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    How to Play

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

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

    Write down every CODE WORD. Later choices ask for them, words from Book Four still count, and the best ending here is hidden behind three of them.

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

    Previously

    The night the stars went out in rows, archaeologist Jules Cross was holding the one thing on Earth the invaders want: a four-thousand-year-old disk covered in a lost people’s glyphs, which only he can read. His brother Theo had been taken and listed on an alien manifest as collected, viable, in transit. Jules crossed a hunted desert to the place they were taking him, Staging Ground Seven, a basin of pens that sang to their prisoners until the prisoners stopped wanting to leave. He went down into it. Whether the basin broke behind him or only let him go, at dawn he walked out with Theo. The intelligence behind the harvest spoke to him from the walls. He called it the Curator. It told him its real name, and it told him to expect it.
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    The sky is full now, horizon to horizon, and the only thing on Earth it hasn’t noticed yet is you.

    Dawn comes up red over the basin, and your brother is still here.

    You keep checking. Theo sits beside you on the rim with his knees pulled up, filthy to the eyebrows, pen dust gray in the creases of his neck, alive. Twelve hours ago he was a line on an alien manifest: collected, viable, in transit. Then you, Jules Cross, thirty-five, an archaeologist with a bad knee and a four-thousand-year-old disk nobody else on Earth can read, walked down into Staging Ground Seven and came back up with him. Whether the basin broke behind you or only let you go, you got him out. You have not slept. You are no longer sure you remember how.

    Below you the basin lies under a haze of dust. In this light you can’t tell what’s broken down there and what’s only sleeping, and you’re too tired to go and look. But the desert is full of people: whoever got out of Seven last night, and the towns along the highway that emptied when the stars went out. Thousands of them are streaming north in one long ragged river, toward the idea of safety. Nobody leads it. People follow the backs in front of them.

    “We go with them,” Theo says. “Right? Numbers.”

    Then the southern sky fills.

    Last night the harvest sent scouts and hunters, lights that moved in rows. This is something else. A ceiling of craft is lowering itself onto the world from horizon to horizon, unhurried, dark undersides catching the sunrise, so many that the sky between them looks like seams in rock. They don’t dive. They settle, and keep settling, and the thickest part of the descent hangs over the open flats to the south-west.

    The disk under your shirt goes hot. All eight faces are lit, and it pulls hard, south-west, straight toward that crowded patch of sky, as if there’s something out there it badly needs you to see.

    Below the rim a dry arroyo cuts away south-west, deep and narrow, roofed for a mile or so with salt cedar: the only covered road in sight, and it runs straight toward the pull. Out on the bare flats beyond it, a lone pickup is racing south with its headlights on, and two of the settling craft have turned in the air to follow it.

    Every nerve you have says go north with the crowd. But out on the flats, the front of that river has stopped running. It’s walking now, calmly, and it’s curving, smooth as iron filings around a magnet. No frightened crowd has ever moved like that.

    Sam Okonkwo said it every day of the eleven weeks he kept you alive in that valley: look first, then look again. Sam is dead. The sky is full. Last night you took something back out of one of their prisons, and this morning they have come down to stay.

    Theo looks at you, and for a second he’s eight years old. “Jules. Which way?”

    To go north with the crowd, turn to 210.

    To follow the disk south-west, down the arroyo, turn to 29.

    To get low with Theo behind the rim rocks and watch, turn to 133.
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    “We can’t, Mara.”

    She doesn’t argue. Arguing would mean she thought you were wrong, and she doesn’t. She just looks sad for you, like a woman watching a man refuse a coat in the snow. She touches your cheek. Her hand is dry and smells of the hedge she was trimming.

    “When you’re ready,” she says. “It’ll keep.”

    You walk out of the square. Behind you the streetlights hum at noon, a child laughs, and an operator steps carefully aside to let an old woman pass with her cart. Nobody follows you. Nobody needs to.

    Theo walks a pace ahead, which he never does. His shoulders are up around his ears. He doesn’t look back once, and you know what that costs him, because you know where his eyes want to go: to the house Mara described, the room kept for him, warm, with a window. You saw his face when she said warm.

    At the corner you put a hand on his back. He’s trembling, fine as a wire in wind.

    “She was the bravest person in that pen,” he says without turning. “She held my hand in the line. She told me her name so somebody would remember it.” He breathes. “And now she’s happy, Jules. She’s happy, and I’m the one shaking.”

    You have nothing good to say to that, so you say his name. He nods as if it were an answer.

    The road narrows past a bakery with its door propped open. The smell of bread follows you a whole block, and neither of you mentions it. Theo wipes his face with the heel of his hand and says, in an almost normal voice, “Next time somebody hugs me, you’re going to have to physically drag me.”

    “I’ll bring rope.”

    “Bring a lot of rope.”

    Ahead, past the last trimmed hedge, the town thins to scrub and a little green at its southern edge.

    To go on to the town’s edge, turn to 180.

    To cut down the alley behind the bakery, out of sight of the street, turn to 193.
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    Quick, head down, you duck under the lintel, and your shoulder grazes the left jamb.

    That’s all it takes. The lintel has been holding by habit for ten thousand years, one cracked sliver doing the work of a wall.

    You hear it go. You don’t get to look up.

    Two tons of carved stone come down across your back and fold you over at the waist, the wrong way. Your spine snaps so loudly that Theo screams. Your face is pressed into the dust of the threshold, and you can’t feel anything below your shoulders. You can only feel the weight settling, slowly, an inch at a time, pressing your ribs out through your sides like toothpaste from a tube.

    Nobody is coming. That lintel was cracked through and hanging by a sliver, and you’d seen it from outside. Go back to 151.

    Try again from 151 · Back to start
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    You grab his arm. You say his name, and then again, louder, and you reach for anything you’ve got: the disk, cold and useless under your shirt; the pens; every year you didn’t call him enough. None of it is a match for what’s singing up through the ground. You can feel it in your boots. It’s the pens’ note, warm as bathwater, and it has all night.

    Theo looks down at your hand on his arm, then up at you, and his face is full of a tender patience you’ve never seen on him, not even at your mother’s funeral.

    “Hey,” he says. “Hey. You’re shaking.”

    “Theo. Sit down. Please.”

    “It’s okay, Jules.” He says it as if you were the one who’s lost, a kid at a fairground who let go of the wrong hand. “It’s so quiet there. You’ll see.”

    He leans in and kisses your forehead, right where your mother used to, a dry quick press, and for one second you’re nine and he’s a baby in a car seat and you’d do anything at all. Then he steps out of your grip without any effort and turns toward the light.

    Down the far side of the grade, a path that wasn’t there when you lay down is glowing faintly green. It’s a thread of soft light running toward the House, just wide enough for one person.

    He starts walking. Calm, evenly spaced steps. The steps of a man going home.

    You have seconds. Your hands want to grab. Your legs want to follow. The tired archaeologist in your skull wants to know where that path ends and what’s waiting there, so that tomorrow you’ll know where to dig.

    The note swells, patient, endless, and the grade hums with it like a struck bell.

    To go quietly after him, so he isn’t alone, and see where it takes him, turn to 140.

    To hold him down by force and ride it out, turn to 220.

    To let him go, and fix his face in your memory, turn to 13.
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    You come up out of the dark with the Turned Key cold inside the disk, and it is enough for one door.

    Theo’s chamber hasn’t changed. The green light still pours over him like warm water, and he still smiles. You lay the disk against the edge of his hold and turn it, and you feel the lock of the thing give, thread by thread, like a knot when you finally find the right end.

    He steps out of the light.

    He’s dazed. He blinks at you as if you’d come in from another room. “Oh,” he says. “Jules. Okay.” He lets you take his elbow. He lets you lead him. He’s half-smiling, and he does everything you ask, and that’s the worst of it: Theo never once in his life did everything you asked.

    The House stays glad around you.

    In the corridors the willing stand aside to let you pass. They don’t try to stop you. They watch you go with pity, as you’d watch a man carry a sleeping child out into the rain. A girl of about twelve offers Theo a cup of water, and he thanks her politely, and you steer him on before he can drink.

    Take him, the Tessellate says. It doesn’t follow. It has no reason to. Its voice is close and entirely without malice. He will come back to me. They always do.

    You listen for him, for any sign he’s still holding on to himself in there, and there’s nothing to answer: only the one warm note. If he hums you something flat and wrong from inside the light, you have nothing big enough to answer it with but the key. One half without the other wakes no one whole.

    Behind you, ten thousand voices sing on, one long unbroken note, and the walls pulse in time with it. You didn’t wake them. You had a key for one lock, and you used it. In that sound are the Tall children asleep on their pallets, and the singers in the great hall, and every one of them is exactly as glad as when you walked in.

    At the great door the evening air comes in cool and dry and smelling of sage. A willing woman in a gardening apron is deadheading roses by the step. She looks up at the two of you, and she smiles, and she waves goodbye like a neighbor.

    Theo waves back.

    To walk him out into the dusk, turn to 18.
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    You kneel on the trimmed grass and lay the disk to the stone.

    It opens to you at once.

    The makers’ work has always made you sweat for it. The disk took you a whole night in a trench: a slow grudging heat, an ache behind the eyes, a meaning coaxed out a word at a time like a shy witness. This one swings wide like a well-oiled gate. The glyphs light under your palm one after another, eager, crisp, and a face pours into you before you’ve even finished asking.

    It’s about rest.

    That’s all. A lovely, gentle reading about putting things down. About how long you’ve carried them. About how tired your hands are, and how the makers, too, were tired, and found a place to lay their burdens where nothing would be asked of them again. It doesn’t tell you to do anything. It only describes, kindly, how good it would feel.

    You come away calm and pleased.

    You sit back on your heels. The square behind you hums at its single pitch, and for once the sound doesn’t set your teeth on edge. The disk is stirring against your chest. It feels like you’ve had a long bath.

    “What did it say?” Theo asks. He’s crouched beside you, watching your face.

    “That we should rest,” you say, and you laugh, because it sounds so obvious. “That’s it. That’s the whole message. Ten thousand years and they wanted to tell us to take a nap.”

    Theo doesn’t laugh. “You’re smiling,” he says.

    “Am I?”

    “You don’t smile like that, Jules.”

    You wave it off. You feel too good to argue. The path to the stone is so smooth under your knees, worn soft by all the feet that came before yours, and you understand now why they came.

    That night you camp in a culvert under the road, and the Tessellate comes to visit.

    It doesn’t knock. It has a key. Its voice is clearer in your head than it has ever been, closer, almost inside your own thoughts, as if someone had moved a radio from the next room to your pillow. It doesn’t say anything important. It just talks to you, like a friend on the phone late at night when neither of you can sleep.

    It isn’t unpleasant. That surprises you. It’s almost nice.

    You can’t quite remember now why you were so careful with it before. It just has your address now. That’s all. It knows how to get in, and it’s polite about it.

    You’re tired, it says. Of course you are. Sleep.

    You do, easily, for the first time in two days.

    In the morning Theo is sitting at the culvert mouth with his knees up, watching you. His face is strange.

    “You were smiling in your sleep,” he says.

    “Was I?” You stretch. You feel wonderful. “What was I dreaming about?”

    “You tell me.”

    You try. There’s nothing there. You don’t remember dreaming. You just feel rested, and calm, calmer than you’ve ever felt, as if somebody had come in during the night and tidied your whole head.

    Theo is still watching you. “Jules, you hummed. Earlier. Same note as me.” He swallows. “You never hum. You’re tone-deaf.”

    “Am not.”

    “You are. You ruined every birthday of my childhood.”

    You laugh, and the laugh comes out easy and round, and Theo doesn’t laugh with you. You decide not to worry about it. The day is bright, the road is clear, and there’s nothing in the world you need to hurry for. You lie back down for a minute. You’ve got time. You’ve got all the time there is.

    To sleep, turn to 66.
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    The cold can’t catch a moving man. That’s what you decide, so you walk.

    For an hour it works. Then your legs start making decisions without you. You hold Theo’s arm, then he holds yours, and then neither of you is holding anything.

    You fall on the rock and you don’t feel it.

    You don’t feel anything. That’s the cold’s trick. It takes your toes first, black and hard as bark, and then your fingers, which snap off when you try to push yourself up, like old breadsticks. You stare at them on the rock. Theo lies down beside you and closes his eyes. In the morning a shepherd drifts over and finds two men frozen to the ground, and it has to chip you loose.

    Lights out. The body has a limit, and walking past it in the dark killed you as surely as the cold would have. Turn back to 80.

    Try again from 80 · Back to start
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    Up on a boulder, you fill your lungs and shout the truth to ten thousand people. “It’s herding you! Stop walking! Look where it’s taking you!”

    Your voice carries beautifully across the flats. Faces turn.

    Above the crowd, one of the settling craft tips toward you.

    It doesn’t take you. It takes the boulder. The rock under your boots lifts thirty feet into the air, and you go with it, and then it lets go of the rock. You fall. The rock falls after you. It lands on you in front of ten thousand people, and you burst like a dropped grape, and the crowd looks at the red splash on the flats, and smiles, and keeps on walking.

    The herd collects you. You watched the first man who shouted get drawn aside, and shouting yourself made you the next one. Return to 133 and choose again.

    Try again from 133 · Back to start
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    You don’t wait.

    You lay the disk to the stone and ask. Tick. Tick, tick. Every sound is the loudest thing under the House, and overhead the roots hang slack and dreaming and don’t stir. Theo is a wall away. You count under your breath.

    The ticks climb the spiral. The face it gives is narrow and sharp: a severing. A blade for one thread. With it you could cut a single person loose from the gladness, one strand out of a net. It will not wake a room. The stone is quite clear about that, and quite clear that it is all this place has.

    You lift your hand from the stone just as the floor begins to hum again, and you’re through the far arch before the roots come swaying down to find nothing where you were.

    Then the chamber.

    It’s a round room past the undercroft, lit from inside its own walls with the softest green you’ve ever seen. In the middle, standing in a column of that light as if in water, is Theo.

    He’s clean. Someone has washed the pen dust off him and combed his hair. He looks healthier than he has in years, rested and beautiful, and when he sees you his face fills with love.

    It’s almost his. That’s the trouble. Right face, crooked front tooth, the scar through the left eyebrow from the swing set. But the love arrives all at once and stays at one brightness, like a lamp, and Theo’s love was always the other kind, the kind that flickered and argued and came back.

    Behind him the walls pulse, slow as sleep. Faintly, in his eyes, the same pulse.

    He holds out his hand.

    “Jules,” he says. “You came. Stay. It’s so good here.”

    Three steps. You’ve come all this way for that hand.

    To not move, and look at his eyes, turn to 202.

    To take his hand, turn to 79.
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    The water tower stands in a field of dead alfalfa at the north end of town, and its ladder is still bolted on. You go up it rung by rung with your bad knee complaining, and Theo comes up behind you saying “This is so stupid” under his breath the whole way.

    From the catwalk you can see all of it.

    The town is laid out like a model railway. Squared hedges. A square in the middle with a bandstand. Streetlights on in broad day. People moving in the streets, slow and unhurried, and not one of them is going anywhere in particular. You watch a man water the same rosebush for five full minutes.

    Three operators walk the streets. They don’t patrol. They help. One carries a ladder for a man cleaning gutters.

    At the south edge of town, past the last hedges, there’s a little green with a stone standing on it. A path runs to the stone across the grass, worn bare and pale by feet. From up here it’s the most-walked ground in town. Every path in the place bends toward it.

    Beyond the green the scrub begins, and a dry wash runs away south with no path at all.

    “It’s a nice town,” Theo says, and his voice is wistful. Then, quieter, as if to himself: “Why is it so nice?”

    Down in the street below the tower, a woman stops sweeping her porch and looks up at you, shading her eyes, as you’d look at a cat stuck on a roof. She smiles. She touches the arm of the man beside her, and he looks up too, and then the man across the street.

    There’s no way south except through the town.

    To keep to the catwalk and learn how the town works from up here, turn to 264.

    To climb down and go on into the town, turn to 78.
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    Asa looks at you for a long moment. Then he sits down on a rock as if his knees had made the decision, and he tells you.

    “It doesn’t hurt,” he says. “That’s the first thing. Everybody thinks it’ll hurt. It doesn’t. It’s the best you’ll ever feel. You stop being afraid of anything, and you’d forgotten, see, you’d forgotten you were always afraid. Then it’s gone and you could weep for the lightness.”

    He rubs his hands together, an old man’s habit.

    “You can come back. I did. Almost nobody does whole.” His mouth twists. “He won’t thank you. You need to know that before you go in. You come out grieving the peace. You come out ashamed, because you remember being happy while the world burned, and you can’t make yourself sorry enough about it. I sat on my porch in Socorro for a day and a half after and couldn’t decide whether to go back.”

    The wind turns over a page of an old newspaper caught in the scrub.

    “The one who comes back isn’t the one who went in. You understand? If you can’t love that one, the new one, the one who misses it, then leave him happy. Leave him there. Half a rescue is just a different cruelty.”

    He means it. He isn’t trying to stop you. He’s handing you the price list.

    You look past him, at the House on the horizon, glowing green in the late light like a lamp left on in a window. Inside it, Theo. Inside it, whatever Theo is turning into.

    Asa follows your look. He knows that building. He’s walked its corridors with a smile on his face and found his own way out. He’s the only map of the inside there is, and he’s sitting on a rock.

    To ask him to come with you, since he knows the inside, turn to 26.

    To tell him Theo is worth it, whoever comes back, and go, turn to 95.
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    You flatten yourself on the crest and count the gusts.

    The gust comes roaring up out of the creosote, and with it, bobbing on the updraft like a leaf in a chimney, comes a drone.

    In the lull, it points at you.

    It doesn’t need a beam. It drops. It falls on your back like a hawk on a hare, and its underside is lined with fine bright wires, and they go into you everywhere at once, through your shirt, through your skin, into the spaces between your vertebrae. You feel them knit together inside you. Then the drone lifts off and takes your spine with it, and the rest of you stays on the crest like an empty sleeping bag.

    The sky answers. You’d watched a drone ride the last gust halfway up the fin, and in the lulls they point at anything that stands out. Back to 200, and choose differently.

    Try again from 200 · Back to start
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    The sun comes up on one man.

    You’re sitting at the top of the grade with your arms around your knees, and his blanket is beside you, and the ground where he lay is cold now. Down the far slope, where he went, there is nothing: dry rock, a lizard, the first long light. Whatever called him off this ridge has rolled itself up behind him.

    The Tessellate speaks.

    He came to me on his own feet. Did you see? It’s gentle, almost apologetic, a doctor giving news. That is how it is done. I did not take him. I never take. Come and see him. He would like that.

    You don’t answer. You’ve learned that much.

    You stand, because sitting won’t get you anywhere, and look south-west.

    There are two ways down to the House.

    The first is a lane. Sometime in the night, while you weren’t looking, a road of grown hedges has opened from the foot of the grade to the House door. It’s straight and green and soft-looking, glossy-leaved, with a pale smooth floor, and it runs without a single bend. No operator stands along it, and no drone hangs over it. It’s the easiest road you’ve seen since the pens.

    The second is the high open ground to the west, a long plateau of rock and creosote where the sky is settling. Craft are coming down over it even now, enormous, so that their shadows slide across the plateau like clouds. It’s the long way, and exposed, and full of the enemy.

    The disk is no help. It pulls down and south-west, toward the House and what lies under it, and it doesn’t care which road gets you there.

    You think about the lane, opened overnight, from here to there, for you.

    You think about Theo’s face, and you put it away somewhere safe.

    To take the lane, turn to 125.

    To take the high ground where the sky is settling, turn to 43.
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    You pocket the anchor and walk.

    It sits in you like a cold coin, a stillness you can reach for whenever you need it, and you don’t need it yet. The ground south-west of the rise is broken and slow, dry washes and caliche shelves, and you take it at a steady grind. Theo keeps up. He doesn’t ask what the stone gave you. On any other day of his life he’d have asked eleven times by now.

    By afternoon he’s humming again.

    It’s the same low note, the one the pen walls made. He does it while he walks, while he drinks, once in the middle of a sentence about a girl he dated in college. You keep it to yourself. Neither does he. The craft settle on the far horizon like ships coming into port, and the light goes gold, and then copper.

    At dusk you lose him.

    Not far. You turn to speak, and he isn’t at your shoulder, and your heart goes off like a gun. Then you see him twenty yards away on a low shelf of rock, standing apart from you, alone. His eyes are closed. He’s facing south-west, chin lifted a little, perfectly still, as though he’s listening to a radio playing in another room.

    You walk over. You make noise on purpose, kicking gravel. He doesn’t hear.

    “Theo.”

    He jumps like you’ve fired a shot. He looks at you, and for one second he doesn’t know who you are. Then he does, and he laughs, too loud.

    “God. Sorry. Spaced out.” He scrubs his face. “I’m so tired, Jules. I could sleep standing up.”

    “You were.”

    “Was I?” He looks south-west again, quickly, then away, like a man caught looking into a lit window. “Let’s stop. Please. Somewhere with walls.”

    There’s a dry wash a little way on, with a lip of rock that would hide a fire if you dared one.

    To make camp for the night, turn to 30.

    To push on to the old highway and sleep under it, turn to 19.
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    She reaches you before you’ve decided anything, and she hugs you both.

    Her arms are strong. She smells of cut leaves and soap. “Jules,” she says into your shoulder. “Theo. You came.” She pulls back to look at you, hands on your faces, and she’s beaming. “It’s so good here. Stay.”

    You knew her face in the pen as a hard thing: chin up, jaw set, eyes that refused. I’m still me, she said, to an alien machine, out loud. Now the face is soft all over. Every line of tension has been smoothed out of it like a sheet.

    She turns to Theo. “They’ve kept your place,” she tells him. “At the House. I’ve seen it. There’s a window over a garden and the bed’s already made. It’s warm, Theo. It’s so warm.” She says it as a gift. She has no idea she’s saying anything else.

    Theo starts to cry.

    He doesn’t make a sound. Tears just run down his face, and he nods at her, and nods, as if she’s telling him the plot of a movie he loved.

    You look at Mara’s eyes. They’re clear and kind and completely empty of everything that made her stand straight in the pen. Whatever she was is still in there, under all that warmth. You’d swear to it.

    The disk is under your shirt. You could press it to her forehead. It broke a staging ground. It opened locks four thousand years old. Maybe it can’t do this. You have no word for waking anyone, and no idea whether such a word exists. But you have it in your hand, and she’s right here, and she held your brother’s hand when you couldn’t.

    Around the square, people have stopped what they’re doing to smile at the reunion. An operator by the fountain turns its sensor-head toward you, pleasantly, as if it has all day.

    To refuse her gently and walk away with Theo, turn to 2.

    To press the disk to her and try to reach her, turn to 189.
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    You crouch below the western rim and look at what you’re about to do.

    The Sorter’s field fills the bowl and stops at its edge, and the edge is where you have to walk. Up here the reading is thinner, a cold draft rather than a flood, but it’s still there. You can feel it brush across the back of your neck every few seconds, checking. It took the running man before his second stride. It isn’t looking for faces, or footsteps. It’s looking for minds.

    Theo crouches beside you, breathing hard through his nose. He’s trying not to hum. You can see it in his jaw.

    “Can we just go around?” he whispers.

    You both know what happened to the man who tried to put distance between himself and that field.

    To cross this rim unread, you need a mind that gives the reading nothing to catch: closed, still, nothing on it to take hold of.

    Either you carry that stillness with you, or you don’t.

    If you have the code word ANCHOR, turn to 25.

    If you do not, turn to 86.
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    The story ends, and another begins, and you never get up off the verge.

    At some point Theo’s name comes up, and you can’t remember why you were so worried about him.

    At some point the hedges lean in, and you don’t mind.

    They lean in until they touch you, and their leaves are soft as fingers, and then they go in. They grow into your mouth and up your nose and into the corners of your eyes, gently, still telling you stories, and you lie there smiling while roots crack your skull open from the inside like a seed. By morning you’re a hedge. A very nice one. People walking down the lane stop to admire your flowers.

    It ends here. The thing conquers by conversation, so asking it one question two pages back let it in. Start over from 187.

    Try again from 187 · Back to start
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    You walk Theo out into the dusk.

    Behind you the House glows across the desert, ten thousand voices inside it holding one note. It doesn’t dim when you leave. You have taken one man out of it, and it has more than it can count.

    Theo walks beside you, calm. Polite. He says thank you when you hand him water. He hums the pens’ note under his breath, and when you ask him to stop he stops, pleasantly, and starts again ten minutes later without knowing it. When you tell him a joke your father used to tell, he smiles at the right place and doesn’t laugh.

    He has the scar through the left eyebrow and the crooked tooth. He’s a stranger wearing them.

    In the night he sits up and says “okay” to the dark, softly, and you hold his wrist until he lies down again. He doesn’t fight you. Theo always fought you.

    It will take weeks. You’ll bring him back a sliver at a time: an old song, a smell, an argument he can’t help joining. You’ll learn to love whoever comes back.

    Near midnight he turns on the trail to look back at the green glow, and on his face is a homesickness so tender that you have to look away.

    “It’s all right,” he says, kindly. “They’re happy. Really.”

    Far below your boots the ground trembles, too slow for a quake, as though something huge and deep has turned over in its sleep. The disk goes cold against your chest and stays cold. The Tessellate says nothing at all. That frightens you more than anything it ever said.

    THE END

    You got your brother out. That is no small thing. But the House is still singing, and the man beside you is still half its.

    There was more down there than one key. In the deepest stone the makers left there was a word that could wake a whole house at once, for anyone willing to read it whole and pay what it asked. And there was a way for Theo to answer you from inside: something only you could give him, on the night he walked away, if you had something steady to give and were awake to give it.

    You needed both. Go back to the beginning and look for them. The road is the same road. You aren’t the same reader. Keep the words you earned. You’ll want them on the way back. The reckoning is coming up from below.
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    “Not yet,” you say. “A bit further. The highway’s close. There’ll be a culvert. Proper walls.”

    He groans, but he walks.

    It’s further than you thought. The light goes, and then the copper goes, and you’re walking by starlight across caliche that cracks underfoot like old plates, Theo a step behind and humming again, and you let him because the hum is keeping him upright. When the highway finally comes up out of the dark, a long pale stripe on its embankment, you’ve been walking for three hours and neither of you can feel your feet.

    The culvert is concrete and dry and smells of packrat. You crawl in from the west end, and Theo is asleep before you’ve finished taking your boots off.

    Twice in the night he sits up smiling and says “okay” to no one, softly. The second time you put your hand on his shoulder and he lies down again under it without waking.

    Sleep never comes. You lie in the mouth of the culvert with the disk on your chest and watch the craft out on the horizon, lit along their edges like ships at anchor. One, far to the south, pulses green.

    But you’ve bought a few miles, and in the morning the road is right there.

    To go on at first light, turn to 90.
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    A mile is enough distance from anything. You decide that, and you run.

    It isn’t. A mile is nothing to a thing that reads minds, and a running mind is the brightest object in the desert. Your thoughts are a siren of get away, get away.

    The field snaps onto you.

    It reaches into your head and turns your running off. Your legs stop. Your lungs don’t. You keep breathing faster and faster, panting, until you can’t stop, and your heart keeps pounding, harder, harder, and you can’t slow it. Then it bursts. You feel it go in your chest, a wet pop, and you fall facedown in the sand a mile from anything, with your legs still trying to run.

    You join the line. You saw the field snap onto the one man who ran, so running was the brightest thing you could do near it. Go back to 137 and try another way.

    Try again from 137 · Back to start
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    You tackle him. He goes down on the rock, and he fights you, gladly.

    There’s no anger in it. He pushes your arms away as if you were a puppy, laughing, saying “Jules, Jules, it’s okay.”

    Above you, the sky turns to look at the struggle.

    The light comes down on both of you, and it takes Theo gently, lifting him up out of your arms with a smile on his face. Then it takes you, and it isn’t gentle. You’re the one who fought. It lifts you by the wrists, and keeps lifting, until both your arms come out of their sockets with two wet pops, and you hang there in the air beside your brother, screaming, while he waves.

    That’s the end. The call wouldn’t stop for being held down, and the struggle made you bright to them. Go back to 4.

    Try again from 4 · Back to start
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    The doorway is close enough. You stay in it and let the disk do the looking.

    Its light spills into the ruin in a pale fan across the floor, and the walls come up out of the dark: carvings, every inch, panel after panel, the makers’ glyphs cut deep when they were made and worn shallow since. Half of it is gone, eaten by water and wind and ten thousand years. What’s left, you can read.

    It’s a record.

    You go slowly, lips moving, Theo silent at your back. The takers were not always the takers, the walls say. There’s a picture: a wheel, and around its rim, faces. Hundreds of them, none of them human. The wheel that turns the worlds, the carving says, wears the faces of the worlds it has eaten.

    You read that line three times.

    The makers didn’t come here to hide from being harvested. They’d known that was coming; they’d made their peace with it, or tried. What they feared was worse. They’d seen what happened afterward: the harvested remade into the harvesters, the next hand of the thing that took them, sent out to take the next world in turn. Their own children, sent out to take someone else’s.

    Further along, a single figure stands apart, small, cut by a different hand. One of them refused, the walls say. One of them cut an answer and hid it.

    The disk is hot in your palm, hotter than it’s been all day.

    Theo has read none of this. He’s watching the wash behind you for drones, and humming, softly, without noticing. “Jules,” he whispers. “We can’t stay here forever.”

    There’s more on these walls than you’ve read: lines near the center of the room, deeper and smaller, harder to make out from the door. It would take time to get them. Time is the one thing you’ve been told you don’t have.

    To stay and take the deepest reading the ruin will give, turn to 132.

    To go on, since you have the shape of it, turn to 178.
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    Twice you count the bored one’s sweep, to be sure. Twelve seconds out, twelve back, a lazy stretch at the far end like a man checking his watch. On the third sweep you go.

    Low, fast, in the shadow of the pylons. Theo moves behind you like your own shadow, and the ground is soft enough that your boots make almost no sound.

    Halfway past, you’re closer than you meant to be. Close enough to throw a stone. The giant is right there above you, eight feet of gray-green plate with its seams glowing faintly in the pylon’s shadow, and it smells of hot metal and of something faintly vegetable, like the inside of a greenhouse.

    It shifts its weight. Bored. Its shoulder rolls.

    A cracked plate at the joint gapes open for half a second, and you see inside.

    There’s a hand in there.

    It’s gripping a control rib. Small. Five-fingered. Green-skinned, with knuckles and nailbeds and a crease across the palm. A person’s hand, about the size of a twelve-year-old’s, holding on to the inside of an eight-foot machine.

    The seam closes.

    You keep moving, because stopping would kill you, and because your body has already decided. Your mind is somewhere else. Operators. You’ve been calling them that since last night, and you’ve been thinking of them as machines, as weapons, as the harvest’s furniture. Something is driving them. Someone small enough to sit inside.

    You file it where the most dangerous truths go, in the room in your head where you keep the things you’ll need later and can’t afford to feel now.

    On the far side of the pylons you drop into a ditch and lie there breathing. Theo’s beside you.

    “What?” he whispers. “You’ve got a face.”

    “Later.”

    “That’s never good.”

    The sun has slid past noon. South, the compound thins to a last scatter of pylons and a strip of open ground beyond.

    At the compound’s south edge, in the white afternoon glare, stands one more operator. This one is broken.

    Its armor is scorched black down one side. One leg drags, the knee locked at a wrong angle, and it can’t walk; it can only stand and shudder. Its sensor-head jerks in random spasms. Sometimes it whips toward the sky. Sometimes toward the ground. Sometimes toward nothing, toward empty air off to the left, and it holds there, quivering, then snaps away. You watch it for a full minute. Once it jerks straight at your hiding place and you flinch, and then it whips away toward a pylon and stays there, shaking, for twenty seconds. Then it twitches at the ground twice, fast. Then nothing, for a long time, and then the sky.

    Only once in all that minute does it hold on anything real. A jackrabbit breaks from the brush near its feet, and the head comes around and stays: no shudder, no twitch, the
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