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When Kellan lived in the namehouse, she took things apart. She started small: picture books by the thread, puzzle toys by the screws. Used her teeth as scissors and flatheads, which proved more effective after her adult incisors came in. When she grew older, bigger, so did the things she destroyed. Telephones. Telegraphs. Once, the first and only automi her namehouse could afford. She always put them back together, though. Never in the way they were before, but always back together.

But curious people didn’t belong in Cuivreton, especially loudmouthed little girls without family names. It was a place of routine, a predictable ville of mostly predictable people. Considering that, Ruban, the village train station’s ticket agent, should have been delighted to see the now sixteen-year-old Kellan on her way out. No problem! he should have said after she’d told him she and Edgar had misplaced their tickets. We’re just glad to get rid of you!

She should have known better. On that cloudy afternoon, while Ruban sat dry and warm behind his cabin desk, pretending not to acknowledge the one rare break in Cuivreton’s routine, rain pounded against the station’s crooked iron roof and leaked onto Kellan’s head. Each drip was like the tick of a broken clock’s longest hand and a bitter reminder of reality.

“This is ridiculous.” Kellan banged against the window, her palm rattling the glass in its wooden frame. She kept her other hand in her pocket, tight around a folded flyer, but not so tight she’d ruin it. Just tight enough to remind her of everything at stake. “We bought them last month. The train will be here in, what, two minutes?”

“I guess you should have brought them, huh?” Ruban took a quick bite of stale vending-machine cake. It crunched in a way cakes should never crunch, a crumb of icing landing on the still-damp patch of toddler vomit on his shirt. “Sorry. We don’t keep receipts.”

“I’m not asking for a receipt. I’m asking for you to be slightly less of a hammerhead than usual.”

“A month is a long while, sweetheart—”

“Don’t call me that.”

“—and I ain’t gonna remember one man out of the hundreds—”

“Hardly a hundred folk live here.”

“—that pass through. Now, you get me my ten curones, or you head on.” Entirely too satisfied, he cracked his back and waved away the crates in the cart near the tracks. “And take that garbage with you.”

Ruban used to be one of the village kids who pushed small Dus into the grass and stole their monthly allowance. Kellan hadn’t liked Ruban when he was just another miner’s musty child, and she didn’t like him as a man who stank as badly at twenty as he had at twelve.

Kellan wasn’t so little anymore. She was still chubby and still didn’t take proper care of her hair, but the namehouse was three years behind her. Before anger got the better of her, Kellan pulled out her flyer and hurried toward the tracks.

Since it first arrived at their doorstep less than a month ago, she’d folded and refolded the flyer in her pocket so many times that the faces of the world’s finest makers had cracked and faded, coffee-stain halos topping their heads. Gasper Vandeles, Master Technician from across the Swallow in the Crescent Isles, who showed the world how to meld human nerves with runed metal. Djala, Italish Master Alchemist, whose work in the west ended plagues before they began. And in the center, illustrated in near-perfect profile, stood Master Engineer Madame Mesny: one of Nanseau’s twelve courtiers, inventor of the automi, known as much for her peculiarity as she was for her brilliance. The slip of paper Kellan clutched between her pruned fingers might have been reduced to a dull page of torn creases and frayed corners, but to her, it was a symbol of hope.

Madame Mesny was the headliner for Riz’s Eighty-Fourth Annual Makers’ Exposition. She was a train ride away, and all that stood between Kellan and the solution to Edgar’s problems was a waste of a man who reeked of garlic and ghoulpepper.

A breeze bit through her soggy jacket. The clouds had nearly swallowed the sun, casting everything in a thick gray. Even the reddish mountains jagging the horizon smeared a dull streak of russet through the rainfall. Because she’d let Edgar use her umbrella, rainwater had soaked through her socks and made every step sound like cutting through an overripe banana. She could handle it now, heavy rain, if she kept moving. Besides. No umbrella in the world could have protected her from the mud, which coated her shins and had started to harden.

The bench on which Edgar sat had a roof that didn’t leak. “I know I brought them, now,” he mumbled, searching through his luggage for the fifth time since they arrived. “I know I did.”

What little hair Edgar had left was gray from age and thin from too many years of comb pressing. He patted the jacket pockets of his second-best tweed suit, then his pants, then his socks, until he fumbled through the clothes in his suitcase again.

Kellan paced beside him, one arm wound around her middle. She counted her steps, willed the wind and the rain to fall softer, blow warmer, so she could finally think. “It’s all right if you didn’t, you know,” she managed. “We’ll get on that train someway.”

“You think so?”

“I think so.”

“Might want to stop biting your nails, then, if you’re trying to be convincing. Can’t be much left to nibble—”

The namehouse clock clanged, and the clouds overhead crashed in a thunderous boom. She missed the lightning, but not the way Edgar flinched in pain, bit his cheek to stifle his groan.

“What’s wrong?” she asked. Storms had never hurt him before.

Edgar pulled off his hat and schooled his wince into a smile. “Just an ache. Keep waking up in the morning, you’ll find out soon enough.”

The little sunlight peeking through the clouds caught the copper of his prosthesis. He’d lost his right hand to a miscarve a few years back. She’d just turned fourteen when she made its replacement, so it wasn’t her finest work, but design came second to function when an old man’s hand had disintegrated to the wrist.

The change in Edgar since his accident had been gradual, a creeping slope, as the ghost of his loss grew larger every day. If Kellan had thought Edgar was anything less than invincible back then, perhaps she would have noticed it sooner. It, too, started small—forgetting where he set his pen with it still in his fingers—until the problems grew. Leaving the stove on after he went to bed. Remembering too late that he’d let one too many people exit the shop without paying. Before either of them knew it, they were struggling to break even, let alone turn a profit.

Making in secret was one thing, but running a makeshop was another. Legally, she couldn’t, and even if she could, she didn’t know enough to do it on her own. If she wanted Pape’s Peculiars to survive, then they couldn’t miss this train. Setting up in Edgar’s brother’s house, attending lectures, pushing wares at trade shows … everything else would be easy.

Well. Almost everything.

It wasn’t a heist. Kellan didn’t intend to steal anything. She only wanted to take a good, long look at the prototype for Mesny’s newest prosthesis—state of the art, designed in collaboration with an augmentier from Ital whose name she could never pronounce. Long enough to take notes. To recreate—no, inspire—no, inform Kellan’s next project. Edgar’s new right hand. The hand that would reignite the flame in him that his accident had nearly extinguished. The hand that would help him make again.

But first, she had to get those tickets.

Edgar patted his jacket pockets again, his silver brows knitted in frustration. “I brought them. Double-checked and everything. Don’t let this gray fool you, now. I’m still sharp as a—”

Their train’s engine roared in the distance, the light at its head faint through the mist. Before Edgar finished his sentence, she ran toward their cart and unlatched the topmost crate’s lid. A few slates of gold-plated nickel should do the trick.

“You—hey!” Edgar called from behind. “What are you doing, girl?”

“No time to explain,” she shouted over the train’s whistle, tucking the slabs under her arm. She plucked the final tool she’d need from Edgar’s back pocket and tore for the ticket stand. “Close the crates!”

She caught herself from slipping on the rain-slick ground before she hit the counter. Ruban—first smug, then baffled—went slack in confusion.

“That’s not bill.”

“Good eye.”

“And that! You’re not supposed to have that! What do you think you’re doing?”

“I wish y’all would stop asking me. You know you’re gonna see it anyway.”

It wasn’t the sheets of plated nickel that threw Ruban into a confused panic, nor was it the way she spoke to him, very much unlike how someone with sense would speak to the one who held her fate in their hands. Instead, it was the tool she worked along the skin of the metal, slightly larger than a fountain pen.

Edgar’s carver.

Oaken handle, yellow jasper inlay, alchemist’s bronze carvepoint well overdue for replacing.

The feel of it in her hand was all too familiar.

She’d stolen a carver from his toy shop when she was six. And after the namehouse matron caught and scolded her, Kellan hadn’t missed an opportunity to sneak off and visit. Back then, a day spent polishing stairwells and washing stone walls was well worth the chance to spend a minute behind his workbench.

Once they aged out, most Dus from the Belt worked for their village mine. On Kellan’s thirteenth, she’d bought a clean shirt and a decent pair of slacks and started work as Edgar’s assistant. He was the only guilded maker in a village of miners and smiths, the only person who always let her take things apart, and the first to teach her how to make things of her own.

If anyone asked, though, Edgar never let her use a carver. The Crown didn’t allow those without family names to be makers, and no one wanted trouble from the Crown. At least the village, for the most part, didn’t care what she did, so long as whatever she did do kept her busy enough not to break anything else.

She’d worked around its size since, and she’d work around it now. Ruban kept on. Words like “ordergarde” and “dustmills” tickled her ears, but the rest was a low hum as she focused on the task at hand. She cut metal into sheets thin as wax paper, sparks dancing in the air like the coming storm was an esténun breeze; carved runes through and around and along to harden, shape, and float this piece and the other; filled her lungs with the scent of morning grass and fallen leaves that swallowed the stink of sulfur from the distant mines. All this, made in minutes. All this, from a—

“Box.” Ruban, who’d long since gone quiet, stared at Kellan’s make in disbelief and disappointment. “What am I supposed to do with a box?”

She wouldn’t waste time explaining. Instead, she’d show him.

Kellan unlatched the lid and stepped back. The walls of the “box” dithered away to reveal a golden dwarf rabbit. It sniffed the counter, the glass, the air, then hopped off the ledge and shifted into a tiny glittering mockingbird. Its tail caught the sunlight, and when it did, the bird dissolved into butterflies, filling their rusted train station with the whisper of fluttering wings. Then the butterflies returned, finding nectar in the place where Kellan had first set the box, and melded into a box once more.

“For your sister.” She nudged the box closer to the glass and gestured to the spit-up stain on his chest as if the train hadn’t screeched to a stop behind her, as if the rain dripping onto her head once again didn’t mimic the anxious thrum of her heart. “One of a kind. You might not care about what me and Edgar do at Peculiars, but she will.”

The train’s engine hissed behind her, and after the sound dissipated in the breeze, a flicker of something overhead stole her attention.

She’d almost mistaken it for a lingering spark. Under the cabin’s rusted awning, fainter than the sun behind the clouds, floated a single lightning bug. Or something like it. She’d only ever seen them once before, by the stream in the woods behind Cuivreton’s namehouse, where she caught them in empty jars of stolen pickled eggs. It was bigger than she remembered, about the size of the tip of her thumb. But that could have been a trick of the light.

“Okay. I’ll take it.”

The lightning bug floated away, and Kellan’s shoulders caved in relief. “Good! Great.”

“And sixteen cogs.”

It was better than nothing. Biting her cheeks to keep from chewing him out, she dug into her pockets for spare coins. “This is all I got.” A few bronze cog pieces clattered beside the toy. “Now, can I have the tickets? Please?”

He pulled them from the printing machine, signed at the bottom, and set them beside the little box. “Don’t let that city spoil you none, you hear? We don’t need you coming back thinking you something you ain’t.”

Kellan snatched them, hoping more than anything she gave him a paper cut. She couldn’t stick around to find out, though. She had a train to catch. “Edgar!” she called as she hurried for the tracks. “I got them. You can close your suitcase.”

Edgar had already closed it, having watched the whole exchange in silence. “Nice work, girl,” he said, patting her shoulder.

One of the train’s doors slid open, and out unfolded a tiny pair of steps. The conductor straightened the front of his jacket and blew his whistle.

“Thank you for choosing Greenline,” he said in a monotone. “This is the eastbound train to Riz, number 156, by way of Argentville, Cuivreton, Rocherie, and New Montague. Tickets and identification, please.”

She left the half shelter of the cabin with their cart handles in hand. The rain slowed as the porter stored their luggage beneath the train. When he returned his attention to them, she handed him their tickets with still-sopping fingers.

“Step in, miss,” said the conductor after a long, impatient sigh. “We’re on a tight schedule.”

“I will, I just. I.” Kellan stared at their new tickets, ink still shining from Ruban’s pen. The falling rain should have darkened the paper, or bled the black into the Greenline’s logo. It should have rolled off her skin, leaving her cold and uncomfortable. The rain should have done something.

And it did. Just not what it was supposed to do.

She held out her cupped hand. It didn’t touch her fingers, or her tickets, or the conductor, or the platform beneath her feet. But it fell, in too-fat drops of glittering crystal, through and around the paper like bent light. Like something that meant to mimic rain but had fallen short.

The passengers looking through the window didn’t notice it. Neither did Edgar or the conductor. With no one left, she turned to Ruban in the off chance he, too, sensed something strange in the air.

But when she spotted him behind the counter, digging wax from his ears with the same pen he’d signed her tickets with, she knew everyone must have found this all to be perfectly normal.

Except, perhaps, Kellan and the golden rabbit on the shelf.

The rain around her slowed, a curtain of water pouring from the train station’s crooked roof and warping the rabbit like a wind-strewn tapestry. It stared at her, through her, with eyes like black pearls. Black and, somehow, every color at once.

“You forget something, girl?”

Kellan jumped at the warmth of Edgar’s hand on her shoulder, a violent chill ripping from her crown to her soles. Suddenly, the rain fell like rain again, and her world became gray and russet once more. But the rabbit …

“Where’d it go?”

“Where’d what—” Kellan bounded up the train car steps. “Would you hold on, girl? All the time, racing off like something’s chasing you.”

She’d seen advertisements for the Greenline in magazines: chandeliers, sparkling decanters, high-polished mahogany, wide windows with spectacular views of rolling hills and powder-blue skies. Whoever photographed them hadn’t taken pictures of the rear cars. There was neither a chandelier nor a decanter in sight, the floorboards were dull and scuffed, the wallpaper had yellowed at the seams, and every car she walked through reeked of pretzels and feet. But at least there were windows.

She searched from behind the glass for crystalline rain. Waited for the station to ripple like silk in a storm. Watched for gold and color and black pearls and a gaze that reached through her flesh and shook her core until a flash of gold darted past the open window two cars ahead.

With Edgar and the conductor blocking the exit, Kellan wove her way around idling passengers, ducked under tipping luggage, leaped over stretched legs and stray bags, and always, the rabbit glittered just out of sight. She hadn’t carved it to do any of that. She’d carved a toy, an illusion, not an animal so fast it was more streak of light than solid metal.

But then, her runework didn’t slow the rain. Didn’t still the breeze. Didn’t bend the world or make it so that only she could see its change.

No, Kellan hadn’t carved it to do any of that, either. Even makecraft had its limits.

Outside, the rabbit paused in the parched grass. Lungs burning, she yanked open yet another train car door, and the rabbit turned its golden head. It stared through the window and spotted her watching from inside the train, its pearl eyes dancing in a light the clouds had long since snuffed. It spotted her, and on all creation, she could have sworn it—

Smack!

Kellan collided with something tall and reasonably solid. A flurry of thin yellowed paper drifted from above, blocking the next car door’s view.

“Please don’t step on … Oh no, that one’s already—” Someone’s voice sounded from behind her, vague and, for now, unimportant. When the last of the pages settled, the rabbit was gone again.

“You’re—” the voice said, nearer now. “Could you—”

“Could I what?”

“Your foot.”

“What about my foot?”

“Could you move it? Pits, you’re stepping on—”

She climbed onto what she hoped was a bench for a closer look around the window’s edge. Behind her, the voice grumbled as it plucked its paper from the ground. “Did you see it?” she asked.

“See what? See you?” The grumbling stopped, but the hush of palm brushing parchment did not. “If I had, I’d have run in the opposite direction … Or at least dodged in time.”

“No, not me. The rabbit.”

“Or hid somewhere? Yes, probably hid— Hmm? What rabbit?”

“The rabbit! Gold, fast, dark eyes.”

“Most rabbits have dark eyes.”

“That’s not the …” Annoyed, Kellan faced the voice for the first time and frowned at the sight. “Point.”

The voice belonged to a boy who knelt at the spot of their collision, tucking his gathered pages between the cracked leather covers of a book. A smattering of freckles dusted his cheeks, and a pencil sat perched behind one of his oversized ears. He handled his papers like tiny baby birds, worried they’d broken a bone in the fall.

“Then what is the point?” he asked in frustration, pushing his glasses farther up the bridge of his nose. He hadn’t spotted her yet, too focused on repairing his ruined tome. “I hope it’s an important one, considering … well … this.”

Was it important? It was certainly bizarre, but important … Probably not? Hopefully not. She’d made the toy and earned their tickets. If the make went rogue, it was no longer her responsibility.

Still, the rain. The breeze. The silk in a storm. Perhaps she needed some sleep. Too many nights spent planning this trip had finally taken their toll. After all, it wouldn’t have been the first time she’d imagined something that felt so real.

“Are you lost?”

Kellan jumped, startled by his sudden nearness. Now that he’d straightened, he stood at least half a foot taller than her. His cool eyes had widened in … horror? Horror. It didn’t take her long to realize why. She stank of mildew from the rain, she still hadn’t wrung out her hair, and the mud on her pant legs flaked like dry skin onto the floor.

“No.” She straightened her back to stand at her full height. It didn’t help. “I’m—”

“Looking for a rabbit.”

“… Yes.”

“In the middle of a train.”

“Are you laughing at me?”

“I’m not in much of a position to laugh, if you hadn’t noticed. You see, someone destroyed my book—”

“How may I be of service?”

The interruption had come from a machine: an automi. It stood still against the opposite wall, so obscured that Kellan had almost missed it. Only then did she realize where she was.

She’d torn through two train cars and found her way into first class. The sign above the entrance read Refreshments in swooping gold, and the bench she’d climbed on swelled with so much featherdown it could hardly be called a bench anymore. The daylight now pooling through the windows bounced off crystal decanters and gold accents in very-much-not-yellowing wallpaper. And above them, clinking like tiny bells, hung a chandelier.

“How may I be of service?”

“It’ll stop once you buy something.” The boy tucked the ruined book into the inner pocket of his coat. “There’s no gold rabbit, but there are shiny cakes.”

The train. The Exposition. She’d almost let herself forget about the reason she was here. And that reason didn’t include gold rabbits and shiny cakes. Kellan chewed the inside of her cheek, glanced at the mud stain on the car’s velvet cushion, and made for the exit.

“But what about your—”

“It’s nothing,” she said before sliding the door shut behind her. “Probably a trick of the light.”

Kellan found her way back to Edgar in the rear cars. The station would soon creep out of view, and Cuivreton’s rust-red mountains would grow smaller and fainter until they disappeared into the fog. Ruban had drawn the broken blinds on Cuivreton Station’s only ticket counter. It was a place of routine, after all, and he knew not to expect anything else.

Except, there was something else. The box sat on the shelf as though it never left, just as she’d made it. Just as it was meant to be. And before the train turned the corner, before the mists swallowed her village whole, she’d spotted the lightning bug hovering by the station’s single bench—too big, too bright, and not quite where it belonged.
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Hours after the sun set, their train took a sudden dip, and tunnel lights sped by Kellan in streaks of yellow and gold. She abandoned the braid she’d tried to fashion her hair into and stared out the window, determined to memorize every last detail of the marvel waiting on the other side of the glass. They’d entered the tunnel to Sougare, the City Below.

They called it an unnatural wonder, like the cloud-parting walls in the Vastian Mountains at the globe’s northern pole, or the temple on an Outer Crescent isle that only appeared on foggy froigus nights. Sougare was one of the oldest parts of Nanseau, an ancient make discovered during the Liberation. What began as a series of tunnels in the ruins beneath the ground to connect Riz, Il, and Un had evolved into something comparable to them, a second cousin to the nation’s three Great Cities. Its burnished steel ceiling sparkled with such intricate runework, it’d take centuries to study. Glittering banners rippled in the half city’s artificial wind, and more people wove between its pillars and flashing signs than she’d ever seen in one place.

A mechanical voice from overhead announced that they’d reached their destination, and the train pulled to a stop. Their car erupted in a buzz in seconds.

“Well, ain’t this nice,” said Edgar from behind her. “Place is even busier come Expo time, looks like.”

“Did you bring a map?”

“I don’t need a map. Could walk this place blind in my prime. What’s a few more shops? The bones are the same, I bet.”

“Right. I bet.”

When they reached the elevator, Kellan wedged herself into a corner in the back. Iron bars shut with a click, and the elevator groaned as it rose. She couldn’t tell if it was the sudden movement or the anticipation that stole the breath from her lungs, but she didn’t get the chance to contemplate it for long. Moonlight crept through the gaps in the metal to pool at their feet, and the city lights winked like stars that had somehow found their way out of the sky. This was the nation’s crowning jewel. The pride of Nanseau. The City of Progress.

Riz.

The humidity was a welcome change compared to what she’d left behind on the train. Magnolia blossoms the color of amethysts dangled from baskets at the tops of streetlamps. Trumpets and saxophones blared from the sidewalks while car horns and bike bells honked on the roads. Some Rizians wore heels so high that Kellan wondered how they stayed upright, and the sparkle of their dresses and suits rivaled even that of the gold and bronze filigrees that accented nearly all the city’s buildings. If she’d thought Sougare was a marvel, then Riz was a miracle, a glittering hub of movement and life.

The others in the elevator didn’t stop to appreciate it. They pushed and shoved their way out the moment the gates opened. All that kept Kellan from toppling over was the elevator wall and her cart’s handle. “Taxi,” she said, suddenly self-conscious over the state of her hair. She tried her best to smooth it down. “We need—”

“You’re holding up traffic, girl!”

“—a taxi,” finished Kellan under her breath. Edgar waved Kellan over through the window of someone’s passenger seat.

“Lemme help, lemme help.” The driver, a skinny girl with a frayed cap and crooked tie, beckoned for Kellan to give her the cart. “Won’t take but a minute. Get on in.”

After Edgar gave the okay, Kellan let the driver handle the cart and settled inside. The back seats smelled too much like hair grease and tobacco. She reached to roll down a window, only to find the crank snapped at the hinge. Outside, the driver closed the trunk.

“Good thing y’all caught me when you did.” The driver took her seat and turned the key in the ignition. It didn’t start. “Could’ve been stuck with one of those automiruns. Don’t know where they’re going half the time, between you and me. Anyhow, where y’all headed?”

“The Fault, they call it now, I think,” said Edgar. “Should be west of here.”

“The Fault? Y’all sure?”

“Very,” said Kellan. “Why?”

“No reason! Just curious, is all.”

“Right.” Kellan glanced once more at the night sky, hoping for another glimpse of color. “Curious.”

They’d crossed three districts to reach the Fault. Kellan counted each gate. First platinum. Then bronze. Then brass.

“Sudton’s the only way through past sundown,” the driver explained, cruising down side streets like they were old friends. “Doesn’t bother us much, though. It’s not like people are fighting to get through.”

The glitter and music of Riz’s Crown District had long since faded, leaving only the faint chitter of laughter and conversation from families on their stoops. The air here, warm and iris-sweet, nearly made up for the unease prickling up Kellan’s spine.

Was it the sudden chill in the air? The silence, creeping like a plague the nearer they grew to the Fault’s gate? Part of her wanted to hide. When the taxi stopped at a line of traffic, that part of her quieted but didn’t disappear. A new sight pinned her to its leather seat.

“What’s going on?” Edgar.

“Not sure.” The driver. “Looks like the gate’s clogged. Let me just …”

Cuivreton’s namehouse was tall, as most namehouses were, a tower erected from corpsestone sometime after the Lidonch first conquered whatever Nanseau was before. Cuivreton was also small, and its Dus were few, so there was little need for anything larger than five or six stories. After the Liberation, as a war-battered island scrambled to piece together a nation from the ruin before the rest of the world could pick at its shreds, the first courtiers saw every column of Lidonch rule fall to rubble. Everything but its cathedrals, which then became prisons for Nanseau’s traitors, which then became namehouses for those traitors’ children. She’d been told Cuivreton’s wasn’t as much of an eyesore as the ones in the larger villes and lesser cities. Like she should be grateful for its smallness. Like there were worse places and worse fates.

Kellan couldn’t see the Fault’s wall. She couldn’t see its gate or its cottages, its shops or its streetlights. But she could see its namehouse.

This tower pierced the night sky. It could have swallowed its cousin in Cuivreton. Could have swallowed it twice. She supposed there were many Dus in Riz, considering its size, and its namehouse should be big enough to keep all of them. But to see a namehouse other than her own for the first time chilled the breath in her lungs. Its jagged shadow darkened half the district on the other side of its wall, a haunting reminder that for Dus, there weren’t worse fates. Only more children doomed to the same.

“All right, folks. Looks like a blackout.”

Edgar fiddled with the brim of his hat. “Bassy didn’t tell me nothing about those.”

“They’ve been going on for months. The other districts get flickers sometimes, but when the Fault goes, it really goes. Sometimes, nothing works for days.”

For a moment, all was still. The light on the other side of the Fault’s wall was a haze of yellow against a bed of navy, less than a thought on the horizon. But when it left, it took the warmth with it. It snatched the comforting whisper of working runework from the air, staining the skyline black in its wake.

Then the dark moved.

The driver tried and failed to maneuver out of the lane, her voice cracking in thinly veiled panic. “I heard it reaches outside the wall sometimes, but I never seen it in person.”

“What happens when it does?” asked Kellan, voice too small.

“Don’t know. Don’t wanna find out, neither.”

Porchlights. Streetlights. Headlights. First they flickered, then they vanished like candles under heavy rain. This didn’t feel like a blackout. It felt like a coming storm. A tide of dark come to swallow them whole.

Run, little thing.

The dark crept closer. Closer. Closer, still. Kellan pressed herself flush against the back seat, curled into a ball, one arm out to shield—

A scream curdled her blood. Shattered the night. Held her still as stone. A scream, and she forgot the cold and the tower and the dark. A scream, and all she knew was protect. Save. Fix.

The scream was Edgar’s, who gripped his right wrist.

“It’s all right, Ed,” Kellan lied. She’d only heard him this distraught once, when his hand first came apart. “It’s okay. Everything’s okay— Weneedadoctor, gethimtoadoctor—”

“Working on that,” the driver called over the hiss of rubber on granite. Cars surrounded them from every angle, horns screeching in panic and fear. “It’ll be tight, but—”

“No hospital.” Edgar spoke through gritted teeth, his wrist pressed to his chest. “I’ll be fine. Just a little ache.”

“Edgar! No, Miss Driver, don’t listen to him, just—”

“There’s a small hotel in Midton. The Palace. Take us—” He groaned, and Kellan’s heart fell into her stomach. “Take us there.”

The driver maneuvered her car through the sliver of space between traffic and alley wall, leaving the starving dark behind them.

A few blocks, and the groaning stopped. It took the journey to another district for the sweat on his forehead to dry to a faint sheen. By the time they reached Midton, his breathing had fallen into an easy rhythm. Kellan counted each breath in the silence and chased it with her own to dull the prickle of her ebbing panic. In and out. In and out.

“He’s more stubborn than an oil stain. Reminds me of my pa. Is he your grand?”

“Boss.”

“Oh.” The driver glanced once at the Palace’s entrance and shrugged. “Well, all the same.”

Kellan stretched her arms to ease the ache in them, trembling palms to the starless sky. It was all she could do not to storm the tiny hotel and … what, she didn’t know. She should wipe the room down, for one. Recarve a few of the runes in his prosthetic, on the off chance its malfunction was an unfortunate coincidence. Set out tomorrow’s suit and tonight’s medicine, or bring some extra pillows, or ask if he was okay.

“Get some air,” he’d said after he’d settled into his room. He’d dug into his pocket for his wallet. Kellan had tried to pretend he didn’t wince. “See the city. There’s a lot to love, if you know where to look.”

“I’ll stay. There’s enough dust in here to spin a coat. If I start now—”

“No, no. No. You had a long enough day as it is, and we won’t be here long enough for you to enjoy yourself proper. Go on, now. Nothing wrong with a bit of wandering.”

“But—”

“No buts, now. I don’t pay you to but.”

“You don’t pay me to wander, either.”

“He’ll be fine,” said the driver, smile bright and reassuring. Edgar’s fit, a first it seemed in her young career, had left her rattled enough to make sure he and Kellan made it into the hotel alive. She leaned against the streetlamp pole closest to her car, practicing a coin trick. The cog clattered to the ground. “Rizians are tough, you know. Gotta be, to survive in this city.”

Tough or not, everything about that malfunction felt wrong. Aches in the bones when it rained, she understood. But there was no logic in a pain that intense, in a dark that strange and hungry.

Tomorrow couldn’t come soon enough. One more night, and she’d have what she needed to build Edgar’s new prosthesis. Riz, its runework, and its namehouse would be a speck on the horizon, and Kellan and Edgar would be on their way home, far away from whatever storm brewed behind the Fault’s wall.

“So, what’s your name?” The driver had since retrieved her coin and, undeterred, flicked it into the air again. “Mine’s Roussel. Louise Roussel. Most of us are from Sudton, city-south. Folks call me Lou, though. Everybody calls me Lou.”

“Kellan.”

“Kellan … Is that Outer Crescent? Sounds Outer Crescent, but I hear it’s a cultural smorgasbord over there, so maybe not. What’s your first?”

“Kellan is my first.”

“Then what’s your … your … Oh.”

Kellan toed a pebble on the sidewalk. It rolled into a crack.

“I just thought. Or didn’t think. With the Expo tomorrow and the ports opened, I …” Lou took off her cap. A mess of fluffy auburn coils spilled down to her shoulders, which she mussed further with a quick rake of her fingers. “Sorry.”

Kellan’s smile wasn’t a smile. It was an echo of one, a shadow of something short of polite. She’d braced herself for questions like these, knew someone would ask before the weekend was over.

Was it a cousin? Parent? In-law?

Murder or kidnapping? Capital theft? Spy?

Are you old enough to remember? What do they do with the kids that can?

Do traitors’ kin bleed red or stone gray?

She never knew how to answer them, partially because most of them were ridiculous, but also because she couldn’t. Whatever relative of hers betrayed Nanseau did it long before she could remember. Unfortunately for her, it didn’t matter that the only crime against the nation she’d committed was the misfortune of being born.

“Y’know, not to brag or anything,” said Lou, clearly bragging, “but I’m pretty close with the best chef this side of the bridge. Could get you a discount if you’re hungry! Your grand—your boss, I mean—wants you to eat something. A hot meal will do you good.”

Lou stood against the pole, twisting her hat in her hands, lone coin brushing against its satin lining. No phony smile. No pity, no fear. She was kind, Kellan realized. A little odd and a little too persistent, but not extraordinarily so.

And after what she’d seen at the Fault’s gate, Kellan certainly did have somewhere to be.
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This time, Kellan sat in the front seat instead of the back, and she and Lou talked for the whole ten minutes it took to get from the hotel to the Crown District. She learned, for instance, that this was Lou’s second day as a driver, that she’d saved for three seasons for her car, and that her mother despised her choice of employment. “She’d have me busing tables instead,” Lou’d explained as they rounded a corner. “Says driving is too dangerous, ’specially downtown, but this brings in more bill. Nicer people, too. Mostly tourists, like you, and ain’t but a few of them drunk in a day.”

She dropped Kellan off at Crown Hall, where the Exposition would take place. Outside, Nanseau’s crown-and-cog insignia loomed over the city: the crown with twelve arches, one for each of the nation’s Houses; the cog with three teeth, one for each of its major cities. Foreign cars lined the road, flags from places as far as the Crescent Isles and near as West Ital billowing in the breeze. Inside, Exposition organizers hurried in its marble halls, balancing tables and posters up stairwells and around corners. People from all sides of the Swallow were behind those glass doors. There were too many of them. More than she’d accounted for in all her months of planning, and definitely more than she’d ever evaded before.

Still, she pressed on. A young secretary sat behind the front desk, her hair in a high bun and her chin in her hand. She drummed the tips of her lace-gloved fingers against her cheek, miserably bored amid the hustle around her.

Kellan cleared her throat. The secretary jumped and smoothed the front of her blouse.

“Sorry about that.” Her name tag read Ginnel in plain black text. “You look new. Are you here to work? I can point you to the break room, if you’d like, and you can punch in there.”

“I want to look around for a little. Here for the Expo, so only the first few floors.”

“Of course. Do you have your pin?”

“… Do I need my pin?”

“Unfortunately, yes. Only makers and their apprentices are allowed up today.”

Kellan didn’t have her pin. Even if she did, the empty copper circle would make her rank clear as day. “But what about—”

“Assistants?” Ginnel’s smile softened at the slight desperation in Kellan’s voice. “No one but makers and those immediately under them, I’m afraid. You can come back tomorrow, though, when the event starts.”

Tomorrow? She needed to see it today. To study Mesny’s prototype thoroughly enough to recreate something a fraction as effective, she’d need time. Time she wouldn’t have tomorrow, with a full schedule and a building full of watching eyes. Time Edgar was quickly, too quickly, running out of.

“I’m sorry,” said Ginnel. For what it was worth, she looked like she meant it.

This would be all right. Kellan could find a work-around. All she needed was another plan. A side entrance, a window left unlatched. She’d even brave a fire escape, if they had one—

“Mind the shoulders, préci.”

“Coming through, coming through!”

A worker bumped into her, then another, carrying a table across the hall and around the corner Kellan was forbidden to explore. She rubbed her shoulder and moved farther away from the desk, allowing the workers to pass. As she watched them, an idea came to her.

No. Not an idea. Another plan.

Kellan risked a glance at Ginnel and froze under her knowing gaze. But instead of ratting her out, Ginnel looked from the workers to Kellan once, then twice, her coffee cup still pressed to her lips. Then, with all the drama of a daytime talkie, she set her coffee cup down, straightened her back, poised her fingertips over her typewriter, and turned away.

A lone worker shuffled her way over, this time with a gold-framed poster of an engineer whose face she couldn’t put a name to. “I’ll take this off your hands,” Kellan said with what she hoped was a cheerful grin. “You look like you deserve a hot cup of coffee.”

It didn’t take much more to convince her. “Fifth floor, end of the hall,” she said as Kellan struggled under the frame’s weight. Sweat beaded her temple by the time she reached the elevator, but she found it empty, and collapsed against the back wall to catch her breath. Soon she found the energy to press the button. All About Alloys, room 502. Budgeting for the Small Makeshop, room 514.

Kellan hugged the poster close to her chest, elevator groaning as it rose. Workers, she could handle. If she kept her head down and her excuses brief, she could be out of sight in five minutes. Maybe ten.

But then the elevator stopped. Its doors opened. And the three people darkening the other end were very much not workers.

“This city is a circus.” An older man in a dark velvet suit stepped in first, followed closely by a boy and girl around Kellan’s age. “Your time would be better spent in Il.”

“I like it a lot, actually,” said the girl, her bobbed hair falling in soft, silky black waves. “It sings, you know? The glitz, the glamour, the music … I bet Elo would like it, too, if he pulled the stick out of his ass.”

“Pits, would you stop talking.” Elo, a spitting image of the girl, pinched the bridge of his nose. His hair, that same shimmering black, reached well past his shoulders. She’d never seen hair like theirs in Cuivreton, the kind that straightened and shone without heat or salve. “You’re like a shih tzu. Find a window and yap at that instead.”

Perhaps they were siblings. The moment those words left Elo’s lips, they started bickering in a language Kellan didn’t understand. They would’ve carried on forever had the velvet man not slammed the ferrule of his cane against the elevator floor, the clap of metal on metal speckling Kellan’s sight and stinging her ears. At once, the siblings stopped, chins dipped and backs straight.

Velvet Man pressed the button for the third floor, Something from Nothing: Tips and Tricks on Running a Makeshop with Minimal Overhead, third-floor ballroom—Mesny’s panel—and the doors closed again. The pentagonal gold pin glinting on his lapel marked him as an engineer. A theorist, by the two glittering amethysts. His center prong was empty. He was an expert, but not a master.

She’d never seen a theorist’s pin in person before and only rarely saw them in photographs. Of all the schools of makecraft within the Guild of Engineers—perhaps within the entire science—theorists were the most protective of their work. She used to think it was because of how vital the school was to makecraft’s advancement. Its makers, after all, had discovered the laws and knots that served as the craft’s foundation, and without them, the craft wouldn’t exist. But now that she’d seen how this man treated his charges, she wasn’t so sure.

That would make the siblings his apprentices, then. But when she searched their lapels for gemless crests, she found only two plain gold pentagons. The pins of an engineer’s assistants.

“Has your mother not taught
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