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How to Play

You are Jules Cross, for the last time. Start at section 1. Every section ends in a choice; tap one (or turn to its number).

Some choices kill you. Each death sends you back to the fork that killed you: tap Try again, or Back to start. Dying is part of the game.

Write down every CODE WORD and every NUMBER. Words from Books Four and Five still count. The best ending in the whole trilogy is locked behind all three books.

No dice. Everything you need to survive is in the text you just read.


Previously

The night the stars went out in rows, archaeologist Jules Cross crossed a hunted desert to pull his brother Theo out of the alien pens at Staging Ground Seven, carrying a four-thousand-year-old disk that only he can read. The real landing followed. Across a conquered country that makes its prisoners happy, Jules refused every kind hand the occupation offered, and then watched Theo walk into the Willing House of his own free will, glad to be kept. Jules went in after him and brought him out. Now, six days later, Theo is alive and walking beside him. Some days he’s more himself than others, and the days he’s most himself are the days he’s ashamed of how happy he was in there. The voice Jules once nicknamed the Curator, which calls itself the Tessellate, has never told them a lie. It knows exactly where they are going.


The Story

1

The world ends at about four in the afternoon, on a dead highway, a few seconds after your brother remembers how to laugh.

Six days out from the Willing House, your brother laughs.

It stops you in the middle of a dead highway. A billboard leans over the shoulder, half-swallowed by green, and what’s left of it shows a smiling family in a minivan over the words GOING PLACES? Theo points. “Not anymore,” he says, and laughs, a real one, surprised out of him. The first since the basin.

You’d forgotten the sound. For one second the man on the cracked asphalt beside you is your brother again, and not the careful stranger you carried out of the green.

Then he hears himself. Shame comes down over his face like a shutter, and he looks at his boots. What right does he have to laugh? You’ve watched him ask it for six days.

Asa Whitfield, the old teacher who walked back out of the Willing House’s green on his own two feet, warned you. The one who comes back won’t thank you. He comes out ashamed of what he was glad of. Asa has been right about everything so far.

The disk lies against your breastbone, warm as a hand. For three days it pulled toward the makers’ stones. Now it pulls down and in, toward a door at the heart of whatever is eating the world, and the Tessellate knows you’re coming.

“You’re doing the face,” Theo says.

“What face?”

“The professor face. Like the road owes you a footnote.”

You open your mouth to answer, and the highway breathes.

It rises under your boots, a long slow swell the size of the horizon, and falls again. You’ve felt quakes. This was nothing like one. It was patient, the back of something huge turning over in its sleep.

Theo’s hand finds your sleeve. Off the road, a crow lifts out of the green and doesn’t land.

A mile up the highway, the overpass rises.

It doesn’t fall. It lifts, the whole concrete span of it, as if a shoulder had come up underneath, and it breaks in the middle, and the halves slide away off something coming up through the road. A tower. Dark and ridged, green light pulsing in its seams, shedding asphalt and guardrail in long gray sheets. It climbs a hundred feet. Two hundred. It’s taller than anything in the county, and it’s crusted with stone, layer on layer of it, stone that took longer to grow than anything people have ever built.

Older than the billboard. Older than the road. Older than anyone.

The swell comes again, and this time it’s here.

In the field to your left, the dirt has humped into a long low furrow you don’t remember passing, and the furrow is moving. Gravel runs down both sides of the embankment in thin gray lines, like sugar out of a split bag. Under your boots the asphalt hums, but it holds: one long hard crust, laid by people who knew how to build a road. Back toward the billboard, the way you came, the hum is fainter. Ahead, it’s louder.

Then it stops.

To grab Theo and sprint off the road, across the field, turn to 221.

To climb the embankment for a look at where it’s coming from, turn to 90.

To run Theo back the way you came, turn to 138.

2

Theo’s wrist in your fist, you count. The wall nearest you slackens, and you step out onto the steep floor.

The slack is already somewhere else.

The floor turns under your boots like a conveyor belt and takes you down, and the green folds in over you, slow and soft and heavy as wet cement. It packs you in. It squeezes your chest until your ribs bow inward and crack, one after another, like knuckles. You can’t scream. There’s no room to scream. The green pushes into your mouth and swallows you whole, and somewhere above you, very faintly, you hear it close.

You never come up. You’d watched the swallowing and found no gap, and then you went looking for one anyway. Go back to 33.

Try again from 33 · Back to start

3

The nearest fissure is right there, below the heave, and you drag Theo into it.

The ring passes overhead like a freight train, and grit rains down. You think it worked.

Then the walls of the crack lean toward each other.

The ground that opened is closing. You push at the rock with both hands, and it keeps coming, slow and enormous, and it takes your hands first, flattening them against your chest. Then it presses your chest flat against your spine. Your eyes bulge. Blood comes out of your nose and ears in two hot spurts. The crack closes with a soft grinding click, like a jaw, and the earth chews.

The earth digests. Ground that is buckling and heaving will close any crack it opens. Turn back to 131.

Try again from 131 · Back to start

4

The passage opens, and you walk into the bottom of the world.

The hollow is so vast your sense of size gives up. The floor is dark stone, smooth and dry. Overhead, so high it could be sky, the Forge’s green glows through the rock like light through skin, and the loom’s slow turning comes up through the floor as a pulse.

In the far wall stands the door.

It doesn’t shine or hum. It’s a stillness in the stone, a place the eye slides off. The disk goes hot against your chest and pulls so hard you lean.

Before it stands the Tessellate.

For weeks it was a voice. In the desert you called it the Curator. Now it has a body, tall and green, almost human. The face is nearly a face. The eyes are old and interested.

Julian. You came all the way down.

Theo’s shoulder presses against yours.

Three have reached this door before you. There is only the one, Julian, though it stands at the bottom of every world the wheel has turned on. Two came with empty hands and talked to that stone until their voices went. The third was TOREN. He came carrying the others, and the door opened for him, and he stood where you stand with it open in front of him.

It steps aside from the door with a small courteous gesture, a host showing guests to the table.

I won’t stop you. I never could have, here. I have only been curious what you would choose. Run, and I won’t follow far; you’ll have a life. Or turn that disk on me and burn it all, the Forge and the engines and the keeper. You’ve earned that. I won’t pretend you haven’t.

It glances at the door, then back at you.

Or try the door.

To burn it all, the Forge, the keeper and every engine, turn to 62.

To take Theo and run, turn to 15.

To go to the door and speak whatever you carry, turn to 100.

5

The front leg comes down in a gully two hundred yards ahead, and the ground jolts. Then nothing moves.

The gap looks huge, a quarter-mile of quiet country under the Walker’s belly. “Now,” you tell Theo, and you go.

It was the short gap.

The rear leg comes down on you halfway across. It’s the size of a church, and it doesn’t notice you. You’re pushed six feet into the clay, flat as a playing card, and you’re still alive for a moment down there in the dark, feeling every bone you own break at once. Then the leg lifts, and the light comes back in, and you’re a red print in the bottom of a crater.

The valley collects you. You’d timed which gap was the long one, and then you went in the short one. Return to 151 and choose again.

Try again from 151 · Back to start

6

The trench is long, but your skin says it’s cool, and Theo can make it if he doesn’t have to rush. You take his wrist and go down into it.

It is cool. That’s the first thing. The second is the smell, sweet and rotten.

The third is the dead rat.

The gas pooled in the trench. Your lungs fill with it before you know you’re breathing it, and it burns like swallowed bleach. You fall to your knees. You cough, and blood comes up, black and frothy, and your eyes start to swell shut. Theo goes down beside you, clawing at his throat. You try to crawl. The trench is long. You make about ten feet, coughing up your lungs a piece at a time.

You close your eyes. The heat went up and left the floor of the gap cool, and the dead rat in the still, sweet-smelling trench had told you what pooled down there instead. Back to 186, and choose differently.

Try again from 186 · Back to start

7

The wind drops away behind you at last. Theo spits grit and wipes his eyes with the inside of his collar, and for a minute neither of you says anything. The plain ahead is a different shape now, scoured to its bones.

A glass waste runs south toward the glow. Something enormous melted this ground once and let it cool, and the whole floor of the basin’s edge is fused into sheets of it, stretching for miles.

There are two kinds. Most of it is rough, matte and frosted, the gray of an old bottle. Running through the rough stuff in long ribbons is the other kind: smooth, bright and mirror-perfect, so clean you can see the brown sky in it and your own filthy face looking back.

The bright ribbons are flat and fast. The rough glass is lumpy and slow, and it bites through the soles of your boots.

You rap the rough glass with your heel. It rings dull and solid, a sound like knocking on a stone step. You rap the edge of a bright ribbon. It rings high and hollow, almost a chime.

Theo crouches by the bright stuff and peers into it. “There’s bubbles in it,” he says. “Big ones.”

You look. Under the mirror, a hand’s depth down, there are voids: pale pockets and long flat gaps, like air trapped under ice on a lake in December. Some of them are as wide as a door.

“It’s a skating rink,” Theo says. “We could slide halfway to the Forge.”

The sun is lower than you’d like. You’ve lost an hour to the wind already, and the glow on the horizon pulses slowly, like breath. Behind it, the column of turning matter climbs into the sky.

You think about the sound each kind made under your heel.

To take the smooth bright glass, the quick way across, turn to 269.

To take the rough matte glass, turn to 79.

8

Past the last rank the passage narrows, and the dark ahead fills.

There’s no figure and no light. There’s only the voice you’ve carried in your skull since the desert, closer than it has ever been and warm enough to lean on.

Jules. Listen.

Theo’s hand finds yours. He hears it too.

I will free them. Every kept soul in the Forge above you, on the loom, in the river, in the conduits. Now, while you watch. They will walk out of the light as themselves, and you and your brother will walk out among them. The price is small. Turn around. Leave the door.

Overhead, through a hundred yards of rock, the Forge’s mill-roar hums in your back teeth.

It can do it. That’s the terrible part. You’ve never once caught it in a lie. If it says thousands walk out, thousands walk out.

You do the arithmetic because you can’t help it. Thousands of people with names and mothers, waking today. Against that, a door you’ve never seen, at the bottom of a hole, that might do nothing at all.

I have never lied to you, Julian. You came down here to save them, and I am handing you exactly that. So ask which man wants the door: the one who wants them saved, or the one who wants to win.

It lands. You feel it land.

“It’s never lied,” Theo whispers. “Has it?”

“No.”

Above you the loom turns, patient, and it belongs to the thing making the offer. You can’t see Theo’s face. You can hear him breathing.

“Your call,” he says. “I’ll go where you go.”

To refuse the deal, turn to 16.

To take the deal: thousands of real lives, now, turn to 191.

9

At a dead run you cross the drive, square to it, and the flanks lag behind you. You feel them through your boots, turning too slowly, a heavy swing like a barge coming about. The center keeps pushing. The ridge comes up out of the dusk in a wall of dark stone.

The defile is a crack in it barely wider than your shoulders. You shove Theo in first and back in after him, and then there’s rock behind you, rock on either side and rock under your feet, old and hard to the root. Nothing can come up through that. Nothing can come up beside you.

Out on the flat the tremors cast along the ridge’s foot. You feel them sniff, back and forth, like a dog that has lost a scent at a fence line. One of them rises close enough that the dirt at the defile’s mouth bulges and splits, and a gray shape the size of a pickup turns under the surface and sinks again.

Theo doesn’t make a sound.

They hunt for an hour. Then the tremors get fainter, and further apart, and then there’s only the ordinary silence of the high desert and your own heart.

Dusk turns into dark. You stay in the defile because you don’t trust your legs yet. Theo is sitting with his knees up and his arms around them, and he’s shaking, a fine steady tremor you can feel through the rock where your shoulders touch.

“I used to be scared of the dark,” he says. “Remember?”

“I remember.”

“You used to leave the hall light on. Mom would turn it off and you’d get up and turn it back on. Every night.”

“You’d cry otherwise.”

“I wouldn’t cry.” He breathes out. “I’d cry.”

You do remember. You were twelve and he was four, and you’d lie awake listening for the click of the switch so you could go and undo it.

There’s no hall light now. There’s a cold wind coming down off the ridge, and the stars have come out in their wrong new patterns, and somewhere below, something is still moving in the dirt.

You could stay in the crack all night, wedged upright, with old rock at your back. Or you could climb out and find somewhere to lie down.

To climb out and find somewhere to lie down, turn to 109.

To stay wedged in the defile till morning, turn to 207.

10

Nobody speaks for a long time.

The voice waits. It’s good at waiting. You can feel it in the air over the glass, kind and patient, holding the door open on the softest room in the world. Theo is standing straight as a post with his fists at his sides. You’re so close to him your elbows touch, and you keep your mouth shut. It’s the hardest thing you’ve done all week.

Then Theo says, “No.”

He doesn’t say it to you. He says it to the air, and his voice cracks on it, but he says it.

“I’m keeping it.” He swallows. “The shame. It’s mine. It’s the proof I came back. You don’t get it.”

He looks at you then, and you nod once, because there’s nothing to add.

The voice doesn’t argue. That’s what tells you it’s real. It withdraws a degree, then another, like heat leaving a room through an open door, and the air over the glass is only air again.

Theo sits down hard on the glass.

He laughs and cries at once, both at the same time, with his hands over his face, and you crouch beside him and don’t touch him, because he doesn’t need you to hold him up. He’s holding himself up. You can see it.

“I thought you’d answer,” he says through his fingers. “I wanted you to. I was so mad that you didn’t.”

“I know.”

“I’m still a little mad.”

“I know.”

He wipes his face with the heel of his hand. Since the House every choice has been yours: which road, which ridge, when to sleep, when to run. He walked into the Willing House by choice, and that was the last thing he chose until now. You hadn’t noticed how long it had been until you watched him make this one.

When he gets up, he gets up differently. You can’t say exactly how. His shoulders sit lower and his chin sits higher. He looks south, at the glow, and then at you.

“Well?” he says. “We doing this or not?”

To say nothing, and go, turn to 184.

To tell him you’re proud of him, turn to 210.

11

You follow the curve. The old prints are easy to read: rear foot, a long stride, front foot, each one a crater you could park a car in.

Theo trails behind you, saying your name.

You hear the ground start to boom behind you.

It walks a loop, and you’re on its road. The foot comes down the line toward you, a mountain on its way, and you run, and it’s faster. It lands just behind you. The shockwave throws you twenty feet up and cracks your spine like a whip. You come down in the next print, broken in half, and you’re still lying there looking up when the next foot comes down.

You’d already seen that it walks a loop and comes back along this line; reading the loop from inside its road put you under its foot. Start over from 124.

Try again from 124 · Back to start

12

Into the slack behind it you go, fast.

The water in the giant’s wake lies flat and brown and suddenly quiet, like a pool when the swimmers get out. It’s knee-deep and moving, a steady drag toward the giant’s back, but it’s slack compared to the white chop piling up ahead of the thing. You plunge in with Theo’s hand hooked through your belt.

It’s colder than you expect. Weed wraps your ankles. A traffic cone floats past, upright, like it’s still doing its job.

The Drowned wades on above you. Its back is a cliff of barnacled gray, streaming water from a hundred ledges, and as close as you are, you can hear it: a deep creak like a ship’s timbers and, under that, a sound like surf in a cave. It’s taller than the bus. It’s taller than the church you passed an hour ago. Weed hangs off it in curtains, and crabs move in the curtains.

It never turns around.

You count as you go. You’ve seen how long the slack lasts before the tail of its cloak pulls the water on, and you don’t intend to be in it when that happens. Thirty. Forty. Theo stumbles on something under the surface and you drag him upright by his shirt without stopping. Fifty. The far shoulder of the road comes up, and you climb out onto asphalt as the water behind you starts to move again, quickening, sliding inland after the giant like a sheet pulled off a bed.

You sit on the guardrail and pour water out of your boots.

On the far side of the road the Drowned wades on into the haze. There’s a town that way. You can see a water tower and a steeple. You’ll never know its name.

“It doesn’t even know we’re here,” Theo says.

“No.”

“That’s kind of worse.”

“That’s the best we get,” you say. “Sometimes the best you get is not being noticed.”

He thinks about it, wringing out the hem of his shirt. Then he nods. “Okay. I’ll take it.”

For an hour you stay up on the high shoulder of the road. The sea is wild under you, heaving and slopping, the Drowned’s wake slapping against the hill long after it’s gone inland. You sit in the wet grass and watch the water until it settles back into its breathing. In. Out. Slow and huge.

Theo is lying flat on his back beside you, staring up at the sky.

“How many of them do you think there are?” he says. “Out there. Walking.”

“I don’t know.”

“Guess.”

“More than three.”

He snorts. “Thanks, professor.” But he moves closer, so his shoulder is against your knee, and stays there.

When the sea is calm again, you get up and go south along the high road.

The country changes as you go. The risings stand thicker on the horizon, a dozen at a time, steaming in the cold. The green comes up through the cracks in the road. Twice you pass a town that’s been stripped down to the dirt, foundations and nothing else, the soil gray and dead. Nobody is in them. There’s nobody anywhere.

On the second night the air starts to glow.

It’s faint at first. You think it’s the moon. But there’s no moon, and the glow is coming from the south, a pale gold on the underside of the clouds. By the third night it’s bright enough to read by. You lie awake looking at it. Theo lies awake too. Neither of you says anything about it.

Then you can hear it.

A low turning roar, so deep you feel it in your chest more than hear it, coming up out of the ground and down out of the sky at once. It rises and falls, slow, like something enormous breathing. It sounds like a mill. Like a grindstone the size of a mountain turning and turning, never stopping.

Theo sits up on his elbow and listens to it for a long time. “It sounds like a mill,” he says finally. “A really big, really patient mill.”

The disk is pulling so hard now that it aches, a deep steady drag under your breastbone.

“Then let’s go see what it’s grinding,” you say.

To go on to the Forge, turn to 75.

13

“One minute,” you say. The small script is crowded and worn, and you trace it with a fingertip while the disk hums.

A name. A count of years. Something about the door. Theo pulls at your arm.

The ground starts to keep time. You keep reading.

The wall moves first. It slides forward a foot, then two, and it doesn’t stop for your hand. It pins you against the far wall of the passage, and keeps sliding, and the carved script you were reading presses into your face. Your nose breaks. Your cheekbones go. The words you wanted to read are printed backward into your skin as the two walls meet.

The ground had begun to keep time, and you’d already read what you came for; the rest of the wall wasn’t worth the minute. Go back to 182 and try another way.

Try again from 182 · Back to start

14

The stripped plain looks no different from the ridge: gray and dead in every direction. Walking on it is worse. It’s soft. Not mud, not sand, but a loose dry powder that gives a half-inch under each step and puffs up around your boots. The risings ate everything that held it together.

By dusk you’re more than halfway across. Then you feel it.

It comes through your soles before your ears catch it: a soft rhythm in the ground, a pulse, regular as oars. It’s coming from behind you and to the left, and it’s getting stronger.

Something is swimming through the loosened earth toward you. It’s tracking.

You stop. Theo stops beside you.

Off to the right, maybe two hundred yards, a slab of old concrete sits on the gray: the foundation of a barn or a house, long since gone, the anchor bolts still poking up rusty from its corners. It looks like it goes down deep. Footings sunk in bedrock. Hard ground. Nothing could swim through that.

Two hundred yards. You could cover that in thirty seconds, flat out, with Theo beside you.

The plain is dead flat and the color of ash. Here and there a fence post leans out of it, its wire eaten away. You see your tracks behind you, a line of soft craters running back toward the ridge, and you think of the hunters from the night before, how they cast and searched.

The pulse in the ground slows. Stops. Starts again, closer, then stops again, as if whatever’s down there is listening.

Theo’s lips are almost touching your ear. “Why is it so quiet?” he whispers.

The wind has died. There are no birds, no insects, no grass to hiss. On a plain this dead, the loudest thing for a mile is your own two feet.

The concrete slab sits there in the dusk, solid, square and close.

To break for the concrete slab, fast, turn to 285.

To freeze where you are, with Theo, and let it listen, turn to 213.

15

You take Theo’s hand and you run.

He doesn’t argue. Maybe he understands. Maybe he’s too tired to. The two of you climb back up through the dark and the cold and the long slow swallow of the throat, and behind you the tall green figure at the bottom of the world stands where you left it and watches you go.

It keeps its word. It always does. Nothing follows you up.

You come out of the Forge basin at night, under a sky full of turning green light, and you walk north for nine days. You find a fold of the high mountains where the devouring hasn’t reached yet: a valley with a creek and a stand of aspen and a stone hut some shepherd left a hundred years ago. You fix the roof. Theo finds a trout in the creek with his bare hands and is unbearable about it for a week.

It’s a life. Small and free. Some mornings it’s even a good one.

Theo laughs more than you’d have believed possible. He builds a wind chime out of tin cans and creek stones and hangs it from the eaves, and it sings all autumn. He stops apologizing for things. He tells you, one evening, that he’s glad you’re here, and he means it, and there’s no shame on his face at all.

You keep the disk in a box under the bed. Some nights you take it out and hold it, and it’s cold, and it doesn’t pull anywhere anymore.

On clear nights you can see the green on the southern horizon from the ridge above the valley. Every season it’s a little closer and a little brighter. Neither of you talks about it. You both look.

You think about the door sometimes. The tall dark stillness of it, and the thing beside it that never lied. It told you it would let you go. It didn’t tell you what you’d be walking away from. It didn’t need to.

There was another way to stand in that room. The door was always going to open for someone, though not for a hand that comes alone. It waits for a hand carrying the ones who went before: a name scratched in a hurry by someone who survived the last waking, and a word the makers carved deep in their own stone. Some readers carry both from older roads. This book hides them too, down the long ways, for anyone who stops to look.

The green comes a little closer every year. You could go back and try again.

THE FLIGHT. This is one ending of the book, and not the best one. Begin again, and carry what the deep places hold down to the door.

16

“No,” you say out loud.

You say it so Theo hears you choose. You don’t want him wondering, later, whether you’d have taken it without him there.

“You’d free them today,” you tell the dark, “and feed them tomorrow. You’d let them have a summer, and then the loom would want thread, and you’d come back for them with kind faces. You’ve never lied. You’ve never had to. You just wait.”

Silence. Then the warmth draws back a single degree, like a large animal close by that has decided not to move just yet. It goes on listening.

Theo lets his breath out. “I thought you’d take it,” he says. “Honestly.”

“So did I.”

Beyond, the green on the walls thins and gives way to older stone, dressed and fitted without mortar, joints so fine you couldn’t slide a hair into them. The makers built this. Their stone is cool and dry under your palm, like the vault under the Willing House.

The passage widens into a small chamber. In its far wall is a niche the size of a cupboard, with five glyphs cut in a row across its back. The disk stirs the moment you step toward it. Beside the niche, at knee height, a human hand has scratched crooked marks into the makers’ perfect wall.

“Someone was here,” Theo says. “Someone like us.”

The Forge roars on through the rock overhead. If you carried a word up out of the vault under the Willing House, you may already know what this niche is keeping. If that crooked hand by the wall looks familiar, it may have something to tell you. If neither, this niche may be the only place you’ll find what you’re missing.

To kneel at the niche, turn to 214.

To go on, turn to 218.

If you carry the code word SELDA, turn to 133.

If you carry the code word KORR, turn to 164.

17

Two bandannas, soaked from the canteen, go over your faces. Then you go down into the saddle, breathing slow and shallow through the wet cloth.

There’s no smoke. That’s the trouble. The air in the saddle is clear and still and smells faintly sweet.

A cloth filters nothing that kills like this.

The first breath numbs your tongue. The second numbs your lungs. On the third you fall down and can’t get up, and your heart thuds slower, and slower, like a drum at a funeral. You can see the far side of the saddle. Twenty yards. The bandanna sticks to your mouth with every slower breath. Then your breath stops, and the bandanna stays where it is.

Your hand is too far away. Twenty yards on one held breath was the whole answer, and a cloth filters nothing that kills like this. Go back to 92.

Try again from 92 · Back to start

18

You speak to the door.

You say everything you have: the recall from the desert, the anchor, the opening, the waking. The disk blazes in your fist and throws your shadow and Theo’s huge across the hollow, and the door doesn’t answer. It doesn’t warm. It doesn’t hum. It doesn’t do anything a door is supposed to do.

It’s a stone. It’s a tall dark stone, and you’re a man shouting at it.

You stop. The echo goes on without you for a while, round and round the great hollow, and then that stops too.

Behind you, the Tessellate hasn’t moved. When it speaks, it isn’t gloating. If anything it sounds sorry.

You came without them, it says. The names. So did two of the three before you. They stood where you stand with their hands empty, and it never opened for either of them. It opened for TOREN because he came carrying the others. It isn’t built to open for one hand alone.

“What names?” you say. “Tell me what it wants.”

I have never lied to you, Julian. I am not going to begin by pretending I would help you with that.

Theo stands beside you, staring at the door. He hasn’t looked away from it once. He has the face he had as a kid at the window on Christmas Eve, sure that if he just keeps watching, something will happen.

Nothing happens. The door stays a door.

The disk is still hot in your hand. It can still burn. You feel that power in it, coiled and eager, and you know what it would do if you turned it loose: the Forge above, every engine, every Tall in its ranks, the tall green thing in front of you. All of it, ash.

And behind you, up the long throat, there’s the way out. The Tessellate said it wouldn’t pursue you far. It has never lied.

“Jules,” Theo says quietly, still watching the door. “What do we do?”

For once in your life you don’t have an answer. You have a disk that can burn and a road that leads home.

To burn it all, turn to 62.

To take Theo and run, turn to 15.

19

At dawn you wake once more and can’t feel your legs, and you don’t mind.

The turf has grown up over you in the night, soft and green, a blanket tucked to your waist.

Under it something warm moves slowly, like a sleeper turning over.

It’s the green. It has your legs already, and it has been eating them all night. When you finally pull the turf back, there’s nothing under it but two clean white bones and the green, glistening. It’s working on your hips now. You can feel it. You claw at the dirt and scream, and the turf grows back up your chest, patient and soft, to tuck you in.

Warm ground with green under its turf is the green itself, and choosing it for a bed let it close over you. Turn back to 109.

Try again from 109 · Back to start

20

The land climbs one last time before it falls away, a long rise of fused glass and scoured rock, and at the top you stop because your legs stop.

You can see all of it from here.

The basin below you, miles across, with the Forge at its heart: a glow like a city at night, rivers of light pouring into it, and the column of turning matter climbing out of it into the sky. You expected that. You came here for that.

You didn’t expect the others.

Along the curve of the world, as far as you can see in every direction, there are more. A glow to the south-west, on the horizon. Another past it, fainter. Two more to the east, one so far off it’s only a smudge of green under the clouds. You count eleven before you stop counting. Every one of them is a column of turning matter, and every one of them is eating a country.

Theo makes a sound beside you. Not a word.

Despair comes first. It’s simple and heavy and it sits down on your chest. Of course. Of course there are more. You were walking toward one door at the bottom of one hole, and the world is full of holes.

Then rage comes, and it’s better, because it’s hot. You think of the things you could do with the disk in your hand. How many of these you could reach. How many you could burn before they burned you.

Then, after the rage, something worse: a calm. A quiet, reasonable voice in your own head that sounds exactly like wisdom. It says you’ve done enough. It says no one could blame you. It says a sensible man knows when a war is lost.

You recognize that voice. You’ve heard it before, out in the desert, wearing your brother’s.

Theo is looking at you. He’s waiting to see which one you choose. He doesn’t say so. He doesn’t have to.

The disk leans downhill, toward the nearest glow, steady as a compass.

To fix on the next step and the door, the one thing you can actually do, turn to 91.

To let the rage carry you down, turn to 163.

21

The rim of the basin drops away beneath you in long slopes, and from here you can see the two ways down.

To the west lies a wide plain of fused glass, flat and gleaming, running clear to the Forge’s foot. It would be fast going if not for the wind. Far off across it, a brown wall is building on the southern horizon: dust, or something like dust, lifted off the plain and churned into a front. You can hear it even from here, a dry hiss like sand poured on paper. Here and there across the glass, fins of solid rock stand up out of the plain like the backs of fish.

To the east there’s a field of war-engines, rank on rank, each the size of a house. They’re dark and still, dormant, waiting for some signal that hasn’t come. Beyond them, a river of light runs through a cut in the basin floor, bright as molten metal and carrying the stripped matter of the world down toward the Forge’s throat.

In the river, if you look long enough, there are faces.

Theo looks east for a long time. Then he looks away.

“Either way’s bad,” he says.

“Either way’s bad,” you agree.

The glass plain is open. You’d see the wind coming, but you’d have nowhere to hide from it except those fins. The engine field is all hiding places and all eyes, and past it is the river and whatever the river means.

The disk doesn’t help. It leans straight down at the Forge’s heart, between the two, indifferent to which way you go as long as you go down.

Overhead, the column turns and turns. The noise of it is a long low grind like a mill working grain, and it comes up through your boots and lives in your chest.

Theo shoulders his pack. “Pick,” he says. “I’m too tired to have opinions.”

To take the glass plain, turn to 115.

To take the engine field and the river, turn to 27.

If you carry the code word DRAW, turn to 81.

22

Theo stands up out of cover before you can stop him. “Let me,” he says. “I know how.”

He walks toward her, empty hands open, talking low and steady, the voice he uses on frightened things.

She watches him come. Then the whole column turns.

She’s armored and half-made, and the column marches with her, and they don’t stop. They walk through Theo like he isn’t there, and he goes under their feet, and they come on toward your cover. You run. A pair of armored hands catch your ankles and swing you, like a bag, into a boulder. Then again. Then again, until there’s nothing left to swing.

Talking someone back works on the kept, and this woman was already half-made and armored, marching with the rest. Return to 144 and choose again.

Try again from 144 · Back to start

23

She’s so close. A young woman of about twenty, smiling up at
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