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            An Ideal Lie

          

        

      

    

    
      JULIETTE KNEW THE SECRET TO an effective scene dressing was finding the lie that others most wanted to believe, then making it easier than Crumble for them to swallow. She managed plenty on these scene-embellishing jobs, with many items to check off and make sure her crew handled. But as long as they got the lie right from the beginning, everything else had a way of falling into place. 

      The pretty little lie. Nailing that central, convenient, and aesthetically pleasing detail was critical.

      She needed to persuade onlookers and loved ones not only that the lie was true but that they honestly had no choice, as reasonable people, but to believe it. It wasn’t enough for those present to simply agree with Decorum’s assessment; they had to feel almost bullied into agreeing, so they’d later be able to whisper the lie back to themselves without feeling bad for being part of it. Juliette had done her job if those involved wound up believing both sides of a paradox: On one hand, they should feel deep down that the day’s events had turned out perfectly. But on the other, they needn’t feel guilty about enjoying that perfection because they hadn’t asked for it. The regrettable occurrence (fortuitous though it may have been) had been the Ministry of Decorum’s idea — and they’d had no choice but to play along.

      Right now, everyone wanted to believe that Lady Daphne Lindon Groome would be best served by having the relevant parts of her mind erased — forcibly, if need be.

      “This is what she wants,” said Juliette, speaking to the balding man wringing a black top hat’s brim across from her. She hadn’t realized he was bald on arrival, and she’d had to resist a strong urge — for the sake of aesthetics — to slap a hairpiece onto his head when she’d found out. But there were more important matters than Mr. Stanton Groome’s shiny pate.

      “I don’t think it’s what she wants,” said Groome. “Perhaps you mean it’s what’s best, unfortunate though it may be?”

      That was a decent lie, but it wasn’t the ideal lie. A junior Aesthetician might have made the mistake of agreeing with Groome, but Juliette was seasoned enough to know better. After a few years of Academy training, a girl learned that conversations were rarely more than negotiations. Sometimes she negotiated with Atwell on the timing of dinner; sometimes she negotiated with Nicholas over how well and when he’d clean his room — or whether a satisfactory compromise was to let Harney, the handmaid, do it. And Juliette had most certainly done her share of negotiation with her stubborn, arrogant eldest daughter. Eila would have made a formidable Decorum head (and Archive Curator) if she’d chosen to follow in her mother’s footsteps rather than her father’s. But now Juliette’s negotiations with Eila were done from a distance, and for now that had to be enough.

      “How long have you been married, Mr. Groome?” 

      They were seated in the Groome living room, which had far more of the Missus in its regrettable decorating scheme than Stanton’s masculine influence. There were doilies under tacky but expensive figurines, and the walls were papered in an atrocious explosion of paisley. The furniture was fine but musty. The Groomes were wealthy enough to afford a team of maids and domestic machines but seemed to focus their cleaning on a single room — and perhaps noseplugs that allowed them to ignore the shut-in scent of well-bred musk. 

      Juliette had her knees pressed primly together under her long green dress, holding her cup and saucer with two hands. Mr. Groome had thus far completely ignored his tea, too distracted by yelling from the bedroom to drink it. 

      “Twenty-four … uh … years,” he replied, pausing mid-sentence to blink away an especially shrill shriek. The Attendants — three fine and well-trained juniors dressed to match Juliette, all wearing coordinating pearls and Ministry brooches — were apparently having trouble getting the lady of the house to concentrate. Mrs. Groome had been having nighttime visions that shouldn’t have been possible in a nation of Crumble — something that had been happening more and more these days in Waldron’s Gate. 

      Juliette smiled to ease Groome’s nervousness. The Mender was on her way, and after she arrived, the yelling would stop. When Decorum had first gotten the call about the Groomes, Juliette hadn’t thought a Mender would be necessary. But of course one was, and it looked like the Academy would need to train more Menders than ever in the coming year — if, that was, Alterra survived that long. 

      “And in these years, how well would you say you’ve come to know Lady Groome?” 

      “Quite well,” said Mr. Groome. 

      Juliette nodded. “Now I don’t mean to be so direct with you, but on this matter I have quite strong opinions, so please forgive my being forward.” She leaned ever so slightly toward him. “Has Lady Groome in recent days seemed much like the woman you’ve come to know?” 

      “Well … ” 

      There was an inarticulate cry from the bedroom. Juliette heard one of the Attendants say, “You’re quite strong, aren’t you, m’lady? Sandra, please hand me one of those pacifiers.” 

      Juliette gave Mr. Groome a pleasant smile then stood to close the bedroom door before returning to sit in front of him. The upholstery, as she lowered her weight into the chair, made a musty exhale. Did she have a decontaminant she could covertly spray while Groome was distracted? Juliette didn’t want to offend him, but the odor stewed beneath both their stations. 

      “I suppose not,” he finally answered. 

      “I know this is probably all very bothersome to you,” said Juliette, “but please trust that my team and I run into this all the time. It is not at all out of the ordinary for us.” 

      Again she smiled. This too was an important part of dressing a scene: making sure those involved didn’t feel as if their situation was unusual, even though it always was. Or at least, such cases had been unusual a year ago, before Juliette’s disobedient daughter had done whatever she’d done to the Ministry of Manifestation’s Trappings. Now, thanks to Eila, the aether had been filthy for six months, and the results were showing. Holes in the fabric of Waldron’s Gate had been appearing nearly as quickly as Decorum could patch them back to beauty. 

      “Quite,” said Stanton Groome. 

      Juliette shifted in her chair, sipped her tea, and began to explain as Ministry of Decorum Academy lessons spun through her mind. 

      “Incursions such as what’s happening with your wife are caused by spirits in the aether … ” 

      Lesson Seven: Blame undesirable events on vague forces, not on the subjects themselves.

      “ … which alter the mind in ways that, although troublesome, are reversible … ” 

      Lesson Three: If deception will improve a subject’s demeanor, deceive.

      “ … but that must be eradicated, immediately and without prejudice … ” 

      Lesson Fifteen: Speak in absolutes with unflinching certainty.

      “ … to reveal your wife’s previous mind and personality — which, rest assured, Mr. Groome, still lies unperturbed beneath this delusion.”

      That last one was Decorum Academy Lesson Two: Promise a return to normality. The beautiful thing about Lesson Two was that as long as the subjects agreed that normality seemed possible, it didn’t matter if it actually was — which, in these scenarios, was seldom the case. Hope could be bent to create an impossible trap. In order to accuse Decorum of failing to deliver Mrs. Groome’s return to normality later on, Mr. Groome would have to admit to himself that he himself had authorized something that was more horrible than was necessary. 

      Only Lesson One was more important: Create beauty and harmony through any means necessary. 

      “Oh yes,” said Mr. Groome, as if he understood. 

      “This tea is quite good,” said Juliette, sipping. “Did you make it yourself?” 

      But Groome had looked away, distracted by the arrival of a tall woman in white carrying a fine leather bag that looked like something for a dress ball. Decorum Menders weren’t unlike Joffrey doctors, but few people would equate them. It was hardly the only idea about which those above the ground in Alterra were naive.

      Groome blinked. “What’s that?” 

      “I asked whether you’d made this tea yourself.” 

      “Oh yes. We have a fine pewter tea set given to me by my Mumsy. She was head of reclamation at the Wheelhouse, you know.”

      “You don’t say.”

      “Oh yes. She passed to the Crown earlier this year, and I inherited the tea set.” 

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

      “Why? It’s a rather fine tea set.” 

      Groome’s eyes went again to the bedroom, so Juliette took the opportunity to discreetly scan the room for discord. She noted a chunk of shattered crystal unicorn and the hole Daphne Groome had manage to kick in the wall with her pointed old-lady dress shoe. There were scratch marks on the couch near the now-closed bedroom. That last bit of trouble could be erased simply by running a hand along the couch. Leather would have required more detailed work because the Lady’s nails were rather sharp. Juliette needed only to look down at the marks on her own pale arm, just above her pearl bracelet, to see that. 

      “Look,” said Groome, “I just need to know that Daphne will be fine when this is all over with. How can your people possibly assure that she will be fine?” 

      Inquisitive, Juliette thought. She’d figured as much after seeing the home’s decor, the Groomes’ casual disobedience of social customs, and now hearing about Mr. Groome’s Wheelhouse mother. Perhaps Groome even wondered how clockwork functioned rather than simply accepting its structure. Curious people tended to be trouble. She’d have to keep the central lie in mind, repeating it for Groome as often as the job required. 

      “It’s what she wants.”

      “That’s not an assurance.” 

      “Mr. Groome,” said Juliette, “it’s what she wants.” 

      Indecision flickered in his eyes. Then something clicked, and his eyes changed, becoming accepting. It was the work of a subtle mnemonic trigger Decorum sowed into Alterra’s nightly broadcasts, now deliberately mimicked in Juliette’s tone of voice. It hadn’t been easy, getting Parliament to allow Decorum to use mnemonics to “train” those who watched the broadcasts. She’d had to convince them in the way Decorum always convinced government: by pretending the triggers were for Parliament’s benefit rather than Decorum’s advantage. Doing so was never too difficult, thanks to Decorum’s willingness to trade ego for effectiveness. Parliament and the Ministry of Manifestation both felt they controlled Decorum. It wasn’t true, but it was useful that they believed it.

      “Oh,” said Groome, suddenly obedient. “Well, if you really feel that way.” 

      “You yourself said your wife is not the same woman she once was.” Juliette subtly shifted both tone and posture to convey what Groome’s psychological triggers would read as authority. “Does the wife you know rant and rave? Does she break things? Does she kick holes in walls?” 

      The questions were aggressive and Juliette almost felt bad, but it was vital that this went well. Unlike many of the other recent disintegration cases, someone as prominent as Lady Daphne Lindon Groome couldn’t just be shipped off to Joffrey Columns and vanish. Geese at the social clubs hung on her every word. She had to return more or less to normal even if her new normality had substantially fewer bubbles — and even if, technically speaking, she was no longer Lady Daphne at all. 

      “No, I suppose she doesn’t. But … ” 

      “Does the wife you’ve come to know and love normally knock over buffet tables at banquets?” 

      That had been a tricky scene to dress, after Lady Groome had done her freak-out at the Clarion Society’s high-class luncheon. In addition to simply cleaning up, Decorum had needed to create a whole new banquet and construct an elaborate media campaign around it as the society event others would be far too poor to attend. It was the only way to make those at the Clarion incident stop blathering and start discussing the new soiree instead. 

      “I’d forgotten about that,” said Groome. 

      “This isn’t about altering Lady Daphne, you understand. This is about removing an impure influence.” 

      “But how could it have happened?” His voice sounded almost affronted.

      “She’s probably more in tune with the aether than most people,” said Juliette. “Like a Builder.” 

      “A Builder?” Judging by his awe, Juliette could tell she’d hit her mark. 

      “Yes. But with such great minds comes a certain level of sensitivity. And, sometimes, susceptibility.” 

      “Oh.” But he clearly didn’t need more convincing. He was still thinking of the compliment Juliette had paid his family. 

      “My team would simply like to remove the influence upon your wife and restore her to you. That is all I ask your consent to do.” 

      There was a muffled shout from the bedroom that Juliette couldn’t make out — like Get that thing away from my eye followed by the soothing mumblings of one of the Attendants holding Lady Groome down so she wouldn’t fuss. Something shattered. It sounded like glass. Juliette wondered if it was the bedside lamp. She hoped not. The lamp was quite beautiful.

      “Oh yes,” said Groome. “I understand.” 

      “And as I said: She definitely wants this, though she is not currently in a position to voice her opinion. Which is why it’s so sensible and kind and noble of you to agree on her behalf.” 

      “Certainly,” said Groome, mollified.

      Juliette gave him a pleasant smile then reached out and knocked twice on the wooden table beside her. Almost immediately, a blonde head peeked out of the bedroom. 

      “Yes, Director?” 

      “You may proceed,” said Juliette. 

      The Attendant nodded curtly and closed the door. 

      Stanton Groome finally took his teacup from its saucer and put it to his lips. “This tea truly is quite good,” he said as his wife began to scream.
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      JULIETTE ENTERED THE BEDROOM AFTER Lady Groome had been ushered into the parlor for recovery. She found the Mender, Nicole, wiping blood from the orbitoclast’s tip with a fine white cloth. 

      “Any problems?” Juliette asked. 

      “Not once she stopped caring,” Nicole replied. 

      The Mender’s husband thought her job at the Ministry centered on developing table-setting trends. She had an encyclopedic knowledge of the modern salad fork’s history and resented all the decoy knowledge that rumor said in private she rather scandalously ate with her fingers. 

      “Are you relatively confident the problem is solved?” 

      Nicole shrugged. “Once you erase a chalkboard, it stops saying ridiculous things. How is her husband?” 

      “Pacified. I asked Mary and Violet to take him in to see her. Please tell me you remembered to wipe down the corner of her eye before taking her in there.” 

      Nicole nodded to a silver tray beside the vacated bed. The corner posts were still strapped with the restraints that had held the Lady down, and the tray had likely been borrowed from the kitchen service. There was a small metal hammer on its gleaming surface, several clean white cloths, and one that had been moistened and formed into a point, colored red. Beside the crimson cloth, seemingly random, was a small black item about the size of Juliette’s palm. 

      “Cleaned her off then applied eyeliner. She’ll look fine. He won’t see anything unless he looks very close. Even if he does, she’d be expected to look wild-eyed.” The Mender sighed. “Same as always.” 

      “Did you notify the Ministry yet?” 

      “That’s your job.” This time, Nicole nodded toward the door. “Violet sent for an Envoy.” 

      Juliette echoed the Mender’s sigh. They were both senior at the Ministry, and good friends by now. They maintained their guard around Attendants, but even Attendants had graduated Academy and could be trusted with secrets. With Violet and Mary in the parlor, only Talia — a senior Attendant — was still in the bedroom. Juliette sat on the bed, lay back, and closed her eyes.

      A moment later she opened them and saw Nicole watching. The Mender had stowed her tools in the fine bag, and as usual had kept her white dress immaculate. She looked ready for dancing.

      “Straight talk, Director.”

      Juliette gave her a sarcastic look — a look she’d never use outside Decorum company, even with her own family. Nicole usually called the Director by her first name, as did most of Juliette’s first-tier underlings. But Nicole, in addition to being a Mender, was on the Committee. Her use of “Director” now was almost parody. 

      “What … Mender?” 

      “Do you think the seams are showing?” 

      “Oh no; you look beautiful.” 

      “I mean in Waldron’s Gate, with all these incidents.” 

      “I know what you mean, Nicole,” said Juliette, sitting up. “I was trying for levity.” 

      “Levity doesn’t become the head of Decorum. I was confused.” 

      “I don’t know if the seams are showing. I like to believe we’re keeping up, and was trained to believe in the strongest forces inside people.” 

      “You mean, ‘conformity and a desire to believe what one wants to believe’?” the Mender recited. 

      “Yes. But — ” Juliette watched as the remaining Attendant left the room, presumably to head for the parlor, “ — but I’ll admit that of late, I’ve had to take much of it on faith. It shouldn’t take a trained eye to see that things in the Gate have changed — only an eye that chooses to believe what’s real instead of what’s convenient and popular.” 

      “What do the logicians say about — ?” Nicole began, but Juliette held up a hand. Officially, Juliette’s second position, as Curator of the Alterran Archive, didn’t exist — just like the Archive itself. Nicole, like everyone who’d graduated Academy, knew about the Archive and its corps of logicians, but knowing about them was a world away from having the clearance to know their predictions. Still, curiosity was as natural as conformity, and knowing better didn’t stop those who were most comfortable with Juliette from asking. 

      “You know I can’t tell you that.” 

      “You started it, talking of faith. Maybe you need Mending, as well.” Nicole gave an evil grin and hefted her bag. 

      “I don’t think there are two more different things in the world than the kind of faith Thestic preaches and faith in Academy lessons.”

      “Trust, then,” said Nicole. “Not faith.” 

      Juliette nodded, wanting to close her eyes again, to lie down, to go to sleep on Lady Groome’s fine (if somewhat musty) bedspread. Of all people, the head of Decorum and Curator of the Archive was never supposed to show weakness. And yet the past six months had made her plenty weak. She felt like a frayed rope, unwinding from the end, disorder spreading through her like a terminal disease. The problem with being at the top of a chain that even Parliament didn’t control was that Juliette had nowhere to unload. No one to cry to, and no permission to weep. 

      “I suppose.” 

      “Are you all right?” 

      But this had gone too far already. Nicole was Juliette’s Ministry subordinate. It wasn’t appropriate to literally lie down on the job, nor fair to others who saw her do it. If Juliette had someone above her, she’d be holding herself together during these turbulent times by looking to that person and telling herself that her superior knew exactly what she was doing. By getting personal, Juliette was letting Nicole down. By showing weakness, she was undermining a system that was already growing fragile.

      As it was, Juliette had only doctrine to trust — and possibly predictions from the corps of logicians. But trust — even in the Historium and in the logicians’ predictions — was far from certainty. The Nova fleet was outside the Fog, and the Fog itself seemed to be moving from hyperproduction into a kind of patchwork stasis. There were thin spots everywhere in the Fog now, and pirates were already attempting daredevil missions for the ocean beyond. The polluted dream — well, thanks to Eila — was causing unprecedented levels of Build faults at the Ministry of Manifestation. Disintegrating focus in the minds of Waldron’s Gate citizens was causing tunnels to appear in the solid city streets like mentally created potholes. Holding things together lately had felt like trying to keep a wet piece of paper from dissolving in her fingers.

      “I’m fine,” said Juliette.

      Nicole watched her for a long moment, likely seeing the little snapping-to Juliette had forced herself into. The Director, every subordinate knew, was covered in armor when focused, and it would do no good to inquire further about her weaknesses.  

      “How is Atwell?” 

      Juliette scanned Nicole’s question for deeper meaning. Was she asking about operations at the Ministry of Manifestation, still searching for decay and holes in the Alterran fabric? Was she asking about Eila, as if the Mender knew the way Juliette and her husband sometimes bickered over their rogue daughter’s motives? 

      But no; Juliette could read Nicole’s tone. She was making small talk while they cleared the scene and waited for the Envoy’s arrival. 

      “He’s well.” 

      “Not too stressed?” 

      Juliette made a wry smile — another expression that even her husband and children seldom saw. “Atwell hides stress well.” 

      “What does that mean?”

      “What it sounds like,” said Juliette. “He’s imperturbable. Inscrutably solid.” 

      “I saw that he’d grown a beard.” 

      “He does that, on and off,” said Juliette. “It means nothing, other than that he’s puzzling.” She forced a smile and added, “Which he always is.” 

      But of course, Atwell seemed to be puzzling different things these days. He used to spend his bearded periods working out logical ways to address the Enigma team’s most pressing Builds, shaving only once they’d solved whatever needed solving. But these days, Juliette could read Atwell’s new puzzlers as if he’d written the questions on the skin of his forehead: 

      Where is Eila? 

      Is she with Cora? 

      What are they planning? 

      And perhaps most troubling: Is it possible they were telling the truth? 

      This last was the worst of the bunch, and one he wouldn’t have given headspace just a few months ago. But Atwell was like one of the Ministry’s thinking machines: supremely logical and acutely aware of those times when pieces of a puzzle didn’t fit without changing the problem’s rules. He’d been trying to figure out why Eila had tried to get Alterra to give up Crumble since their daughter’s pirate broadcast, and had added a new piece to his thoughts after he’d turned Cora Mew in to Constable Law for her own good. But ever since Cora had vanished as well, Atwell seemed to be puzzling in new directions. 

      How could the girls vanish so completely if they’d had nowhere to go? Why would his eminently logical daughter betray the society she’d grown up to one day Build and lead? There was something missing, and it was only a matter of time before Atwell began giving serious consideration to some of Cora’s more outrageous accusations: that the Blunderbuss had a lower half, that there was a city beneath Waldron’s Gate, and that the engine’s inspirations didn’t actually come from a mysterious “aether.” 

      Once Atwell asked himself those questions, he’d soon begin to mumble them at Juliette over dinner despite his ignorance of the knowledge she held or the control she wielded. At that point Juliette would have just two choices, equally unacceptable: she could tell him the truth and betray both Decorum and the Archive, or she could continue pretending to know nothing and widen the gap between them. 

      “Hmm,” said Nicole, unconvinced. It was one thing to fool an outsider, but they’d both had the same training. They’d graduated Academy and knew how malleable even the most ardent opinions could be — and how easily a mind could be persuaded or tipped over the edge. 

      “Don’t give me ‘Hmm,’” said Juliette. 

      “You just seem tense.” 

      “‘Tense’ is how we should all appear to be.” 

      “Juliette … ”

      Juliette met her gaze, waiting for what came next with challenge in her eyes. 

      Nicole said, “I’m not Becky Mew.”

      Juliette chewed on the statement for a second. She and Cora’s mother had been friends since before their daughters were born — and yet there hadn’t been a day during that friendship when Juliette had felt truly close to Becky. It was hard to be close when most of your words were the hatchlings of a lie, and when every conversation felt like a quiet match you were determined to win. Becky’s worldview was so naive and simple. Juliette could have told her anything (about herself, about Eila, about Cora and all Cora might have done in her teenage ways before disappearing), and Becky would have believed or even considered its truth. It was sad more than safe or secure. 

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

      “Hmm,” said Nicole. 

      “Stop that.” 

      “I’m just saying that if you ever want to talk, I’m here.” 

      “Everything is fine.”

      There was a knock at the door before Nicole could voice another “Hmm.” Both women turned to look, expecting that one of the Attendants had returned. But it was the Envoy they’d been expecting, here to ferry their findings on the Groome incident to Parliament.

      And of course, because the Crown had a sense of humor, the Envoy was Jerome Mew.

      “Seriously,” said Juliette, stuffing down a now-overwhelming feeling of discomfort as Nicole moved toward the door to give them privacy. “Everything is fine.” 

      Nicole’s eyes flitted between Jerome and Juliette — between the Ministry Envoy and the woman about to tell him all sorts of terrible things that only his subconscious mind would hear while his higher mind remained blissfully unaware. 

      “Hmm,” said Nicole.
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      EILA TRIED TO BLINK THE nightmare from her mind as it flashed behind her eyelids. She wasn’t sleeping now, and she wasn’t in the strange place, with all the steam, where night after night she allowed someone to die. 

      She was awake. She was here, back in Daw’s mansion in Pavilion with her friends. And she was safe. For now. And never mind the increasing urge she felt, even after the nightmare was gone, to visit the man called the Oracle Hither: the mad Pavilion prophet at the head of a growing cult who claimed to know the future.

      In her hand, Eila held three ducks, one hydra, a single beaver, and what looked like an average beverage coaster because that’s what it was. A year ago, most rules of the odd Pavilion game of beavers had confused her, but she wasn’t a sheltered topsider anymore. So this time when Walker had picked up his glass of water, Eila had snatched the coaster. Because he’d failed to kick the table’s underside before taking a drink. It was all very straightforward while not making any sense at all.

      “Cora, your turn,” said Eila. 

      “No table talk,” said Finnegan, grumbling.  

      “I just told her to take her turn.”

      Across the table, Eve spontaneously laughed. The Athenian, with her bright red hair, emerald eyes, and pointed ears, had relaxed significantly during her time in Pavilion. Since the tunnels’ first appearance, Eve and some of the others had been splitting their time between the Doon beyond the Fog and Daw’s Guile hideout. The Flock had always been more like the Guile than Novan soldiers, and the Guile seemed to agree. Despite tense relations with the Novans beyond the Fog, Eve, Abbie, Obsidian, sometimes Koral, and the occasional others were always more or less welcomed by all but Daw. But even the dirty scientist, who’d had his world turned end for end six months ago, was different now.

      “That!” said Walker, pointing. “That right there!” 

      “What about it?” But now Eila was laughing as well. In her mind she saw Walker wearing a pink bonnet — an image that Eve had just sent her telepathically.

      “You’re talking!” Walker whined.

      “I haven’t opened my mouth,” said Eve. 

      “You just opened your mouth,” Finnegan pointed out.

      “You don’t need to open your mouth!” Walker complained, tossing his round cards facedown on the table. “I renew my objection to letting Pointy here play in a high-stakes beavers tournament!” 

      “Why?” said Eila. 

      Cora, not understanding, was looking back and forth between the arguing parties. She had a massive pile of stones in front of her and had been winning from the very first hand. Like Eila, the first time she’d played, however, Cora had no idea why (or even that) she was winning. 

      “Because Eve is reading your mind!” 

      “I’m not reading her mind,” said Eve. 

      “Then what are you laughing at?” Walker demanded. 

      “I heard a hilarious joke yesterday,” said Eve, deadpan. At the same moment, Eila saw Walker again, this time holding a shepherd’s crook and wearing long white stockings. Eila erupted in laughter. 

      “Oh, and you ain’t sending her all of these jokes right now?” 

      “I’m laughing about something entirely different,” said Eila, trying to keep a straight face. 

      While Walker was arguing, Savannah was pulling cards from everyone’s hand, complaining with each one. Eventually she groaned and shoved her pile of stones toward Cora. 

      Obsidian was across the room, sitting on a crate. He’d tried twice to sit around the table but had reduced a pair of chairs to kindling. Only the crate was strong enough to support his huge, muscular weight, and the position across the room was the only place he could fit without swallowing half the table’s diameter. 

      “I believe I have plorx,” he said, looking through his cards. 

      “Hey, Eve,” said Walker, pointing at Obsidian. “Does he actually have it? You’ve known for a while, right?” 

      “She can’t just read anyone’s mind, Walker,” said Eila, forcing her face to turn serious. 

      “Just yours, huh?” 

      “Only if Eila sends me something,” said Eve. “I would not enter uninvited.”

      “Convenient,” Walker grumbled. 

      “It’s dangerous for me to simply walk into a mind.” Eve gave a tiny shudder. “The traps you people put in there. It’s almost as if you have no mental control at all.” She’d already explained this, but Walker had a way of forgetting when he was losing at beavers because it gave him an excuse. 

      “Walker doesn’t have any mental control,” said Savannah. 

      “I can only talk to people I’m bonded with. People I trust. Would you enter an unknown place full of possible adversaries blind and defenseless?” 

      “Plorx,” said Obsidian, holding up his cards, apparently uninterested in Walker’s objections to silent table talk.

      Cora turned to Obsidian then the rest of the table. “Is plorx good?” she asked. 

      Walker rolled his eyes. “For you, yes.” 

      Cora looked baffled, collecting the stones the others began to give her. She had her Envoy father’s mind and had been one of the Guile’s strongest assets since moving into the hideout full time, afraid to go home lest she be taken into custody. She’d riddled out the Novan strategy with nothing more than a few scattered images and supreme logic — but beavers, ever random, still confounded her.

      “So I should … ” She looked around the room, unsure. 

      Finnegan threw his cards on the floor and stomped off. The others began to stand. 

      “Is the game over?” Cora asked.

      Before anyone could answer, the door — a hand-cranked round portal like a bulkhead door on a large lake ship — noisily swung open. Levi entered, looking filthy. Most of the grime had, presumably, come from his exploration of the tunnels that increasingly pocked the barrier between Pavilion and Waldron’s Gate. He had familiar raccoon rings circling his eyes from the goggles, and a headlamp hung from a strap in one hand.

      Eila looked at Eve then walked toward Levi. Cora got to him first and began fussily brushing at his coat. 

      “Such filth,” she said. “Did you go mining?”

      “Two new tunnels,” Levi announced. He held up a small device covered in cogs and sheathed in glass, for the Guile’s Tinker to see. “It’s getting hard to use this thing, Willoughby. You’ll need to find another way to detect these … anomalies that keep appearing as the dream well comes undone.” 

      “You just said you found two new tunnels with it,” said Willoughby. 

      “Yes, but there’s too much noise. I won’t be able to find new tunnels using it for long.” 

      “‘Noise’?” said Cora. 

      Eila answered before Levi could, drawing a mildly irritated look from Cora. “He means it’s hard to tell proper tunnels from smaller cracks because too many holes are forming.” 

      Levi raised the device. “This thing detects airborne pollens from Waldron’s Gate. Because those pollens shouldn’t be down here in Pavilion, following drafts of pollens should be a good way to locate new tunnels. But we’re seeing leaks everywhere — pollen drafts all over the place, making this detector almost useless. It’s not just tunnels that are forming now. There are tons of little holes that let in drafts, pocking the roof and holes of Pavilion like a sieve.” 

      Cora looked up. “Will it … ” She swallowed. “Will the roof of Pavilion collapse?” 

      “That’s not how the tunnels work,” said Willoughby, walking over. “They form, and then they vanish, sealing right back up. Only a few stay longer than a handful of hours, and most are too small for anyone to go through. But they’ll keep getting bigger, and they’ll become more permanent. It’s inevitable, as more people in Waldron’s Gate slip past Crumble’s protection.” 

      No one bothered to ask what Willoughby meant. Not long ago, there had been only two terms describing Crumble addiction: You were either “on-Crumble” (dreamless, sane, and open to the thought-stealing work of the Blunderbuss) or “off Crumble” (closed to the engine, with delights and demons trapped within the dreamer’s skull). But ever since Eila had polluted the Ministry Trappings and the citizens of Waldron’s Gate had begun having each other’s nightmares, “slipping past Crumble” had become a troubling third option. It referred to people who dutifully took their Crumble as Parliament required — but for whom the drug was no longer strong enough to hold back nighttime horrors.

      “It’s not just the pollution of the Alterran dream well that’s caused the problem,” Willoughby said, giving Eila a sympathetic nod as if to say the pollution wasn’t her fault, even though it was. “It’s also due to a snowball effect of belief. See, ever since tunnels began forming, people have been crawling down through them from above. Presumably more come down than up because down the fissures here are subtle, whereas up top — at least in certain spots, at certain times — the tunnels’ entrances are obvious. But there’s a problem: Anyone who’d crawl into a tunnel in the street and then paw their way through darkness to its end is at least a little crazy.” He gave a resigned little smile. “It means there are more and more rumors about ‘the up world’ spread by oddballs who’ve seen it. Information about Pavilion leaks up sometimes, too, meaning topside dreamers also increasingly believe in ‘down,’ even if they’d never admit it while awake. So as more people believe, more tunnels form. And as more tunnels form, more people believe. It’s a self-perpetuating cycle.”

      “Levi says people are starting to … well … walk into the Fog,” Cora added.

      Eila looked over. Since when had Cora been close enough with Levi to know something he hadn’t told her?

      “I’m seeing it in dreams,” Levi said, hedging. “So it’s possible the idea of walking into the Fog is only fantasy. But even so, how long before people get curious and do it for real?” 

      “They’ll be killed,” Eila said. 

      There was a grumbling from behind her. 

      A voice said, “That would be ideal, yes.”
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      EILA AND THE OTHERS TURNED to watch Daw Blackburn approach. His mustache was long and limp at the ends. His collar was open, and his rumpled white shirt was missing its customary black overcoat.

      “Good morning to you too, Daw,” Levi said. 

      Instead of joining the group, Daw sat with a grunt on one of the couches. The couch, like the rest of the basement hideout, was the same as it had always been, unchanged during their temporary exodus. When they’d first returned to Daw’s mansion after locating a narrow tunnel down from Waldron’s Gate, they’d been hesitant, peeking around for the Constable Law officers that the giant machine, Copper, had apparently vanquished, or possibly killed and buried. They’d found no officers, and the tunnel to the surface that had always been in the closet’s rear had been gone. Now, the tunnel was back. It was as if the mansion were trying to protect them: hiding the secret exit from Constable Law then revealing it again after the Guile moved back in — and resumed believing in the tunnel enough to make it real. 

      “But the Fog won’t kill them all,” said Daw, ignoring Levi. “It won’t kill every single fool who enters.” He looked up at Abbie, Obsidian, and Eve, all of whom now crossed the Fog regularly. “Because ever since we enacted our brilliant plan to poison the Trappings, the Fog hasn’t exactly been the impenetrable barrier it once was, am I right?” 

      “Is that a problem?” Willoughby asked.

      Coming from Walker, the same words might have sounded loaded, but from Willoughby it was just a question. He and the Doon mechanic Jasper had created their Fog Shuttle when the gaps had formed, but if Daw was implying that the Shuttle itself was a problem, Willoughby’s tone said he’d dismantle it right away, no questions asked. 

      But Daw gave the most resigned of answers: “It is what it is.” 

      There was a beat of quiet. Daw’s arrival had poisoned the room’s mood, killing camaraderie and joy. Nobody liked having Daw around anymore. He spent most of his time sulking since realizing he’d been played by Admiral Wellington, who’d tricked them into weakening the Fog just as Wellington had wanted. Now, Daw was insufferable to be around. He said that everything was a bad idea, everything fated to a horrible end. 

      “And … ?” Willoughby prompted. 

      “It might actually be a problem,” Levi said when Daw remained silent. His voice was conciliatory, as if reluctantly conceding a point. “In terms of total volume, the Fog is definitely increasing, as we’d figured it would. But now the Fog is unstable, shifting and moving around, spreading both into areas of intense thickness and corresponding areas where there’s virtually nothing.” He looked at Eila. “Leaving no barrier between Alterra and the world beyond.”  

      Cora looked at Eila, and then they both looked at Eve. If what Levi said about people crossing the Fog was true — and they’d all seen hints that it was, even without the camouflaged Fog Shuttle — what would keep Nova out of Alterra? Eila had trusted Wellington, and he’d betrayed them all. Now, all cards were supposedly on the table, and Eve swore that Wellington had nothing left to hide. But even Eve’s say-so didn’t make Eila want to trust the admiral ever again. 

      “The Doon won’t send troops into Alterra,” Eve said. 

      Daw laughed. 

      But Eila caught a thought from Eve. Eve had faith in her assertion, though it was for a reason Eve’s thoughts didn’t fully explain. Still, what Eve believed, Eila was increasingly willing to also. And so she faced Daw and spoke her mind.

      “If Eve says Wellington won’t send troops, he won’t.” 

      Daw’s head cocked, seeming to mutter, Whatever you say, little girl.

      “I wasn’t just thinking of people coming in to Alterra,” Levi said. “You started this with talk of people walking out.” 

      “Let them walk out,” Daw grunted. “Let them be eaten if they time their trips wrong.” 

      “And if they return?” Levi said, glaring. “If they discover the world beyond, and the Novan fleet waiting? If they bring that knowledge back into Alterra with them and sleep, further poisoning the Blunderbuss’s stream with their realizations?” 

      “Nobody will believe them,” Eila said. She knew. She’d seen, and she’d told Alterra the truth that first night over the airwaves. But Alterra hadn’t listened. They’d just turned to their Ministries for more soothing propaganda, and labeled Eila a traitor.

      But Cora shook her head, her Envoy mind seeming to assemble the pieces into a troubling puzzle. Her eyes told Eila, No. You’re wrong. People absolutely will believe this time. Because of the nightmares, they are ready to believe anything. 

      Abbie, listening, joined the circle. “We need to talk to Wellington,” she said, walking over. “Have the Doon capture anyone who makes it across. The Flock has always patrolled the Fog. But instead of just watching for monsters, they need to know to watch for humans.” 

      “Hogwash,” Daw grumbled in response. “Your mistake is believing that what troubles us also troubles Wellington. It does not. He’ll welcome those who cross. He’ll give them a tour. Then he’ll escort them back into Alterra and encourage them to take a nap and spread their new knowledge into the aether.”

      Eve looked at Eila and shook her head. Another thought tapped at her: Eve mentally saying, For now at least, Fog crossings hurt Admiral Wellington, too.

      “It’s a good idea, Daw,” Eila said. “Let Abbie talk to Wellington. For all of us.”

      “I don’t take your suggestion,” he replied. “And I’m in charge here.” 

      Levi moved to stand in front of Daw then kicked one of his legs from their propped-up position. The dirty scientist’s expression didn’t change. He looked up at Levi, waiting for more. 

      “She’s right, and you’re being stubborn just because,” Levi said. “We need to talk to the Doon and make sure they capture anyone who makes it across.” 

      “I’m still in charge here,” said Daw. 

      Levi’s head shook slowly. It wasn’t a gesture of negation, but of sad resignation. “Then stand up, and stop us. Stop feeling sorry for yourself, and help for a change.” 

      Daw flapped his hand at Levi. 

      Levi looked at the assembled members of the Flock and Guile, one by one. Then, seeming to realize he’d put himself at the group’s center whether he’d intended to or not, he spoke. 

      “I know it’s an open question of whether we should ally with Wellington … ” he began. 

      Daw guffawed.

      “But no matter how we got here, the situation can’t be changed. We can sit here and talk about how Alterra is a victim and Nova has come to take us over, or we can at least weigh Nova’s version of history. And Eve’s version, from the perspective of Athenia.” He glanced at Eve, sighing. “The version in which Alterra, not Nova, is the villain.” 

      Eve’s eyes found Eila’s. Inside her mind, Eila saw waves of Alterran soldiers enter Eve’s home of Athenia, crawling like locusts into every corner of a land she’d only seen in dreams — a land of columns and arches and gods carved into stone. She saw the city burn, and an engine like the Blunderbuss — this one called Pandora — be overtaken. She saw the soldiers repelled, and then her mind watched as the city sank beneath the water. She saw Athenia reborn below the ocean — where, after the people Built themselves a means to survive, the great engine was deactivated, its small round core hidden so Alterran aggressors could never find it and use Pandora as they’d used the Blunderbuss. 

      I love you, Eila, said a whispered version of Eve’s voice. But put yourself in my place, and ask which nation you’d defend and which you’d fight. 

      “Pavilion has no natural ally,” said Levi. “We are technically Alterran, but most here don’t even know Alterra exists beyond our rock walls. So should we ally ourselves with those above, who buried us below their city? Or should we join with those who want to take over our engine? Do we stand with the Alterran military, who have enslaved us, or with Nova, who would conquer us?” 

      “Neither,” said Walker. 

      “We don’t have to pick sides,” said Levi. “But just as we have friends above, we have friends among the Flock. And we, unlike Parliament, have the admiral’s honest ear. He needs us, whether we trust him or not. And that means we can use him.” 

      “You can’t ‘use’ Wellington,” said Abbie.

      “We can keep our options open, then.” 

      “You’re trying to play both sides,” said Walker. “You can’t do that. What, you want to buddy up to Wellington because, hey, you’d have done the same thing in his shoes?” 

      “Maybe,” said Levi. 

      A chorus of protests and agreements erupted. A fight felt almost inevitable until Willoughby put two fingers into the corners of his mouth and whistled. All heads turned, instantly quiet. 

      “Waldron’s Gate is not our enemy,” he said. 

      Several voices grumbled. 

      “And Nova is not our enemy,” he added. 

      Different voices grumbled. 

      “We can try and paint this in black and white because it’s convenient, or we can understand that, yes, in Wellington’s position, we’d see Alterra — possibly including Pavilion — differently than we do now. Among us, Eve has the most reason to hate even the people in this room. But in spite of that justification, where is she? And who has she ‘bonded’ with, to use her term?” 

      All eyes turned toward Eila. Even Cora’s, which then flicked to Levi standing beside her. 

      “The only way to get through this is to accept that we are where we are, and that nobody is anyplace other than that,” Willoughby said. 

      “Meaningless,” Walker grumbled. 

      Willoughby, usually so timid, eyed Walker in a way that made him shut his mouth and unravel his defiantly crossed arms.

      “I’ve spent a lot of time talking to Jasper,” Willoughby went on. “I’d wanted to talk to him from the beginning, since I figured that Nova must be filled with Tinkers, seeing as I didn’t know they’d ever had an engine like the Blunderbuss that could Build what they needed.” 

      “Not anymore,” said Finnegan. 

      “Actually, learning about Nova’s engine — the Mekka — and how it stopped working only made me more curious to meet Jasper because it meant he was like me. He’d take things that he didn’t understand, because they’d been made by something ancient, and figure them out. But even after we created the Shuttle, I was still as nervous beyond the Fog as I was going through it. Because the world out there was so different. It was just too big. Anyone Alterran who has crossed the Fog knows what I’m talking about: that feeling that the sky might fall, and that’s after you’ve grown used to being above ground inside Alterra.”

      A few people nodded agreement. Eila had seen the awe and fear in Walker and Levi when they’d first found the ships. She’d felt it herself. The ocean had been one thing, but the ships something else. Evidence of a larger world Alterran belief didn’t teach — a whole universe, really. 

      “But Jasper isn’t a soldier,” Willoughby went on. “A lot of people on the Doon aren’t soldiers. And I’m sure a lot of people on the other Novan ships aren’t soldiers. Just people doing a job.” 

      “Judge the fleet, not the individual,” Walker said. “Don’t matter how nicey-nice the cooks and cleaners are if they’re still here to take us down, as a whole.”

      “Judge the individual, not the fleet,” Willoughby retorted. “Soldiers are soldiers, and … ” He gave an almost apologetic nod to Abbie and Obsidian, whose clothing was practically decorated with weaponry, and to Eve, even though she carried nothing. “And they’re looking for something to shoot. But not the others. I’m not talking about responsibility or blame, Walker. I’m talking about worldview. Across the fleet, there must be hundreds of people like Jasper: men and women who will never fire a weapon, who aren’t in it for the fight. And as I was walking through the ship that first time, talking to Jasper about ideas for how to build a Shuttle capable of crossing the Fog and meeting those ordinary folks, I kept thinking: Forget about hostilities. These people believe Alterra’s the bad guy.” 

      “That was a shock to you?” said Walker. 

      “Frankly, yes. It seemed logical that we were just minding our own business — both Pavilion and Waldron’s Gate. Jasper showed me some of their maps and globes, and I learned about the other land masses — places that all had their own histories independent of ours. None of those other lands knew what was happening behind the Fog. They only knew that in the past, Alterra had knocked a lot of things down then closed the door around itself … taking the world’s only functioning engine with them.” 

      “Those ‘others’ aren’t innocent,” Daw growled from the couch. 

      Eila had almost forgotten Daw was there. He stood, crossing the room toward Willoughby, his eyes ticking toward the Seeker device Eve had instructed him to build, toward the larger quest and responsibility the device implied. Daw was taller, darker, and more intimidating than the Tinker even under normal circumstances, but months of roiling and boiling Fog and guilt had twisted Daw into something truly terrible.

      “Nobody’s innocent,” said Willoughby. “That’s my point. But nobody’s truly guilty, either.” 

      It looked for a moment as if there might be a fight between the small Guile Tinker and its lame duck leader, but a moment’s stalemate turned Daw on his heel. He stalked out, and the quiet victory lit the room’s mood. 

      Eve came to stand beside Willoughby. His soft brown eyes, unused to holding an air of authority, quietly thanked her. 

      “If people cross the Fog, our patrols will pick them up,” she said. “There is nothing to worry about there. There are always two Flock watching the borders near each ship.” 

      Eila listened, nodding. If the Flock hadn’t been on patrol, she and Walker would likely be dead. Only their intervention, stepping a few hundred feet into the Fog when they heard and saw trouble, had kept Eila alive once in the past. Later, when they’d become the first daredevils to run through the Fog’s opening gaps, they’d done so because they’d spotted those open spots from a patrol — although Eve, who’d shouted their mecha suits into action, had had an agenda of her own. 

      “Willoughby is right. Nobody has more justification to hate Alterra than my people do, but yours is a nation filled with many innocents and only a few who are even complicit in what became of Athenia. If this group has a righteous function, it is not to burn and destroy either side.” Her bow-shaped lips formed a small, bitter grimace. “It is to keep two groups of ignorant fools from causing too much damage as they pound their chests.” 

      The room was quiet, waiting. They’d spent six months following Eve’s lead, everyone separately believing what they wanted to, in a holding pattern as to their larger mission. Everyone seemed to understand that the group was filled with divergent opinions about what might follow, so nobody said much because they knew a proposed solution would only break the group’s seal on simmering disagreements and unravel the Guile from inside. 

      And yet everyone had followed the Athenian’s lead — she who hated Alterra but still had a cool head. Eve was in the middle, the Guile’s de facto leader. She might want to run to Nova’s defense — to help them through the gaps, to speed the flow of Fog creatures to Evergreen and into the hands of the Dark King. Or she might ally with Alterra despite her hatred because she knew what it was like to stand in the valley of a nation awaiting decimation, as powerful armies amassed for a hopeless battle. 

      All anyone knew was that Eve had wanted to retrieve the Athenian core — recently just a globe atop Atlas’s shoulders in what Eve called the Spindle. Sabotaging the Blunderbuss and restoring Pandora’s core might have put the cork back in the bottle had the Spindle not vanished from the Convenience machine’s guts. Now it was too late. Time was up, and Alterra was too poisoned to save. The nature of Eve’s teased “longer way around” solution could have been anything, yielding any result.

      “So how exactly do we keep Alterra and Nova from ‘causing too much damage’?” Abbie asked, moving to stand beside Eila. 

      “I don’t know,” said Eve. 

      Walker groaned and rolled his eyes. Even Levi shook his head, exhausted beyond words. 

      “But Eila does.” 

      Everyone looked at Eila. 

      “I don’t … ” she stammered. “I don’t have the first idea how to … ” 

      You’re supposed to lead this group, Eve whispered inside her mind. You’ve avoided it for months, but it’s been your responsibility from the beginning. 

      I can’t, Eila replied. You’re the one who knows what to do. You’re the one who has an idea of how to find the Spindle, wherever it’s moved to. I couldn’t have coached Willoughby to build the Seeker to home in on it; you did that. And you are the one who knows what to do with the core once it’s found. 

      They believe what I say. But they will not follow me.

      Eila looked into Eve’s luminescent green eyes. Again she saw the image from her recurring nightmare — the one that plagued her like something prescient. 

      A doorway. 

      The flash of a weapon. 

      And someone falls. 

      Dead because of Eila. Because of a decision she’d made. It was a decision she could put her finger on no more than she could see the departed person’s face. 

      “I’m not a leader,” she said. 

      “Nobody thinks they’re a leader until they decide to become one.” Eve put a hand on Eila’s shoulder then let it fall. She took a few steps back, leaving Eila alone. 

      Eila looked at Cora. Cora gave her a pressed-lip smile. They were each so different than they’d once been. Cora had become more than an Envoy, thanks to whatever her Crumble overdose had forced upon her. And it was obvious to both who each of them must become.

      Leader.

      Adviser.

      From girls who, a lifetime ago, had just been two among many riding senseless rides at the Solstice Festival without a care in the world. 

      Eila sat, feeling heavy. It was hard to accept that her old life was truly over. That she might never return to her family’s table: a cold and proper mother at one end and a serious, logical father at the other with bickering siblings in the middle. 

      That was home, and it was gone forever. Now there was only this damp, dark city. This mission filled with nightmares. And the premonition that plagued her at night, in which her decisions, as the leader she refused to be, would lay someone she loved dead.

      She thought again of the Oracle. Of a hunch that kept dogging her, even though her superstitions would make the others laugh.

      “Eila?” Savannah said, breaking her spell.

      Eila shook her head then let it hang. 

      A hand moved high on her back. Eila looked over to see Cora watching her, attempting to rub her cares away. It was hard to believe she’d ever thought of Cora as silly, as much as her calculating mind had changed. 

      “Eve is right,” Cora said, quietly, so only Eila could hear.

      “You think?” 

      “I know.” 

      “Then what should I do, Cora?” 

      “Sleep on it,” Cora told her.
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      JULIETTE STOOD AS THE ENVOY from Parliament entered the Groomes’ bedroom. She suppressed a strong wave of surprise and discomfort. This was unfortunate — but now that Jerome Mew had arrived, she’d still have to do her job. She couldn’t request a new Envoy any more than she could say the things she planned to tell Jerome in a moment to his conscious face. 

      “Hello, Jerry,” she said, forcing a smile.

      “Juliette!” 

      The Envoy’s expression of pleasure as he saw her was more genuine than what Juliette had seen the man give his wife. Maybe it was because Becky always insisted on calling him by his full proper name of Jerome, which he hated. Or perhaps it was because the last six months — since Cora’s disappearance — had caused him to drop more and more pretense. It wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Pretense was easiest to cut when the people involved were intimately familiar with one  another — or when things began to decay, making them pointless.

      “What a pleasant surprise,” Juliette lied. Despite knowing and trusting Envoy protocol, she didn’t like this one bit. Even if the top of Jerome’s mind would never know what Juliette was about to tell his subconscious, the fact remained that he’d still be hearing her secrets. 

      “I’ve never seen you on site like this.”

      “Beauty needs to be spread everywhere,” Juliette said. She could already feel her formality reforming like a shell. Familiarity here would be a bad idea. She didn’t like the idea of being too friendly before stabbing a man in the back. 

      “Do you often go out into the field? Other than to consult on gala decorations and menus, I mean.” 

      “As needed.”

      “I know it broaches privacy a bit,” he said, lowering his voice, “but this is the Groome house, isn’t it? Are you here because they’re looking to redecorate? Because if they are, well … ” He paused, then said, “Let’s just say I know Becky would want to emulate whatever Daphne Groome did in her home, over in ours.” 

      “Correct, Jerome,” said Juliette. “It does broach privacy.” She gave him the smallest, most proper of smiles to cut the sting. Juliette didn’t want to offend him, but she’d stepped over the line by being soft at all. There was no room for such things while the nation’s threads continued to unravel. 

      “Oh. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s no problem.” Still feeling bad, watching his face register hurt, Juliette diverted into a safe topic. “How is Becky?” 

      “Oh, she’s well, I imagine.” 

      “And she’s getting on?” 

      A voice inside said, What are you doing, Juliette? but still she found herself willing to press on. She wouldn’t ask about Cora, of course, but she couldn’t stop herself from sniffing around the issue. Cora was like one of her own daughters — and worse, Cora was Becky and Jerome’s only child. After Eila had left Waldron’s Gate, Juliette and Atwell had been able to maintain proper faces because they still had three children in the house. The Mew household, on the other hand, had become an empty nest. Despite her training, Juliette couldn’t help but feel bad.

      “We both are.” 

      Now let it go, Juliette told herself. 

      Instead she said, “I’m sure everything is fine.” 

      Juliette wanted to punch herself. She was speaking in hollow platitudes, saying nothing while infusing her voice with all sorts of behavioral triggers. Was she concerned and empathetic, or was she being the cold and ruthless arm of the Archive, who was at least partly responsible for Cora’s departure? She couldn’t have her cake and eat it too. She needed to be distant or warm. Doing both was cruel. 

      “Oh, I’m sure.”

      “Well then. Shall we begin?” 

      “Of course.” Jerome rummaged in his shoulder bag, withdrew a small device, looked around, then set it atop the nightstand the regrettably shattered lamp had once called home. He pulled up a wooden chair and sat, gesturing for Juliette to sit opposite him on the bed. 

      “After you,” he said. 

      Juliette slid open a small drawer on the device and pressed her thumb to it. The press started a series of gears turning along its back. A small ribbon of paper emerged. Jerome ripped it off then pressed his thumb to the pad. This time Juliette ripped the paper away, and each studied the outputted series of numbers and pictographs. 

      “You appear to be who you say you are,” he said, smiling up from his strip of paper. 

      Juliette nodded, unwilling to play back. She knew who he was without looking at the tape, but she wouldn’t bypass his verification sequence simply because she knew him. She had to be certain Jerome’s Envoy compartmentalization was intact and that his filing-cabinet mind hadn’t endured any trauma or tampering. 

      Seconds later, after she was sure, Juliette motioned for Jerome to proceed.

      He cleared his throat then turned a dial on the dome-shaped device’s top. A torsion spring began ticking the dial backward with audible clicks, counting down. A minuscule motor ran with a sound like a cat’s purr, and a thin tendril of steam plumed from the top. 

      “Acceptable?”

      Juliette looked down, reading the new code and mentally comparing it with what the Ministry had given her. It meant the noise-cancellation dome the device had just surrounded them with was intact and that nobody farther than five feet away would be able to hear what they said. Or, more accurately: what Juliette said to the recipient of her message — a message Jerome himself would never actually know. 

      “Acceptable,” she answered.

      “Go ahead.” 

      Juliette pressed the device again. She heard a new series of tonal clicks: her unique code to cue the Envoy into his trance and unlock the message. Juliette waited patiently. She trusted the process but had never liked it. The Envoy’s mind was forever in the middle as it attempted to fabricate a false two-way conversation where there were actually two discreet senders. The Envoy was interpreting meaning rather than speaking verbatim. It was clean enough for Parliament but would never have passed Decorum’s muster otherwise.

      Jerome’s eyes glazed, and the Prime Minister’s message issued from his mouth in a droning, sleepy version of his usual voice. 

      “Message 0132X15A: Parliament/Decorum/Morrison, Tillet A./Doyle, Juliette E.” Then with the header out of the way, Jerome’s trance voice continued. “Juliette, I trust you’ve successfully handled the Groome situation.”

      “Yes,” Juliette said. 

      Jerome took a second to process. Then his mouth spoke his mind’s interpretation of what Morrison, based on his message’s subtext, would have said next.

      “We’ve identified several newly formed tunnels. As with the others, they appear to be unintentional Build faults created en masse by normal citizens who are not actually Builders. They seem to be occurring because the citizenry has developed sloppy on-Crumble focus thanks to your daughter and her … rebellious message.” 

      Juliette ignored the insult, knowing the Envoy would replicate any response she gave for Morrison later on. She didn’t want to give him the satisfaction. 

      “Go ahead.” 

      Morrison’s message spooled off four sets of coordinates. Juliette dialed each into a small device that looked exactly like a small cosmetics kit, rotating a dish of eyeshadow to record the numbers. She didn’t have an Envoy’s mind herself, but she’d heard enough similar numbers lately to approximate each location. All were in Waldron’s Gate, and two of the four were in the Doer district, near the Spindle’s previous location. 

      That had been a fun message to receive from Morrison: Juliette, Constable Law reports that the staircase inside the Convenience machine has vanished! Juliette had barely managed to repress her smile. She couldn’t have the Envoy telling Morrison that it looked as if the Decorum Head had already known the Spindle had vanished, seeing as she’d pulled the relocation lever herself. 

      “We’ll get the tunnels dressed,” she said. 

      “The Build fault tunnels I’ve listed for you may or may not have been used already. One is smack in the middle of a subterranean passage running between the Treasury and the plaza opposite, under the street. It looks like a collapsed wall, and … ” 

      “I said, we’ll get them dressed.” 

      The Envoy continued, interpreting the Prime Minister’s urgency and frustration from when Morrison had recorded the message. 

      “We can’t have tunnels forming in major downtown pedestrian routes! Maybe you could help by talking to your husband and his Enigma people about … ” 

      Juliette cut Jerome off, knowing that arguing with an Envoy wasn’t all that different from arguing with a broadcast unit. Jerome would return the essence of her responses to the Prime Minister, but there was nothing to be gained by arguing now. Yet Juliette still did so, feeling the fraying edges of her controlled mood, her own seams unravelling just like Alterra’s. 

      “Nobody can control where the tunnels form! Not the Ministry of Manifestation and certainly not me! You want them handled better, you’re welcome to head down there with a flower cart and an oversized poster to cover the hole in the wall. You can stand there and sell flowers until the tunnel closes rather than wasting one of my staff. After all, you know all about making things pleasant and beautiful, don’t you, Prime Minister?” 

      “Fine, fine, I know you’re doing your best,” said Morrison’s intention, echoed through the Envoy. This part of the conversation was almost certainly being manufactured on the spot. It was the Envoy’s prediction about how Morrison — whose message, personality, and mood he was here to articulate as fully as possible — would respond. 

      Juliette composed herself. It was more acceptable to lose control in front of Morrison than in public but not by much. So she straightened her dress collar, laying her silver necklace flat where it had swung sideways. 

      “You said people may have entered the new tunnels,” she said. 

      “It seems possible just by virtue of the pedestrian throughway’s location. Nothing officially confirmed, but you’ve seen the increase in vagrants lately. They’re already unstable. They’ll go anywhere.” 

      Juliette had noticed. It was her department’s job to pluck as many unsightly vagrants from the streets as possible. 

      “Parliament is not overly concerned,” said the Envoy. “They’re just vagrants. Sane citizens won’t enter a random tunnel in the wall or in the street, and the police are keeping people clear from the moment a tunnel is reported.” 

      “It’s still a problem,” said Juliette. As the Blunderbuss’s poisoned state grew worse and tunnels formed, more and more crazy people were finding their way down to Pavilion. Maybe she should have let Eila fix the problem six months ago. Maybe it had been unwise to relocate the Spindle and the Athenian engine core inside, keeping it out of her daughter’s hands. But in the end, that had barely been her decision to make. Moving the Spindle and thwarting Eila was what the logicians had said was best, and a smart Curator always listened to the logicians, even if they could never truly be certain.

      “They’re only vagrants,” said Jerome.

      “Yes, and a few of them are going to take their memories with them. They’d have to be crazy to go through those tunnels to begin with, but they’ll still rant and cause rumors. Whispers have a funny way of becoming dangerous once enough people believe them. We have no information about those multiplying rumors. I’ll just remind you about your department’s failure to even contact the Constable Law officers that were in Pavilion when the staircase vanished.” 

      Jerome said nothing. Apparently it wasn’t a topic Morrison had mentioned when he

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/nyif-logo.jpg





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/therubyroom3.jpg
BESTSELLING AUTHORS
JOHNNY B. TRUANT
SEAN PLATT

M ENGINE, BOOK 3





OEBPS/images/nyif-logo_square.jpg
0,

"%

\ 2





