floor, and it hopped over to the fallen quill. It pecked
            at the feather, while she examined the weather monitor it had retrieved.
         

         
         Moisture, normal.

         
         Wind speed, normal.

         
         Stability, high.

         
         There hadn’t been a tremor on the mountain in weeks, which boded well for her journey. She left the monitor on the workbench,
            picked up the fallen quill, and sidestepped around the bird construct. It continued to peck at the carpet where the quill
            had been, adding yet another hole to the threadbare fabric.
         

         
         As she descended the spiral stairs, she paused on the third level to check on her husband. He lay, as always, carefully wrapped
            in white linens. “Tomorrow, we’ll watch the sun rise together,” she told him. “You’ll say something that will make me laugh,
            and I’ll make willow tea that you’ll ruin with too much honey. And then we can do whatever you want. Walk in the woods. Mend
            that step you’re forever tripping over. We’ll have time.”
         

         
         A construct made from a rag doll and animated with dog bones trotted over to his bed. It patted the linen sheets, smoothing them with its floppy hands. 

         
         “Keep an eye on him, please,” Kreya told it.

         
         She continued down the stairs, sidestepping another construct. She’d made this one to clean the tower, but it had malfunctioned
            months—was it years?—ago, and it scrubbed only a single step. Smooth and concave, that one stone gleamed like polished silver.
            Kreya hadn’t had the heart to remove the bones that animated the dutiful, broken creature, and it could be several more years
            before the last of its power finally wound down. “Beautiful work,” she told it.
         

         
         It made a noise like a purr.

         
         On the ground floor, she lifted the three iron bars that locked the door. She then stepped over the broken step that Jentt
            liked to complain about. Calling over her shoulder, she said, “Lock!”
         

         
         It took an extra minute for the bars, powered by bones, to lock back in place. She’d have to examine the mechanism when she
            had more time. It’s always about time, Kreya thought. How much you use, how much you waste, and how much you waste regretting the time you already wasted.

         
         She’d eaten up precious minutes in preparation, but there was still plenty of time left before dusk. She estimated the hike
            would take her three and a half hours. If she left now, she should arrive exactly on time. The sun was high between the peaks,
            casting a golden light on the gray rocks. Picking up her walking stick from beside the door to her tower, Kreya started on
            the path.
         

         
         Made by mountain goats, the path wound its way across the rocky face of the mountain before plunging into the pine forest that clung to the slope. Birds chirped cheerfully to one another, unconcerned with the lone hiker who was picking her way through their territory. They startled more when a cable car rattled across the open void between two of the nearest peaks. Kreya halted where she was, hidden within the pines, until the contraption was safely out of sight. Of course it wasn’t forbidden to walk at such an altitude, but it was unusual enough to be memorable, and it was safer if Kreya’s passage wasn’t memorable. 

         
         She knew Jentt would have been surprised at how cautious she’d become, but she’d learned her lesson. A cautious bone worker
            was one who got to see another day.
         

         
         The last bits of fall were clinging to everything: the aspen leaves were as golden as candle flames, the fallen leaves crunched
            under her feet, and the berry bushes were heavy with the final fruit of the season. Squirrels and rock mice skittered everywhere,
            stocking up for winter. Up on the rock faces, wildflowers clung to the crevasses, not yet blanched by frost, and the wild
            goats nibbled at them, their legs splayed for balance. As she hiked, Kreya tried to enjoy all the beauty around her, but her
            thoughts kept drifting back to her goal: the village of Eren.
         

         
         She hadn’t set foot in Eren in five years, and she hoped the villagers had forgotten her, or assumed she’d died in the wilderness.
            It would be best if she didn’t have to use the stealth talisman until absolutely necessary. She wasn’t certain how much power
            was left in it. Talismans always burned out far more quickly than her constructs did—the former powered living flesh, while
            the latter were made from inanimate objects, which made the difference.
         

         
         Exactly three and a half hours later, as the sun danced lower across the cliffs and crags, Kreya halted at the edge of the forest and looked down on her destination. Charmingly picturesque, the village was nestled on a meadowed slope, framed by pine forest. A mix of stone and wood, the buildings were brightly painted reds, blues, and yellows, with brilliant white trim—as if in defiance of the gray stone mountains all around them. 

         
         Once, when she and Jentt had first talked about being together forever, they’d discussed living in a place like this. Jentt
            had liked how the neighbors all seemed to look out for one another, making sure even the weakest made it through the winter
            storms and the avalanches and the earthquakes, and Kreya had liked how even the vivid paint color seemed to be saying fuck
            you to the gray mountains. Later, though, after the war, Kreya couldn’t bear to live so close to other people. It reminded
            her too much of everything she couldn’t have.
         

         
         She lurked within the pine trees now, watching the village for a few moments. All the inhabitants would be gathering by their
            Cliff of the Dead for the ceremony, but she saw no movement on the streets or between the houses. They must already be there. Am I too late?

         
         She didn’t smell or see smoke, and the sun had only just touched the edge of the western mountains. The ridgeline glowed orange.
            As she skirted around the village, she heard pipes playing: at least six or seven musicians of varying skill playing slow
            and sweet melodies that wove together in a gentle lament. Her fingers moved in the pattern of the notes. She hadn’t played
            since childhood, but she remembered the feel of it, or at least her fingers did. Her heart was beating as fast as the heart
            of a bird, and she tried to let the familiar music soothe her. So far, no one had seen her, and she’d done nothing to alarm
            anyone even if they had.
         

         
         A flock of mountain sheep barely budged from their grazing as she passed them. Ahead she heard murmured voices, like a soft breath of wind beneath the music of the pipes. As she rounded the corner of a bright red barn, she saw the Cliff of the Dead before her: an exposed rock face stained by decades of smoke and ash, with the names of the dead carved into the rock. 

         
         As she’d suspected, all the villagers were gathered at the base of the cliff, pressed tightly together. Kreya identified the
            relatives of the dead girl by their white scarves—the color of winter, the color of death.
         

         
         Seeing the white, Kreya wanted to flee. I shouldn’t be here.

         
         These people had lost a loved one. A child. And she was about to intrude on their grief. Granted, if the stealth talisman
            worked as it should, they’d never even know. But that didn’t change the fact that what she was about to do was morally reprehensible.
         

         
         And illegal. Don’t forget that.

         
         There was a reason that the dead were always burned: so that no bone worker would ever be able to desecrate their legacy by
            using their bones for magic, as she planned to do.
         

         
         I can’t do this.

         
         Flattening against the barn, Kreya tried to calm her racing heart. She breathed in. Out. Methodically, she seized each of
            her thoughts:
         

         
         It’s wrong.

         
         Yes, it was. Both by the laws of Vos and by basic decency.

         
         It’s unfair. A child died! So much life unlived, dreams unfulfilled!

         
         Yes, it was unfair. But so was what had happened to her and Jentt.

         
         It’s not what Jentt would want.

         
         That stopped her for a moment. “The child’s already dead,” Kreya whispered, as if Jentt could hear her. “I didn’t cause it, and I can’t change it.” All she could change was whether the child’s end was merely an end, or whether it led to someone else’s beginning. 

         
         It was an undeniable tragedy. But if she could create good from it, wrestle joy out of sorrow, then that was forgivable, wasn’t
            it? Or at least understandable? Kreya pulled on her fire-resistant gloves, and then, reaching into two of her pockets, she
            withdrew the talismans for stealth and strength. She held one in each gloved hand.
         

         
         She felt calmer now. Ready.

         
         The pipe music stopped. A murmured voice, loud enough for the mourners to hear, but not loud enough to carry to where she
            hid, began to speak.
         

         
         She peeked around the corner of the barn. They were unwrapping the linen sheets from the body—it would be burned without the
            wrappings so all would see that the body was whole and intact. Until this moment, it would have stayed wrapped tightly and
            been guarded as if it were a treasure, which meant that this was her only opportunity.
         

         
         Smoke curled through the air. She tasted it as she inhaled, and she swallowed back a cough. Through the gaps between the villagers,
            she glimpsed the fire, growing at the base of the cliff.
         

         
         She’d have to time it right: strike after the body had begun to burn, when it was dry to the point of being fragile, but before
            the bones had time to succumb to the heat. She’d use stealth to slip through the crowd and then use strength to remove the
            limbs.
         

         
         If all went well, the family would never even know what she’d done. They’d see a blur that they’d mistake for smoke, and then
            it would be over. She’d steal as much as she could, and the flames would devour what remained, eliminating all evidence that
            she was ever there.
         

         
         Her death will give life, Kreya thought, trying to convince herself.
         

         
         One pipe began to play again, a mournful melody.

         
         She saw the flames leap higher and sparks fly up against the rock face as the body was placed on the pyre. The mourners embraced
            one another, and Kreya counted silently. One minute, two, three . . .
         

         
         She kept counting, the pipes kept playing, the mourners cried, and the body burned.

         
         Now.

         
         Breathing a word onto the stealth talisman, Kreya shot out of her hiding place, no more visible than a shadow. Her coat flapped
            around her, but she weaved through the crowd, moving with them as they spoke softly, words of sympathy and words of comfort—all
            words that Kreya had heard before, the kind of words that didn’t help anyone but had to be said because the silence was worse.
            A few mourners startled, feeling an unexpected breeze as she passed them, but their eyes darted all around, unable to see
            her.
         

         
         Zera always did make the best talismans, Kreya thought. She wished she could thank her old friend, but that would have required explaining what she’d been doing with
            the power. Also, it meant actually speaking with Zera, which she hadn’t done in twenty-five years.
         

         
         At the pyre, Kreya didn’t look at the girl’s face. She tried not to think of the corpse as a person at all. Just a collection
            of ingredients she needed to obtain. Whispering to the strength talisman to activate it as well, she shoved both into her
            pockets and then grasped the limbs she needed.
         

         
         The strength of a bear flooded through her, allowing her to yank.

         
         Snap!

         
         One arm bone broke, and she pulled a knife from one of her pockets—

         
         And the magic failed.

         
         She felt it sap out of her, the strength and the stealth simultaneously abandoning her. Around her, she heard the cries of
            the villagers:
         

         
         “Thief!”

         
         “Desecrator!”

         
         “Bone worker!”

         
         “Stop her!”

         
         “Grab her!”

         
         “Burn her!”

         
         She hacked at the shoulder, but without the bear strength, she didn’t have the force to slice through the burnt flesh. A hand
            grabbed her arm, and she pulled away, kicking behind her. She felt her foot make impact.
         

         
         She thought she heard Jentt shouting at her, inside her head: “Run, Kreya! Run!”

         
         Not without you! she cried back.
         

         
         Abandoning the shoulder, she hacked at the fingers. One snapped off under her blade. She shoved it in a pocket, and then she
            ran—not into the crowd, but instead around the pyre toward the Cliff of the Dead. As she ran, she yanked out the talisman
            for steadiness.
         

         
         Please, work!

         
         She whispered its word.

         
         Kreya didn’t slow as she ran straight toward the rock face.

         
         Fueled by the talisman, her feet stuck into the crags and nooks. She climbed as fast as she could. Glancing down, she saw the villagers below her. It was sacrilege to climb a Cliff of the Dead—none would risk angering their beloved lost ones. 

         
         But that did not stop them from throwing rocks.

         
         The first hit the stone beside her and shattered. She felt her grip slip. Don’t fail me! Continuing to climb, she pushed herself up higher and higher. Her arms began to shake, and her palms were sweating within
            the gloves. She didn’t know how long the talisman would last. It had been weak to begin with, and she was draining it fast.
         

         
         Another rock hit. Even closer.

         
         She kept climbing. She could see the top—

         
         The third rock hit between her shoulder blades. She cried out, but she made herself keep climbing. Another rock hit beside
            her. One grazed her ankle.
         

         
         Her fingers reached up and touched grass. Clawing at the soil, she kept pushing until she heaved herself over the edge. Panting,
            she lay there. Her arm muscles were screaming.
         

         
         Cheek pressed into the dirt and grass, she felt the ground vibrate. Quake? Or people—running up a path, toward the top of
            the cliff, toward her. She scrambled shakily to her feet. Reaching into her pockets, she felt for another talisman. Strength.
            Speed. Anything.
         

         
         Her fingers closed over the carved bear knuckle and claw, and she activated it with a whispered word. She felt cool relief
            flood through her body, and she had the strength to run.
         

         
         She fled into the pine forest, fueled by magic. Branches whipped against her, and Kreya felt a sting on her cheek as one bit into her. She reached up and touched wetness—blood. But she didn’t slow. She heard crashing behind her, the villagers chasing her, and she knew she couldn’t lead them straight to her tower, where Jentt waited for her. Her constructs couldn’t defend against a mob. Or, really, anything more dangerous than an errant cobweb—she hadn’t designed them for that. She’d counted on stone walls and isolation to protect her, but that wouldn’t hold against angry and determined mourners. 

         
         I’m sorry, she wanted to tell them. But I need her bones more than she did.

         
         She didn’t know if she’d even been able to salvage enough to make a difference, and she couldn’t check now. Her lungs burned,
            her legs ached, and the spot between her shoulder blades throbbed. Some of her pursuers were quite a bit younger, and they
            had rage to urge them on. Most of her rage had burned out years ago.
         

         
         But the bit she had left wasn’t going to fade.

         
         Kreya weighed her options. She knew the mountain as well as or better than these villagers who never ventured beyond their
            sheep pastures. If she had the right talismans—I should’ve been more prepared. She thought of the waste of all those beautiful bones, rich with power, burned to ash by now.
         

         
         What’s done is done. Now, focus!

         
         She heard the rattle of the cable car. For an instant, she imagined herself leaping from a cliff onto the top of it and riding
            it away from her pursuers. Maybe Jentt could have done that, years ago. He’d been capable of manipulating talismans to pull
            off amazing feats. She knew her limitations, though, and part of that was the lack of any usable talismans. Instead, she used
            the rattle of the cable car to hide the sound of her switching direction—she veered left, between the trees, crashing through
            branches without fear of being heard.
         

         
         Ahead she knew the path turned right, but instead she went straight toward a collection of rocks. Her lungs were screaming, and she was sure she’d pay for this tomorrow. Of course, that depended on whether or not she lived to see tomorrow. She knew what the people of Vos did to bone workers
            caught stealing human bones.
         

         
         She had no doubt the villagers had left the fire burning for her.

         
         Kreya saw the outcropping ahead of her. She forced herself to run faster, as the cable car rattled louder overhead. She spurted
            across a meadow and then ducked between the rocks.
         

         
         Shaking, she leaned flat against one rock. Her breath raked across her throat, and her vision became speckled with black dots.
            The world tilted, and she squeezed her eyes shut.
         

         
         Don’t faint. Not now.

         
         She heard her pursuers shout to one another as they crashed out of the woods. They’d reached the meadow. She didn’t know if
            any of them were good enough trackers to spot the direction in which she’d run. She knew she couldn’t count on incompetence
            to save her, though in her experience the incompetence of people was surprisingly reliable.
         

         
         Move, she told herself.
         

         
         She peeled herself off the rock where she’d been leaning, and she plunged deeper between the rocks, into the caves she knew
            were there. She’d discovered them several years ago, after being caught in a thunderstorm. She’d returned a few times to map
            them. It had kept her occupied one summer while she waited for news of a fresh corpse.
         

         
         Keeping her hand on one wall, Kreya hurried into the cave. As the evening light disappeared behind her, she slowed, picking
            her way deeper into the mountain.
         

         
         Shouts came from behind her, at the cave entrance.

         
         Kreya didn’t slow. The odds that the villagers knew these caves, that they’d risk entering without knowing if there were crevasses that could swallow them or unstable rocks that could fall and crush them, were low. She hadn’t seen anyone holding a lantern or torch. Their smartest bet would be to seal the cave entrance, she thought.
         

         
         If they caused a rockfall, then they’d either crush her or trap her. A sensible option. She didn’t know, though, if any of
            the villagers were thinking sensibly after the death of one of their children. But she couldn’t control what other people
            thought; she could only control what she did, and what she did was not stop.
         

         
         Left.

         
         Right.

         
         Right.

         
         Pressing against the rock wall, she skirted around a drop she knew was there. She slowed even more as the cave dipped downward,
            careful to keep her footing on the loose pebbles.
         

         
         Behind her, she heard a rumble and a crash.

         
         The villagers had collapsed the entrance after all.

         
         Smart, she thought. Just not smart enough.

         
         She followed the caves unerringly through the dark, until she saw a sliver of graying light ahead of her. Moonlight. Climbing
            over fallen rocks, she emerged into the night, many miles from the village.
         

         
         Standing, Kreya looked up at the moon, three-quarters full and heavy over the mountains, and the stars, splattered across
            the sky. She reached into her pocket and drew out the dead girl’s finger. It was only a sliver. Even less bone than she’d
            hoped.
         

         
         At best, it would give them a day.

         
         Ash flaked away and was caught by the wind and carried off the side of the mountain. Far below, the deadly valley that ran throughout Vos between the mountains was invisible, shrouded in shadowy mist. It would swallow the ash, eventually. Her hand closed around the tiny bit of charred flesh and bone. 

         
         All this—the wasted magic, the painful chase, the villagers’ rage, the ruined cave entrance. All of it for a single day.

         
         I’ll take a day, she thought.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Kreya cleaned the sliver of bone. She laid it in a box that had been made for jewels, closed the lid, and locked it. She then
            sank into a chair with a half sigh, half moan.
         

         
         As if concerned about her, the bird skeleton hopped around her feet.

         
         Peeling off her shirt, she twisted to view her back in the cloudy mirror on the table beside her. During the night, while
            she’d slept fitfully and uncomfortably, a vicious flower of purple had blossomed between her shoulder blades where the rock
            had hit. “Jentt will have questions about that,” she muttered.
         

         
         She eased her shirt back on, after checking to be sure the rock hadn’t broken skin. Or my ribs. Or lungs. Lifting her foot, she examined her ankle next. Another developing bruise, plus it had been skinned. Dots of blood had dried
            along the scrape. On the plus side, she felt whole, if achy. Her muscles would probably throb for days.
         

         
         If Jentt saw her like this . . .

         
         He’s seen me worse. Of course, that had been during a war, and he hadn’t exactly been sanguine whenever she’d been injured then.
         

         
         She should wait until the bruises faded and her muscles felt less like quivery goo. But it had been months since she’d spoken with her husband and had him answer, months since she’d been able to look into his eyes, months since she’d seen his smile. She didn’t want to wait any longer. 

         
         “And they say the young are impatient,” Kreya said to the bird construct.

         
         Patience, she decided, is for people unaware of their own mortality.

         
         She permitted herself a few more minutes of rest before propelling herself out of the chair. Shuffling across the room, she
            pulled several books from the shelf and piled them on her makeshift bed.
         

         
         After a few years of failing to sleep near Jentt’s body, she’d taken to sleeping in the library and had built a bed out of
            quilts and blankets that looked more like a nest than a proper piece of furniture. It was nestled in the corner of two bookshelves.
            In another corner was the stove where she prepared the bulk of her meals. Despite the size of the tower, this one room was
            where she spent most of her time. It was comforting to be surrounded by so many books, as if the past experience of all the
            authors could protect her from the unknown future. She loved the smell of the room, with that distinctive old paper and old
            binding-glue scent, mixed with dust. She’d spent years collecting these volumes. Many of them were one-of-a-kind. A few shouldn’t
            even have existed.
         

         
         Kreya reached to the back of the shelf, unlatched the hidden door, and pulled out a black metal box. Running her fingers over the lid, she couldn’t suppress a shudder. When she’d stolen these books, she’d planned to destroy them. Their author had poured everything he knew into his journals—knowledge he’d used to inflict horrors. No one knew she hadn’t burned them, though. Certainly no one knew she’d read them. Studied them. Found a way to use them. 

         
         Knowledge itself isn’t evil. It’s how you use it. And she had a very good use for it. Opening the box, she lifted out the top book.
         

         
         Given the atrocities committed by the author, the book should have been bound in human skin, for the sake of the appropriate
            level of melodrama. But it was ordinary cloth, as threadbare as the carpet, with scorch marks on the spine. The pages were
            stained and brittle, and Kreya turned them carefully. She’d pored over them so much that she had most of it memorized, but
            this was too important to trust to that. A mistake would be unforgivable, and she wasn’t taking any chances when it came to
            Jentt, especially when she had so small a bit of bone to work with.
         

         
         She read the words silently, mouthing each syllable. It was more complex than anything she’d learned through the Bone Workers
            Guild—“A perversion of our purpose,” the master teachers there would have said.
         

         
         “They’re not wrong,” Kreya told the skeleton bird, who was pecking at the carpet again, pulling stray threads as if prompted
            by a memory of worms. She let it continue, her focus back on the book. The techniques in it were not approved by any guild.
         

         
         In fact, the guild didn’t know they existed.

         
         As far as the guild was concerned, there were only three types of bone workers: bone readers, who used animal bones to reveal the future, understand the present, and glimpse the past; bone wizards, who created talismans out of animal bones that imbued their users with strength, speed, stealth, and other attributes; and bone makers, like Kreya, who used animal bones to animate the inanimate. Ships, weaving machines, cable cars . . . all the advances of the past few centuries had been fueled by bone makers. She could have had her pick of commissions after the war. Instead, she’d turned them all down, shut herself away in this tower, and devoted herself to studying these books. 

         
         Now she mouthed the words she’d need and then carefully closed the book, placed it back in the metal box, and returned it
            to its hiding place at the back of the bookshelf. While all knowledge could be dangerous in the wrong hands, Kreya considered
            it simple practicality to be extra careful with books written by genocidal maniacs. Especially books you’d sworn to destroy.
            It was just common sense.
         

         
         “Want to watch?” she asked the bird construct.

         
         It whirred its gears, confused by the question.

         
         “Come on.”

         
         It followed her down the stairs and into the bedroom where Jentt lay. Startled, three rag doll constructs climbed the curtains
            and scrambled onto the beams that crisscrossed the ceiling. They peered down with button eyes.
         

         
         “Such bravery,” Kreya said. “What would you have done if I were an intruder?”

         
         The three dolls stared down at her, chittering to one another in a language that, near as Kreya could determine, wasn’t a
            language at all. They were simply imitating sounds they heard, mashed in their cloth mouths.
         

         
         “Never mind. Stay there, if you like.” She pulled a tray next to the bed and set the jewelry box with the bone on it, beside
            her favorite knife.
         

         
         Only then did she let her eyes fall on her husband.

         
         He was clothed in linen sheets from head to toe. Gently, she unpinned them and pushed them back from his arms, his torso, his legs, and his face. It had been three months since she’d last woken him, and it showed. His cheeks were sunken, his skin gray, and his chest had collapsed so every rib was visible. She’d tucked sachets of lavender beneath the mattress to mask the stench, and she’d instructed her rag doll constructs to bathe him daily to keep him free of maggots and other indignities of death, but that only did so much. 

         
         “You look terrible,” she told him. “Never wear gray.”

         
         She reached for the knife and realized her hand was trembling. Glaring at it, she held her wrist steady until it stopped.
            She’d overused her muscles climbing that rock face, even with the talisman helping her.
         

         
         I really should wait, she thought.
         

         
         But looking at her husband’s gray-toned face, she knew she wouldn’t.

         
         Closing her hand over the knife’s handle, she lifted it up and, in one swift movement, sliced her palm. She winced at the
            sting but didn’t take her eyes off her husband’s face. Squeezing her hand, she made blood well into her fist, then she laid
            down the knife and opened the jewelry box with her uncut hand. She smeared her blood onto the bit of bone.
         

         
         “Take my day, take my night, take my sunrise, take my life.” She lifted the bit of bone, stained with her blood, and then
            took the knife again and sliced over her husband’s heart.
         

         
         It didn’t bleed.

         
         She pressed the bit of bone into his flesh and then covered the wound with her bloody hand. “Take my breath, take my blood.
            Iri nascre, murro sai enri. Iri prian, murro ken fa. Iri sangra sheeva lai. Ancre murro sai enzal. Iri, iri, nascre ray.”
         

         
         The bit of bone dissolved with her words, melting into his flesh like sugar in water.

         
         Outside, the wind hit the tower, and the windows shivered. The rag doll constructs crooned to one another in their senseless
            language. Kreya felt a shudder run through her body. It was hard to breathe, but she made herself hold still, her hand pressed
            to Jentt’s chest as the bone magic spread through him. Her muscles began to shake.
         

         
         See, I was right, she thought. I should have waited. One night’s sleep wasn’t enough recovery time for this drain. The drain of a magic that she wasn’t supposed to use, that wasn’t
            even supposed to be possible . . .
         

         
         But she locked her knees and didn’t sag.

         
         Beneath her hand, his body began to change. It plumped as the flesh was restored. She felt his heart—a stutter and then a
            steady beat. Blood began to flow through his veins, and the gray faded from his skin.
         

         
         She’d never been able to grant life to any of her constructs. That wasn’t how it worked. A bone maker’s magic only animated
            them. But this . . . this was different. She wasn’t giving him the power of the bone like she did with constructs. Here she
            was using the bone to give him what was inside her. That was the key, and the secret, of the resurrection spell.
         

         
         For each day he lived again, she would live one day less.

         
         Worth it, she thought. A thousand times worth it.

         
         His face was his own again, with flesh thick and healthy over his bones. It wasn’t the illusion of life. It was life itself.
            Restored. She waited, barely breathing, for his eyes to open. At last, they did. He blinked them open, looked at her, and
            then looked beyond her.
         

         
         “Fuck, those things are creepy,” Jentt said.

         
         She twisted to look up at the rafters, where now five of her rag doll constructs peered down at them. “Useful, though. Especially when you’re indisposed.” 

         
         “Oh? Is that what we’re calling it now? ‘Indisposed’? Like I ate a bad fish?”

         
         “You looked like a bad fish.”

         
         “Nice.” He pushed himself, slowly, gingerly, up to sitting, and looked down at his chest, which was streaked with a thin smear
            of blood. He wrinkled his nose. “And I assume the smell of rotting fish is me, too. Sorry. Is there time for a bath?”
         

         
         Kreya’s heart gave a little lurch. She knew what that question really meant: How long will I live this time? She wished she didn’t have to answer. Her mouth felt dry as she tried to formulate the words to tell him as gently as she
            could.
         

         
         She didn’t have to tell him. He read it in her face. He guessed, “An hour?”

         
         “A day. If we’re lucky.”

         
         “A day,” he repeated, then he smiled at her and covered her hand with his. “I’ll take a day.” The look in his eyes made her
            feel more alive than she’d felt in months. She smiled back, and all the lonely hours and days fell away. He added, “And I’ll
            take a bath.”
         

         
         She helped him stand. His balance wasn’t the best after he first woke, but the spell had returned all his muscles—he’d be
            able to walk on his own in minutes.
         

         
         “What time is it?” he asked.

         
         “Nearly dawn.”

         
         “Excellent. So we can watch the sunrise together. Unless it’s raining. Or snowing. What time of year is it?”

         
         Again, he wasn’t asking the key question, which was, How long was I dead?

         
         “It’s fall,” she said. “Same year.” He leaned on her as they hobbled across the room, and she hissed as his hand touched the bruise on her back. 

         
         He stopped. “You’re hurt.”

         
         “I had some challenges.”

         
         “Do I want to know?”

         
         “You really don’t.” She hoped that would be the end of it. She didn’t want to spend his one day of life arguing about whether
            she took too many risks for him. “I used up most of the remaining talismans—”
         

         
         “I told you their power diminishes with use—”

         
         “Are you seriously saying ‘I told you so’? Because I did not wake you in order to listen to a sanctimonious lecture about
            how you were so much more careful than I am when you’re the one who got himself killed.”
         

         
         He fake-staggered as if her words had wounded him. She sagged as his weight shifted and then shrugged him off. He was strong
            enough to stand on his own. Arms crossed, an exaggerated frown on her face, she waited while he righted himself. “You know
            it’s only that I worry about you,” he said. “Or I would worry, if I weren’t so busy decomposing.”
         

         
         “Very funny.”

         
         “You’re smiling.”

         
         She was. She couldn’t help it. He was alive again! Following him down the stairs, she watched him pause when he reached the
            cleaning construct.
         

         
         “Good work,” he told it.

         
         It purred.

         
         She smiled again. My Jentt.

         
         Sidestepping the construct, he let himself into the bathroom. She washed her hands and bound her cut with clean cotton—she’d have another scar to add to her collection, a spiderweb-like array on her palm—while he filled the bath. The water came from a tank of rainwater collected at the top of the tower and traveled through pipes, warming as they passed the stove. If you wanted a hot bath, you could boil individual pots of water, but this worked well enough for a lukewarm soak. She’d stolen the idea from the guild headquarters in Cerre. They’d had far larger stoves, furnaces, that heated the water more effectively, but she was still proud of her contraption. Jentt had helped her install it a few years ago, when he’d lived for a full month. 

         
         He undressed and submerged himself in the bath. She watched him bathe, drinking in the sight of him, which, she thought, was
            probably as creepy as the rag doll constructs watching him come back to life. Stopping her ogling, Kreya crossed to the window
            and opened the bathroom shutters.
         

         
         Outside, it was predawn gray. Lemon yellow teased at the ridges of the mountains.

         
         “You know I’m naked, don’t you?” Jentt asked. “What will the neighbors think?”

         
         “You know we have no neighbors.” She loved how easily she slipped back into saying “we.” She rolled the word around in her
            mind: We, we, we. Leaning out the window, she inhaled. It was perfect crisp fall air, smelling of pine.
         

         
         “The birds might be scandalized.”

         
         She heard water splash and knew he was climbing out of the tub. He padded across the floor, and she felt his arms wrap around
            her waist. “Should we scandalize them properly?” she asked.
         

         
         He laughed softly and kissed her neck.

         
         They made love on the bathroom floor. He didn’t say a word about the bruise on her back, but he was gentle. She loved him all the more for that. 

         
         Outside, the sun rose.

         
          

         At sunset, they climbed to the top of the tower and leaned side by side against the water tank to watch the sun kiss the western
            mountains. Golden light spread over the slopes, while half the mountains were already in shadows.
         

         
         “You can’t keep doing this,” Jentt said, “especially without working talismans.”

         
         “I’ll get more talismans.”

         
         “How? You haven’t taken a commission in . . . Years? It must be years. Have you even been asked? Does anyone know you’re here,
            or do they all assume you’ve joined me in the great silence?”
         

         
         Kreya didn’t answer that. Instead, she leaned her head against his shoulder. The sun was staining the sky a burnt amber, and
            the rocks were glowing rose. “I’ll find a way.”
         

         
         “You’ll get yourself killed.”

         
         “Not if I’m careful.”

         
         “You need someone to watch your back. When I’m dead, do you speak to anyone? Anyone at all? Because I feel a hermit vibe from
            this tower that wasn’t there a decade ago.”
         

         
         “I haven’t hosted a dinner party in a while, if that’s what you’re asking. Last time I invited all the woodland creatures,
            but the squirrels trashed the library. I won’t even describe what the raccoons did.” She kept her voice light but couldn’t
            bring herself to look at him. It was going to happen any time now. She’d seen the weakness in him as they’d climbed the last
            set of stairs. His arm was limp around her.
         

         
         “Please tell me you’re joking.”

         
         “Half the guests left in a huff because I served venison.”

         
         “You need to let me go.” He kissed her silver hair, and she felt his breath warm on her scalp. “Leave this place. Be around
            living people again.”
         

         
         “You’re living.”

         
         “You know this can’t last forever.”

         
         She knew far better than he did. But she wasn’t going to say that out loud. “All I need are enough bones, and it can last.
            Not forever. But enough.” She wondered if it would ever be enough, or if everyone, when they died, felt their life was too
            short, too fast, too unfair. Turning her head, she studied his profile. He was watching the sun spill onto the mountain ridge.
         

         
         “So we’re hoping for a natural disaster? Earthquake? Avalanche?” His voice was light, and she knew he was joking. Her Jentt
            would never want any harm to befall anyone.
         

         
         “Body recovery would be difficult. How about a plague?”

         
         He nixed that. “Chance of contagion. How about a war?”

         
         “Already did that.” Kreya touched his cheek. “I didn’t like what it cost me.”

         
         “But if we’re noncombatants this time . . .” His voice failed him as the joke ceased being funny to either of them. He swallowed.
            She felt his breath shudder against her.
         

         
         Gently, she said, “It’s time to go downstairs.”

         
         “I’d hoped—” He stopped. Tried again. “To see. The sun. Set.”

         
         “When you wake again, we’ll watch sunset after sunset until you’re sick of them.” She helped him to his feet. We waited too long, she thought. They stumbled toward the stairs. He fell against the doorway.
         

         
         “Open windows. Please. I want. To see it. Tonight. In case, last time.”

         
         Haltingly, they stumble-walked down the stairs. She guided him into the bedroom. His jaw opened and closed as if he wanted to say more, but speech had left him. With her assistance, he lay down on the bed, on top of the linen sheets. She kissed his forehead, his nose, his lips. 

         
         She then crossed to the window and opened it.

         
         A drop of sun remained. Blood red on the ridgeline. Above, the sky was a fierce orange, and the rocks gleamed like bronze.
            “See? We didn’t miss it.” Kreya turned back to Jentt as she spoke those words.
         

         
         He lay lifeless on the bed.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Kreya stood by the window, her back to the bed, while the rag dolls wrapped her husband in the linen sheets. The night breeze
            smelled sweet. Closing her eyes, she breathed it in and tried not to choke on the loneliness that burned in her throat. Her
            hands curled into fists.
         

         
         Behind her, the dolls murmured to one another, and Kreya wanted to scream with every cell in her body. But she didn’t. She
            merely stood, eyes shut, facing the window, as her constructs finished covering his body.
         

         
         Every time he died again it was harder to take. This can’t go on, she thought. Not emotionally. And not practically, since she was out of talismans. She couldn’t steal more bones without
            them.
         

         
         Jentt had joked, but he was right: they needed a natural disaster. Nothing else would provide both the quantity of bones she
            needed and enough chaos to steal them. But it was too terrible to hope for the deaths of many to save the life of one, and
            as badly as she missed Jentt, she couldn’t wish that fate on anyone.
         

         
         I don’t want anyone to have to feel like this.

         
         There had been so much loss already. She’d seen it firsthand twenty-five years ago. In the Bone War. Hundreds had died at the hands of Eklor’s grotesque army before Kreya and Jentt’s team began their final attack. We’ve already had a war in my lifetime. I’d never wish for another.

         
         So much death.

         
         So many bones, she thought.
         

         
         “Don’t think about that,” Kreya warned herself.

         
         It wasn’t a new idea, but it was a bad one. When she’d first started down this path to save Jentt, she’d promised herself
            to never consider it. She’d bring him back with bits of stolen bone from nearby villages instead—which was exactly what she’d
            been doing ever since she’d cracked the secret.
         

         
         But that was before she’d used up all her talismans. And before she’d nearly been caught.

         
         Before those bones were no longer available to her.

         
         She opened her eyes. The stars speckled the sky, and the mountains were full of shadows. In the war, hundreds had died, and
            their bodies had rotted on the plains beyond the mountains. Due to the severity of Eklor’s infraction, it was ruled illegal
            to venture onto the plains, even to burn the dead. The guild master supported this, both in words and in action—by funding
            the construction of a vast wall and assisting in supplying it with armed guards, in perpetuity. Eklor had been one of their
            own, before “the unfortunate incident” (as the guild phrased it), or before he became a homicidal maniac (as Kreya would have
            put it), and Kreya suspected the guild had donated a lot of gold in the aftermath to deflect blame and assuage guilt. Also,
            to keep ordinary people from realizing the depths to which he’d sunk—and the full extent of the horrors that an immoral bone
            maker with enough skill could commit.
         

         
         They figured it out anyway, Kreya thought.
         

         
         Regardless, the law remained: it was punishable by death to cross into the so-called “forbidden zone.”

         
         “A bit of an on-the-nose name,” she said out loud.

         
         The rag dolls crooned as if they’d understood her.

         
         “Do you think Guild Master Lorn drops his voice an octave when he mentions it? ‘My friends, we need to guard’”—Kreya lowered
            her voice—“‘the forbidden zone!’ ‘Be afeared of’”—low voice again—“‘the forbidden zone!’ He absolutely says ‘afeared.’ And
            all his sycophants nod along and then send more soldiers to guard the dead. Asshole. Those people deserved for their ashes
            to rest in their own Cliffs of the Dead. Their families should have gotten proper goodbyes.” It was the guild master’s cowardice
            that had prevented them from having the peace they deserved.
         

         
         Which meant that the bones were still there, even after twenty-five years, waiting for her.

         
         She knew Jentt would agree with her about the guild master. She also knew he would hate what she was thinking about doing.
            He never wanted her to risk herself.
         

         
         One of the rag dolls let out a trill, to signify they’d finished rewrapping her husband. And as if the finality of that act
            signaled the start of a new one, Kreya made the decision to cross yet another line she’d sworn never to cross. “Sorry, Jentt.
            But that asshole’s cowardice might save your life. And besides, if I get myself killed, you won’t ever know.”
         

         
         Pivoting, Kreya strode past her husband’s linen-wrapped body without looking at him.

         
         A little voice inside whispered, This is a stupid idea. That same little voice had told her not to keep the books that let her save Jentt. It had told her not to study them, not
            to steal her first bone, not to pervert nature by violating the permanence of death. By now, she was an expert at ignoring
            it.
         

         
         What she couldn’t ignore was the fact that if she was going to cross the mountains and sneak past the guild’s soldiers over the barrier wall, she’d need power. Lots of it. 

         
         Her first step had to be to acquire more talismans. In truth, that had to be the first step in any plan. Even if she wanted
            to continue stealing shards of bone from nearby villages, she’d need new talismans. If I get to the wall and chicken out, they’ll still be useful, she thought, climbing the stairs to the library.
         

         
         Crossing to her desk, she checked her stash of gold: pathetic.

         
         “Can’t buy them.” Besides, even if she had enough to buy from the traveling merchants that crisscrossed the mountains, the
            quality wouldn’t be as high as the ones she’d had—the ones made by her old friend Zera. The majority of bone wizards created
            talismans that only lasted for short spurts, but Zera . . . Her talismans could weather multiple uses and be used for sustained
            lengths of time before they cracked. She was an artist.
         

         
         Years ago, Zera had been their team’s own bone wizard, supplying them with a steady stream of talismans, culled from nearly
            every animal imaginable and carved with elaborate spells of her invention. She’d also been Kreya’s closest friend.
         

         
         Had been. Past tense.

         
         “Maybe it’s time for a reunion.”

         
         The bird construct whirred behind her.

         
         “You’ll have to keep watch over the tower while I’m gone. Keep watch over Jentt. It’ll take me a few days to reach Cerre.”
            Zera lived on the fifth tier of the city. Or she had. It was possible that Zera had moved. Or died. But Kreya didn’t think
            that was likely. “I’d have heard. Zera’s a famous hero, after all. People love to gossip about famous heroes.”
         

         
         She cringed, remembering some of the gossip from back in the day. A few of the “songs” about Kreya and Jentt had been appalling.

         
         Kreya hauled out her travel pack. She began to stuff it with the essentials for travel: leather-reinforced pants, underthings,
            climbing gear . . . only to pause, once more second-guessing herself. Visiting the city wasn’t the same as hiking across the
            mountains. Kneeling in front of a chest, she opened it and rifled through until she found a silken shirt and embroidered slippers,
            the only fancy clothes she still owned. She pulled them out and laid them on her desk, on top of the strewn papers.
         

         
         Touching the fabric, she remembered the last time she’d worn this: on a visit to the Tririan Waterfall. She and Jentt dined
            in the glass-globe restaurant, suspended in the middle of the falls itself, with the water cascading all around the glass.
            The spots that discolored the shirt were from drops of water sprayed by the falls when they’d crossed the bridge into the
            globe. She remembered the waiter had apologized, but she hadn’t cared. She’d been too transfixed by the way the curve of the
            glass and the spray of the falls caught the sunlight. It felt like being encased in a million rainbows.
         

         
         She couldn’t wear it again, not without Jentt. She put it back in the chest, along with the embroidered slippers. She’d worn
            those on their first wedding anniversary, before the war.
         

         
         Zera would have to take her as she was.

         
         If she takes me at all, Kreya thought.
         

         
          

         The trip to Cerre started with a trek down the mountain by switchback trails, followed by a cable car ride across the crevasse of Triault and another up the slope of Androus. She then hiked the highway of Renntak, which had been cut into the rocky side of the massive Mount Eirr. She could have hitched a ride, but that would have required talking to people, and she was in no mood for that. Better to have the company of her own mind and memories than to bear the weight of others with all their curiosity, indifference, and expectations for her behavior. She kept her coat with many pockets tight around her, acutely aware of how empty those pockets were and how useless they’d be if she ran into trouble. But the journey went smoothly, and she arrived in Cerre without incident five days after she’d left. 

         
         The famous city was carved into the stone, with its renowned aqueducts creating its shape: arch after arch in multiple tiers,
            like an elaborate cake. Its people lived in houses that jutted out of the mountain, with more rooms carved into the rock—the
            richest in vast palaces that put the word “cave” to shame. Diamonds, rubies, and emeralds adorned nearly every building, though
            Kreya had heard rumors that most of the gems had been replaced with glass to fund the hobbies of the aristocrats. Regardless,
            it still glittered, dripping with the illusion of wealth, in the morning light.
         

         
         “Hate this place,” Kreya muttered.

         
         She adjusted the pack on her shoulders and trudged toward the first gate.

         
         Every tier had its own gate, to separate the wealthy from the riffraff. The first gate, which led to the lowest level, was
            only loosely guarded. Farmers, goatherders, travelers, and visitors flowed beneath the blue-painted arch while three red-clad
            guards watched for anyone who looked suspicious—or, more accurately, anyone who irritated the guards enough for them to stir
            from their cushioned benches. Kreya kept her head down and lips pressed shut.
         

         
         The number of people in the first tier made her skin crawl. It felt as if everyone were chattering at the same time, oblivious to the fact that it meant no one was listening. Shopkeepers were hawking their wares to passersby. Passersby were gabbing to one another, or else shouting at one another to move out of the way. Kids were running through the streets and splashing through the fountains without any heed for, well, anything. 

         
         She used to love coming to the city with Zera and Jentt and watching all the people. Now she couldn’t help but look at everyone
            and wonder what loss they were hiding. All of it—all the rushing, all the shouting—felt tinged with frenetic desperation.
         

         
         Or maybe it’s just me, Kreya thought.
         

         
         She passed by the second gate using a false name, one of several she’d used before. The guards found it in their records and
            let her pass. The second tier was for the middle class: merchants, academics, and artisans, for the most part. The bulk of
            the people of Cerre lived split between the first and second tiers.
         

         
         In the third tier were the headquarters of the guilds who ruled Vos, as well as all the institutions of higher learning. The
            University of Cerre and the Great Library were both in the third tier, sheathed in their gold (i.e., painted yellow) walls
            and diamond (i.e., studded with glass) décor, as well as the teaching hospital and the official guild headquarters of the
            bone workers, the glassworkers, the mechanics, the merchants, and so forth. It was calmer than the first two tiers, with fewer
            people clogging the streets and fewer shops for anyone to linger over. People came to the third tier purely to study and work.
         

         
         She’d spent over a year of her training in that library, reading up on the great bone makers of the past. Passing by its doors, she was tempted to go inside. She wondered if any of the librarians she remembered were still there and if they’d remember her—and if they’d remember her as the student she’d been or as the mythic (and missing) hero she had become. 

         
         Afraid it would be the latter, she didn’t stop.

         
         At the fourth gate, her belongings were searched, including every pocket of her coat. She waited while they compared her face
            to a sketchbook that held the likeness of everyone approved for entry into the fourth tier.
         

         
         The sketch was old, but it passed, under a different false name.

         
         The wealthy lived in the fourth tier, and it showed.

         
         Kreya was able to ride a moving platform, powered by bones, to the fifth gate. The fifth and final tier held the true elites:
            Those with unfathomable wealth, fame, and power. The masters of the various guilds. The owners of the theaters. The heads
            of the financial powerhouses. And several of Vos’s most valued and beloved bone workers, such as Zera.
         

         
         This gate wasn’t a vast arch like the others. It was a single door of thick iron, with guards on either side and above it.
            She suspected there were other guards, archers, positioned out of sight, awaiting the signal of the gatekeepers.
         

         
         She couldn’t give any of the names she’d used for the prior gates. There was only one name that would grant her access here:

         
         Her own.

         
         But once she gave it, word would spread. It would be known that Kreya Odi Altriana, the legendary bone maker who had disappeared
            over a decade ago, was alive and back. Whispers would spread. Rumors would start. And she’d have to find a way to vanish from
            the public imagination all over again, if she wanted any peace.
         

         
         “It will be worth it,” she told herself.

         
         Hopefully.

         
         “Ma’am?” one of the guards said. He eyed her threadbare coat, hiker’s boots, and leather-reinforced pants. “You are aware
            this area is restricted?”
         

         
         “No area is restricted to me,” Kreya said.

         
         And she gave him her name.

         
         The expression on the guard’s face almost made it worth it.

         
         They consulted their books, and each other, but it wasn’t long before she passed through the gate into the fifth tier.

         
         If the fourth tier was known to be decadent as sugar cake, then the fifth tier was like sugar cake drizzled with honey and
            soaked in chocolate sauce. Kreya stepped onto a disc of white stone carved to resemble a cloud, and it lifted her up the slope
            of the street. “No one told them this was absurd?”
         

         
         Men and women, traveling on their own ridiculous “cloud” lifts, stared at her. She met their gazes until they blushed and
            looked away. She knew how she appeared to them: ragged, travel-worn. I probably smell. Subtly, she raised her arm and sniffed. Definitely smell.

         
         In contrast, they were swathed in layers of Liyan silk, undoubtedly imported from the lake islands beyond Vos and woven by
            elite weavers who created their magnificent fabric in absolute silence. From the shimmer, the thread looked to be spun gold.
            Kreya had worn such a garment exactly once. It had ended up spattered in blood, the day Eklor had announced his intention
            to wage his war against the Bone Workers Guild and anyone who supported them. She had lost interest in wearing silk wraps
            after her favorite mentor had bled to death at her feet and she’d been unable to save him.
         

         
         She did not enjoy the memories that the fifth tier brought back.

         
         Switching onto a new cloud lift, Kreya traveled in a spiral up to the palatial home of her friend. She remembered the location
            perfectly, but as she was carried to the arched entrance, she didn’t recognize anything else about it. Years ago, Zera’s palace
            had been an elegant apartment, expensive but tasteful, with a spectacular view.
         

         
         “The view is still nice,” Kreya said.

         
         The word “tasteful,” though, did not apply.

         
         Murals of either gems or colored glass covered the exterior, which would have been fine if the gems weren’t in the shape of
            animal, bird, and fish skeletons. Worse were the statues that clogged the gardens. Dozens of them. Each was a white stone
            carving of an animal, with its skeleton outlined in gold inlay.
         

         
         Subtlety had never been Zera’s strength, but this was impressive in its hit-you-over-the-head way of announcing a bone wizard
            lived here. Couldn’t she have just invested in a sign? she thought.
         

         
         Sidestepping between the statues, Kreya approached the entrance. Before she could knock, the door, which was flanked with
            more skeleton-themed statues, flew open. A woman with shockingly bright multicolored hair in a gold silk robe beamed at her.
         

         
         “Kreya!” Zera cried.

         
         “Hello, Zera.”

         
         Zera looked her up and down. “You look terrible.”

         
         “And you look ridiculous.”

         
         Maybe this is going to be all right, she thought. She didn’t let go of the ball of worry in the pit of her stomach, though.
         

         
         “Just so we’re clear, I’m not embracing you until you’ve had a bath.” Zera wrinkled her nose, which caused her makeup to crinkle. She’d painted her cheeks in streaks of gold, and her eyelids were ruby red. “But I think it’s fantastic you’re not dead.” 

         
         “I’m not dead,” Kreya agreed. “Glad you’re not either.”

         
         Zera flashed a smile that reminded Kreya of all the jewels in the city winking in the sun. And suddenly Kreya knew everything
            was not going to be all right. It was a false smile, the kind Zera used to use on potential buyers or on bandits to distract them
            before Jentt and Stran, the warriors of their team, attacked. She’d never, ever used that smile on Kreya.
         

         
         Shit, Kreya thought.
         

         
         “A hundred curious eyes are watching us,” Zera said gaily. “Come inside where only half that many will stare at us, and you
            can tell me what you’ve been doing the past twenty-five years, why you’ve never contacted me in all that time, and what brings
            you here now.”
         

         
         Kreya heard the edge in her voice, beneath the bubbles.

         
         Definitely not happy.

         
         She let Zera guide her inside anyway.

         
         Half-naked men and women of varying ages lounged around the salon, reclining on couches between pillars shaped like animal
            skeletons—when Zera liked a theme, she apparently went for it. A shirtless man played a harp by a pond with one of the fake
            waterfalls that cascaded from a vaulted ceiling into a koi pond. Two women played a child’s game with grape-size balls and
            circles drawn on a marble table. It smelled like cloying flowers and reminded Kreya of the unforgettable taste of poisoned
            wine. With all the tiny waterfalls (pouring out of vases, out of sculptures, and out of mosaic walls), it sounded as if two
            dozen people were simultaneously peeing on the floor.
         

         
         “You live like this?” Kreya asked before she stopped herself.

         
         “You are judging me,” Zera said in a singsong voice. Her diamond smile hadn’t faded, which was not a good sign. “How delightfully droll from someone
            who looks as if she climbed the aqueduct pipes to get here. You do realize you’re wearing the same coat you wore twenty-five
            years ago? Your hair hasn’t been cut or combed in that long either. And you left without a word, without a goodbye, and never
            once reached out to see if I was all right.
         

         
         “It all—well, I’ll be blunt—stinks.”
         

         
         She’s not wrong. Except about the hair. Kreya recalled instructing a construct to hack half of it off a few years ago, after she noticed silver strands sticking
            to her shirts. “You look like you’ve done all right.” She waved at her golden silk scarflike clothes, the multiple waterfalls, and the random
            assortment of lounging partially dressed people. “But I am sorry for leaving without a goodbye. It was just too painful—”
         

         
         “And you’re the only one whose pain matters, of course. Tell me, Kreya: did you come after all this time because you missed
            me, or did you come because you need me?”
         

         
         She waited for an answer. Kreya opened her mouth, then shut it.

         
         “What a pity.”

         
         “Zera—”

         
         “No,” Zera said, her face hard, her smile chipped out of granite. “Whatever it is you’ve come to ask me for, whyever you decided
            that now was the time to crawl out of whatever hole you’ve been living in, however much you think I care about our past friendship . . .
            The answer is no.”
         

         
         “I haven’t asked anything yet,” Kreya protested. She’d known there was a high probability that Zera would be dramatic about their reunion, but this was extreme. “You can’t say no before I even ask. That’s absurd.” 

         
         “I prefer ‘eccentric,’ not ‘absurd,’ thank you.” Zera spread her arms wide and beckoned to her . . . friends? Followers? Sycophants?
            Lovers? Kreya didn’t know who they were and didn’t much care, except they were all watching Zera. Even the ones who acted
            absorbed in their own selves, such as the shirtless man with the harp, had their bodies twisted toward Zera, as if they were
            flowers and she was their sun. It made Kreya’s skin crawl. “Aren’t I delightfully eccentric, my darlings?”
         

         
         The harp stopped. “You’re the pinnacle,” the musician said, and then beamed at her.

         
         “The pinnacle of what, my love?”

         
         That flummoxed him.

         
         “Come now, I can’t be the pinnacle of nothing. A pinnacle is the highest point, by definition, so who am I crushing beneath
            the glory of me?”
         

         
         His face brightened. “Everyone!”

         
         Zera laughed, as if delighted. “And do you know how I became so glorious?”
         

         
         She hasn’t changed, Kreya realized. Underneath the ridiculous face paint and the gold silk, Zera was still the girl who chose to fight her battles
            with dramatic flair. She’d provided the distraction, as well as the firepower, when they’d gone after Eklor. Quietly, Kreya
            said, “You don’t need to perform for me. I’m not your enemy.”
         

         
         “Of course you’re not! You’re my dearest friend!”

         
         It was worse than Kreya had thought. Zera not only wanted an argument, she wanted a spectacle. Exactly what Kreya didn’t need. She checked the distance to the exit. She wasn’t convinced she could make it there faster than Zera’s sycophants could, especially if they had any of their leader’s talismans tucked into their virtually nonexistent outfits. Plus it was likely that Zera had locked it behind her anyway. She wondered precisely how angry Zera was beneath the drama and what sort of control she had over her temper. 

         
         Zera settled onto a couch that was plump with cushions. Sinking in, she positioned herself as if posing for a portrait, artfully
            arranging her many silk scarves. Her followers flocked closer, sitting at her feet. She patted a cushion next to her, inviting
            Kreya to sit with her, but Kreya crossed her arms and leaned against a column that was carved to resemble a croco-raptor skeleton.
            Undeterred, Zera beamed at her audience. “You’ve all heard the legends. There were five of us, tasked by the guild master
            to eliminate the threat posed by the rogue bone maker Eklor.” She held up one finger. “Kreya, our bone maker, a rising star
            in the guild, chosen for possessing a power that could rival Eklor’s—if she lived long enough to hone it.” A second finger.
            “Zera . . . that’s me, my loves.” Her audience cooed appreciatively, and Kreya rolled her eyes. “Bone wizard. Unknown until
            then, but soon to be unrivaled.” Third. “Marso, a bone reader, with a unique gift of seeing the truth of the past, present,
            and future that far exceeded the skills of other bone readers.” Four. “Stran, a warrior with experience in using bone talismans
            to enhance his already prodigious strength.” And five. “Jentt, a reformed thief, who specialized in using talismans of speed
            and stealth to win his battles.”
         

         
         Kreya felt a pang at his name. She didn’t know what Zera was playing at, acting like a storyteller. “Everyone knows this.”

         
         “Ahh, but what not everyone knows is this: the legend says that the guild master tasked five, but he did not. He tasked only
            one. Kreya. She chose the rest of us. All that befell us is her fault. All the glory, and all the pain.”
         

         
         Ouch.

         
         Of course it wasn’t anything that Kreya hadn’t thought a million times before. She’d insisted Jentt was perfect for the job.
            She’d pushed Marso to read the bones again and again, until his eyes were sunken and he murmured in his sleep. I pushed all of them. Zera, too.

         
         “Plucked from obscurity, we were chosen to become the best of the best,” Zera continued. “Kreya insisted upon it. She pushed
            us to train and train and train until I thought my fingers would erode to only bone themselves.” She twisted her hands in
            the air, and jeweled rings flashed. Each ring was linked by gold chains that braided themselves into bracelets that wound
            up her arms to her elbows.
         

         
         Kreya remembered how they’d trained: holed up in an abandoned farmhouse. Jentt and Stran had hunted together, practicing with
            speed and strength talismans, bringing home ferrets, rabbits, even a bear once. They’d skin them, process the carcasses, and
            harvest the bones. The wood floors in the kitchen had been soaked with blood by the time they were done, and the house stank
            of death, but she remembered how much they’d laughed, how long they’d talked, and most of all, how alive they’d felt.
         

         
         It had been among the happiest times in Kreya’s life. Even though they were preparing for war. She’d never been much good
            at making friends, and these people . . . they’d been more than friends. We were family, she thought.
         

         
         Zera was studying her, her eyes glittering like a cat’s. “I hated her sometimes, for her unswerving faith in my abilities.
            And loved her for it. I didn’t know she was right, that I was destined for greatness. She believed in me more
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