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			Tower of Mud and Straw

			THE DOGS I

			Shea Ashcroft stepped from a carriage into the low-lit alley as a mongrel lifted its door knocker of a head from a garbage pile.

			Dogs. They’d taken over the capital a week before. The wind dragged garlands of crushed glass and everyday commodities across the pavement, and the dogs picked out anything they could chew: meat from the decimated butchers' shops, greens, someone’s shoes. Those animals had guts. It was the humans who tended to stay indoors, half of them cursing the one person who’d had the chance to “stop the violence in its infancy”—him.

			Three people at the royal court he’d previously considered friends had already advised him to issue an apology; he’d told them to go to hell.

			The hound ran into the middle of the street, where it barked and leaped in place, snapping its jaws at something it couldn’t quite reach.

			“Atta boy,” Shea said. “Though that bone’s a bit too big for you.”

			The “bone” hung at the second-story height, a gas lamp’s post stretched like a strut between the opposing buildings, comically, inconceivably. There were reports of looters getting their hands, heaven knew how, on one or two Drakiri devices—tulips, his sister used to call them, his sister when she was still alive—which reduced the weight of anything they touched to that of paper. Apparently, once you were in possession of something like that, you tried to steal a streetlight—or had it been a refined vandalism, or a weird attempt at a joke? Shea’s gaze grazed the walls for signs of damage.

			“Idiots playing with fire,” he said to the dog. “If only they just risked their own lives.”

			The dog barked and jumped again, heedless of the rubble beneath its feet.

			Third door on the right, carved oak. Shea pushed on the doorknob and descended the steps into the basement vestibule.

			The valet who took his coat said, “Thank you.”

			He looked vaguely familiar. Square jaws, eyes sunken into crow’s feet.

			“Do I know you?”

			The man didn’t answer, but Shea’s memory did.

			… the rioting crowd, a huge, condensed mass of arms, legs, and throats, rolling toward him, and back, back, drive them back, the scent of blood, a lieutenant bending over the balustrade, twisting her body trying to peek into the russet sky—where’s the bloody skyraft?—then, the great shadow falling across the terra-cotta roof tiles.

			Minister, we need to execute the queen’s order. We need your permission to gas the crowd. Snap out of it. Minister. Lord Ashcroft. Shea.

			Hands had touched him, shaken him, poked him, but his vision shrank to a girl and a boy, lilac dresses, huge eyes taking in the world as though for the first time, the world in the skyraft’s shadow.

			We need your permission to gas …

			No. Fall back.

			Minister?

			I said, fall back …

			The man put his coat on a hanger.

			“You were there,” Shea said. “In the crowd, next to the girl and the boy.”

			He nodded. “We’re all alive because of you, Minister.”

			But half of the city lies destroyed—also because of me.

			He wondered why his title still applied.

			Past the inner door was a pocket-size theater, eight or nine rows, six of them empty. Still, a dozen faces—because entertainment had to continue even in times like these, and because, for tiny venues, this was the moment to shine.

			All the big ones lay devastated.

			Shea made his way to the third row, lowering himself next to a slender man in black gloves. “You wanted to see me, my lord?”

			“Just Aidan, if you would, my lord. I know we haven’t interacted a lot, but I’m not forty yet—and neither are you, if I’m not mistaken. I reckon we can afford to dispense with the most tedious parts of decorum.”

			“Weird place for a meeting. Why the theater?”

			“To make sure we could talk undeterred.”

			“This week, the street would’ve sufficed,” Shea said.

			“Yes, but it isn’t safe out there this week. I—”

			Applause cut him short. The curtains parted, revealing the scenery: a starry expanse behind something dark and cylindrical. An actor in orange darted onto the stage, doubling up in a bow.

			“Queen Daelyn built a tower, took gold from every man, breast milk from every mother …”

			So it’s about the Owenbeg tower, Shea thought.

			He’d seen the official daguerreotypes—a vast column, more a growth than a human-made structure—but the details were always blurry, and the inscriptions read more like statements. “Biggest building in history”—try imagining that.

			Shea half-turned to Aidan. “Another play about the tower?”

			“The construction effort isn’t going well. Something’s happened. People pick up on rumors.”

			Onstage, the orange man made a leap. “Queen Daelyn sent her servant—to oversee the deed …”

			Another actor, in a silk jacket, appeared from behind the curtain’s crimson.

			“… the servant wasn’t smart enough—and he got promptly killed,” the first one declared.

			“I heard that rumor, too,” said Shea. “That Daelyn is sending someone from the court there. Poor fellow, whoever that will be.”

			“Actually …” Aidan pointed at the silk-jacketed guy. “Actually, that’s you out there, Shea. May I call you Shea?”

			“What?”

			The woman in front of them turned her head. “Would you please keep your voices down?”

			“What do you mean, it’s me?” Shea whispered.

			“Nothing official yet,” Aidan said, “but I was told Daelyn would issue the decree tomorrow. You’re to give up your office and become her intendant in Owenbeg. Your current position will go to Lord Darren.”

			“What the hell?!” The woman turned again, and Shea said, “Sorry. What the hell, Aidan?”

			“You’ll be overseeing the tower’s construction. I told you—something’s happened there, and she needs—”

			“I can defend my every action during the riots. And Darren—really? Commander of the palace guard?”

			“He didn’t oppose any orders.”

			“What’s an intendant, anyway?”

			“The position is relatively new. Honestly, I wouldn’t consider this a punishment, rather an opportunity, and that’s why I wanted to talk to you.”

			He went on, but Shea didn’t listen anymore. People onstage jumped, danced, sang in funny voices. Someone behind laughed in irregular intervals. The woman in the front row produced a hand fan.

			At some point, he simply stood and made his way out.

			“My lord!” Aidan called, but he continued to the exit.

			Outside, the hound had given up on things it couldn’t reach and gone back to rummaging through the waste heap.

			[image: ]

			It was a forty-minute walk from the theater to what would soon cease to be his home. Aidan had a point, the streets were dangerous, but walking helped. Moving from one place to another created the illusion of being able to postpone the inevitable.

			A quiet brook of a street, lampposts alternating with trees, cobblestones that, from a certain angle and at a certain hour, resembled ripples on water. Shea waited on the front porch, but as with the rest of the city, nothing moved and nothing sang. His house. Sometimes, when it rained, a window opposite lit up, silhouettes swam behind the curtains’ yellow, and a mandolin played. Sometimes, there was only a single figure, a woman, it seemed, dancing with a scarf over her shoulders. He’d always had the idea of knocking and introducing himself—now the chance was gone. Such a clean, surgical cut: he’d bought this place at thirty and lost it at thirty-five.

			He opened the front door, and sunlight fell through the transom window, making a ghost of a flower bloom on the floor. His valet was out somewhere, but a rustle from the kitchen meant Shauna, the housekeeper, was in. I can talk to her later after I’ve packed.

			The bedroom looked sterile, adding to the feeling he was passing through. Shea opened the wardrobe and, without looking, tossed clothes onto the bed—every other shirt, every third jacket. When a silver spark dropped onto the carpet, he stopped. He picked up and twirled in his fingers a peacock figurine, letting the sunlight from the window play on the tail’s fan.

			Deirdre had given it to him the day after he’d refused the queen’s order to put a violent end to the riot. “You’re a dying breed,” she said. “I admire what you’ve done.” A bitter wave rose in him. She was a famous sculptor, “the queen of small things”: she specialized in figurines and had the actual queen’s ear. If Deirdre “admired” his decision to place human life above real estate, why hadn’t she defended him? Why hadn’t anyone?

			Shea hesitated, then threw the peacock onto the pile of clothes on the bed. However useless, the bird meant Deirdre cared—and that was more than he could say for most.

			“Are you going on a trip, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			How long had she been standing in the doorway? A strand of gray hair came loose from under Shauna’s usual bonnet, and her arms hung helplessly at her sides: she knew something was up.

			“I’m moving to Owenbeg, Shauna.” Shea looked at the walls, the bed, the wardrobe. “I’ve just been to the palace, and they … they let me go. Listen, I’ll leave an envelope on the cupboard in the living room—money and recommendation letters for you, George, and the girls—”

			She dashed forward and locked her arms around his waist—she wasn’t very tall—and he stood there, not knowing what to do while this woman, old enough to be his mother, sobbed next to his belly. They remained like that until he was ready to cry himself. Shea laid his hand on her head—her bonnet had fallen off—and stroked her hair as he would a child’s.

			“I knew this would happen. What kind of world is this, Mr. Ashcroft? You did everything right. You did everything right.”

			“I know.”

			And then he heard the mandolin—but it didn’t matter anymore.
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			It seemed like a dream—the slow ride from the city’s edge, unloading baggage that all looked the same. Climbing the pier on which the skyraft perched.

			An attendant with a southern accent she desperately tried to mask told Shea the first-class suite had been taken, but their second class was “just as good.” The door she led him to opened into a cabin that resembled a theater prop room, with a couch that stank of sweat, a table, and a vase of flowers overdue for a burial.

			“Would you fancy a drink?” the southern lady asked.

			He said, “I don’t really drink.”

			“Tea, then?”

			“Yes, please.”

			She brought a lone porcelain cup and a kettle, ice-cold. Shea had no idea if it was another affront or simple negligence—and, frankly, he didn’t care anymore. As the raft slid into a farewell stretch over the capital toward where the horizon squeezed the sun of its last drops, he sat and sipped the bland brew. Behind the window, the palace swam by, the Red Hill, the honeycombs of the guard towers’ lights.

			“Consider this an opportunity,” Aidan had told him.

			“I sure hope, Aidan,” Shea said now, “that you don’t mean suicide.”

			His sister would’ve been proud of him were she still alive: he could’ve refused the assignment just as he’d refused that order; he could’ve begged. But there was something noble, romantic even, in accepting an unjust punishment. There, I made a decision. I would do it again. I bear the consequences.

			And I’ll find a way to return, to get back what they’ve taken from me.

			He raised the cup in a mock salute as the palace swam out of view.
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			There goes my life at the capital, Lena, Sis, my dear thing. After you passed away, I tried to let go, focus on my career—and look how well that came out.

			Please forgive that I’ve stopped speaking to you. I guess the turning point for me was that reception, when someone asked me who you were, and I realized I was talking out loud. They thought I was crazy. Of course, it’s crazy to converse with an imaginary dead person—but we’re all mad in some way or another, aren’t we? The trick is figuring out who’s at “some” and who’s already at “another.”

			I wish I had your strength, and I wish you were here now.

		


		
			Part I

			THE DUCHY
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			A person, a crude drawing, a stick figure. Brielle always found it downright ludicrous, adding those to the engineering drawings—to show scale, the common wisdom went, but she knew the scale by heart, felt it in her bones. This was her tower, her baby. The cross section dwarfed the little dummy anyway, and the only sense she got from comparing one to the other was vertigo.

			In her imagination, the figure took on an agenda of its own, becoming every man who’d ever doubted her: the Duke of Owenbeg who considered the edifice his; the officials who’d wanted to give the chief engineer job to a noble; her father.

			Concentrate, concentrate. She rolled up the plans, put them in a metal bowl, lit a match, and tossed it in with a flick of her finger.

			When she’d heard a person would be coming from the capital, for a moment, she’d felt euphoric: finally, someone new, someone fresh, maybe even an ally. There was a flash of irrational hope she could confide in them. Then she laughed at herself—you’re not ten, are you, so why believe in fairy tales?

			The balcony door stood open, bringing in the piney scents of trees in the evening. Whiffs of memories. Aren’t all evenings alike? Brielle saw her past self, in a linen dress, running toward the porch, and, “Mother, Mother! I did it, I passed the exam!”

			Memories are for fools. Tongues multiplied, licking over the paper, crumpling it, making the pencil lines curl and come alive. She couldn’t leave any evidence. If the new guy marched into her office with one of her own artisans in tow, they would figure it all out anyway, but at least she could make their job harder.

			Someone knocked.

			“Chief engineer?”

			Her heart pounded, going into a sprint without transition as if having prepared for this moment, and she stood between the door and the bowl. She should’ve taken the plans home and burned them there. By eight, the senior artisans normally left the castle—but, of course, in a twist of bad luck, someone had to stay to talk to her.

			“Chief engineer?”

			“I’m … I’m busy,” she said.

			“I have some ideas for the work we’ll be doing at the seventh level tomorrow. May I come in?”

			Over her shoulder, Brielle glanced at the bowl: the fire chewed on the paper with the speed of an old man who’d lost his teeth.

			“Now would not be a good time,” she said.

			There was a brief silence. “Okay. Okay, I’ll drop by in the morning, if that’s all right with you.”

			“That would be fine.”

			Footsteps, moving away, dissipating. Brielle exhaled and slid into a crouch, her back against the table. She didn’t know who was behind the door—the blood pounding against her ears had erased any personality from the voice, and it took her a minute to figure out whether she’d been talking to a man or a woman. A woman, she finally decided. Ava? Ava was bright and excessively thorough, the kind of person to discuss “ideas” at this hour. Perhaps it was her.

			Brielle ran her fingers through her hair. You need to focus, girl. She couldn’t afford more episodes like this, people walking in on her. Whoever the queen’s guy was, whether a fool, a crook, or someone who simply wouldn’t care, her best bet was to cooperate with him. Show him everything if he’d ask for it. Always hide the truth in plain sight.

			Deep in the past, the hands, white with flour, stopped kneading the dough while the girl in a linen dress ran up the porch and into the kitchen’s warmth.

			“Mother! I did it, I passed the exam!”

			Mother kept silent, looking at Brielle.

			“Remember a woman came from the university, said they were scouting for students? Ma, I did it. I passed the exam with flying colors. Ma?”

			The smile touched a corner of the mouth, neglecting the eyes. “I think you’d better talk to Father about this, Dear.”

			In the backyard which smelled of sawdust and a bit—of dead grass, he leaned over the sawhorse. He didn’t react to her coming, didn’t raise his head, just stared at the plank in front of him.

			“Father.”

			Still, he didn’t react.

			“Father, I …” She knew she needed to take a step forward but couldn’t bring herself to do it. “Do you remember …”

			“I heard you talking to Ma,” he said without changing his posture.

			He stretched out the pause like he pulled on his saw, applying the exact amount of force required.

			“How many siblings do you have, Brielle?”

			“Four, but—”

			“How many are there of me and Mother?”

			She froze. “I passed the exam.”

			Father straightened and reached for a towel. “You’ll stay. Help us with the kids. You’re the only one old enough.”

			“I was the only one who passed.”

			He wiped his hands carefully, finger by finger, slipping the cloth under his nails. And she felt that cloth pull through her, too—the long string of anticipation and excitement unraveling, deteriorating, its remains curling up into a dark ball.

			“I never asked you to have so many children!”

			Not a muscle in his face twitched—he didn’t falter for a second, each movement flowing from the previous one.

			“You’ll stay, Brielle.”

			The fire that ate the evidence took on orange hues, and she stared into the bowl until she wasn’t sure whether she was burning paper, her memories, or the remains of the day.
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			Shea woke when the skyraft made a leap toward hell.

			Under the daylight’s varnish, the cabin took a dive, jolted, plunged. Maybe we’re passing through a pocket of air, his brain whispered. Lie still for a minute, it will blow over. He tore his hand from the mattress and raised it to his face: his pinkie trembled. The next jolt threw him off the couch, and somewhere in the gondola’s bowels, two dozen throats produced a collective sigh.

			Shea was about to join them when a thought sent him into nervous laughter—a fall from grace. Perhaps a literal one this time.

			Well, he refused to go out like that.

			Still buttoning his shirt, he peeked into the corridor. To his right, the door to the luxury suite swung open, spewing a man in a smoking jacket who sized him up and, in a flat voice, said, “Are we going to die?”

			So, the southern lady didn’t lie—first class really was taken.

			Shea squeezed past him. “Don’t stand here. Go back to your room and hold on to something.”

			Behind, the flat voice repeated, “Are we going to die?”

			“If we are, I’ll let you know.”

			The corridor widened into the dining lounge, pristine white, shards on the floor, cutlery quivering in unison with his own pounding on the bridge door.

			“Skipper? What’s going on?”

			After a good ten seconds came, “Who is it?”

			“Ashcroft.” A new dive slapped him against the wall.

			The door half-opened, and a pockmarked face appeared in the gap. “Minister?”

			“A former one. Let me in.”

			“Let him in, Jonah,” another voice said.

			The control cabin was more like a slice of a lighthouse’s lantern room than a naval ship’s bridge; four people would’ve been a crowd here. The captain, wearing an olive dress coat of Owenbeg, their destination, stood at the helm—for Shea, he came across as a collection of unconnected details: a wide nape, a sideburn, a crease on the trousers—and the pocked face, probably the first mate, clutched a second wheel.

			“How may I help you, Minister?” said the captain without turning.

			“By telling me what the hell’s going on.”

			“First time in the duchy, I presume?”

			“Me and a bunch of other people, apparently. The passenger cabins are learning to sing opera right now.”

			“It’s just turbulence.”

			“I know turbulence.” The room made another dance move, and Shea grabbed an iron lever to steady himself.

			“You have a strong grip, Minister,” the pockmarked boy said. “Please let go of that.”

			“I used to box at school. And I know turbulence. This feels like a drunken sailor party.”

			“A bad day, that’s what it is,” the captain said. “It’s the air. The air hits it, gets pushed in all directions, gains speed. Roughs us up.”

			“The air hits what?”

			“To starboard, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			Still not turning, the captain waved his hand, and Shea looked. Gasped. Took a few uneven steps toward the windscreen.

			Behind it, there was something vast, something dark, a stretch of an evening sky pasted onto midday. To say the tower was colossal was to compare a volcano to a matchstick: it was a mountain’s trunk, freed from the foothills, and the scattering of villages in its shadow could’ve been cardboard toys.

			His responsibility? How could he do anything to it, ensure anything about it?

			“Heavens,” Shea said, “what altitude are we at?”

			“Eight hundred feet. Skyrafts’ maximum.”

			“How high is the damn thing?”

			“A thousand, give or take. And I hear they’re planning to put another thousand on top of it—but really, I should ask you that, no?”

			“Pardon?”

			“No fools here, Lord Ashcroft.”

			At that moment, Shea saw himself from the outside: a noble, barging into the bridge, pushing aside a man who’d probably been saving for a year to book a ride in a luxury suite. The tone, the words. Skipper.

			He stretched out his hand. “I don’t think we’ve been formally introduced, Captain.”

			“Liam Salas. Welcome to the border, Minister.”

			“I’m not a—”

			“I wanted you to know—I’d actually planned to visit your cabin before you so gracefully waltzed in—I’m happy you’re here. It’s a difficult subject, of course, politically, but my son was among the protesters.”

			The handshake lasted longer than custom demanded, which prevented the next plunge from sending Shea to the floor. “I did nothing anyone else wouldn’t have done. One’s got to suffer from serious empathy issues to use gas on people.”

			The captain smiled with one side of his mouth. “And yet the queen gave the order, didn’t she?”

			He was about to add something but then shrugged. Visibly disturbed by the fact he’d heard what he’d just heard, the pockmarked boy sunk his head into his shoulders, tightening his grip on the wheel. The pause threatened to become uncomfortable, and Shea turned to the window behind which the mammoth structure grew closer.

			He squinted. “What are those purple spangles? There, and there. What are those dots?”

			“Oh, that. That’s the tech,” the captain said. “Drakiri devices.”

			Shea opened and closed his mouth, and the bridge squeezed around him while memory served up an image of a different room, gray walls, soot stains, chairs with twisted legs, the odor of something unknown, something foreign, and another scent that turned him inside out—of charred flesh. “This is insane. You’re using Drakiri technology to build that thing?”

			“I’m just steering this raft. But yes, the builders use the tech.”

			“Why wasn’t it in the reports?”

			“How should I know? You must ask the duke—or the chief engineer, Brielle.”

			“Why wasn’t it in the reports?” Shea whispered.

			Lena, Lena, look at what they’ve done.

			“I have nothing against Drakiri or refugees in general,” the captain said. “Half the duchy still curses the day Daelyn’s father granted them a settlement with us, but I think it was about the only thing the old man did right.”

			“Mr. Salas, believe me, I have nothing against Drakiri, either. But this …” Shea drummed his knuckle against the windshield. “The tech is a ticking bomb. I’m talking from experience.”

			They both looked out the window, in silence, at the approaching giant.
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			The worst thing is, Sis, I don’t always remember your face. Sometimes I see you in a dream, and when I wake up, the details dissolve, dissipate into what the daylight brings: the warmth and the glow and the dust. That’s what makes me, a grown man, bawl—the fact you’re becoming a memory.

			They told me it was all part of the “healing,” Lena. Can you believe that?
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			A yellow trail extended from the raft pier in a relatively straight line, not a proper road, more like a track plowed in the field by a huge finger. At the end, four carriages waited.

			Shea let the luxury suite guy pick his horse first, while the other passengers, in white and brown trousers and dresses, went on foot. Half must’ve spewed their guts an hour before, and faces wore a shade of pale, but the eyes glowed: look at it. Look.

			The tower blocked the sun, throwing a mile-long blanket over the fields, the poplars, and the village cowering at the foot of the hill on which the caterpillar of the castle slept. Ants cluttered across the tower’s vertical body, half of them suspended by threads at such height that Shea had to raise his chin. Construction workers. Some crawled in and out of the spots leaking purple glow.

			The thin band at the horizon was the kingdom of Duma, with its perhaps less advanced but plentiful skyrafts; and his imagination painted a different sky, crimson, ships raining down in fireballs, the bolts from the tower’s ballistae hissing across the clouds. No wonder Daelyn had invested so much in the construction—it was her legacy, the most radical defensive structure ever attempted by man.

			His head swam.

			In a dash of normalcy, a gaunt driver, leaning against the fence, stared at the people walking past.

			“I’m here,” Shea said. “They didn’t, by any chance, send a welcoming cortege for me?”

			The man shifted his eyes to him. “What?”

			“Did they send a carriage for me from the castle?”

			“If they did, they sure haven’t told me.”

			They looked at each other.

			“Well … could you at least help me fetch my luggage?”

			Even when the horse picked up a steady pace, the tower remained immobile, as though forming a whole with the salmon clouds, a painting on an enormous flat canvas.

			In the distance, across the fields, a row of yellow lights floated like will-o’-the-wisps.

			“I hope I’m not imagining things,” Shea said.

			“Wives.” The driver clicked his tongue. “Fiancées. Lanterns for the foremen at the construction site who’re staying for the night.”

			“Don’t they have gas lamps inside?”

			“It’s a tradition. The lanterns are hung on the inner wall as a reminder of the hearth and home, or so I’ve heard.”

			In the short breath before sunset, the clouds at the horizon seemed to pick up the glow from the procession—a trick of the eye, it stirred a new thing in Shea. Perhaps there was a lantern for him, too—but was it a sign of the end of a season or its beginning? He shuddered: a feeling visited him, of something lying in wait behind the tower’s contours, and he looked away.

			At the village’s outskirts, a couple of kids, a pair of brown dashes for knees, ran in circles, slinging dust at each other. A man pulled an empty two-wheeled cart on the opposite side of the road. There was some unnatural quality about him, and a moment later, Shea realized what it was: he was moving too fast, like a marathon runner but with no visible effort. No muscles bulging. He glided.

			“A Drakiri fellow.” The driver spat, without malice, as if paying some weird tribute. “Can pull those things all day. Those aren’t real carriages, though.”

			“Huh?”

			“We call them drikshaws. No place for luggage.”

			“I hate the idea, being carried by another human being,” Shea said. “Or a Drakiri, doesn’t matter. I can’t understand how anyone wouldn’t find it offensive.”

			“Only don’t tell ’em that, Boss. They may look like us, but they’ll smack you on the head with the whole cart. Strong, those fellows. ’Lot stronger than you and me.”

			“Yes, I’ve heard as much. Still, a job doesn’t become less degrading because it’s easier.”

			“Few other jobs around here, Boss. You can work the fields, but they don’t care for that.”

			Eyes on the road, the Drakiri dashed past them.

			“What about the tower?” Shea said. “I bet one of them could replace a couple human builders.”

			“They don’t care for the tower either. Oi!” The driver smacked the horse on the rump. “They don’t care for the tower at all.”

			“Why?”

			The man didn’t respond.

			They rode past the houses, blind lattice windows caked with dust, past a butcher with a beer belly and a dirty apron, dragging his feet as though time marched at a slower pace for him, kids frolicking in the dirt, heaps of raked leaves. The triangles of the wooden roofs hid the tower from view, and as it vanished, the belated realization struck Shea: he was at the border, in as deep a province as it got, on someone else’s land, without an office, a foreign graft on the local hierarchy. This intendancy system—had Daelyn created it just to give failures a home?

			In a sense, he was back to when he’d left his family estate eight years ago.

			He’d prided himself on having traveled the country, but now it occurred to him that what he’d really seen of it effectively amounted to a series of tourist daguerreotypes. He could trace a line from the Red Hill to Owenbeg: the famous “lantern bridge” over the River Darrow, fifty miles from the capital; farther away, the sunrise-soaked town that produced the country’s best silk, perched on the ridge that bore Daelyn’s name; then, the three Great Lakes. Even Shea’s arrival in the duchy was nothing but a continuation of that line. Owenbeg now boasted its own grim thousand-foot attraction.

			The welcoming cortege waited for him at the castle gates: a gray-haired woman with a hawk nose. In the sunset, the wall behind her looked like it was made of sand.

			“I’m Fiona, the majordomo,” she said—but when he extended his hand, she didn’t change her pose, her arms crossed over her stomach, fingers that would’ve made a musician proud had they not been mutilated by arthritis.

			Shea said, “The next fanfare I get will probably be at my funeral.”

			She didn’t answer—just paid the driver and led Shea through a side door next to the gates, up a set of stairs, down a narrow path between battlements. Through the embrasures, the last of the day dissolved: molten sun dripped along the tower’s edge, a black furnace.

			“We’re going into the oldest part of the castle, Kayleigh’s Wing,” Fiona said without turning or slowing her pace. “Kayleigh was the first duke’s daughter.”

			He walked faster to keep up, stifling the impulse to speak faster, too. “Never understood that fad to name every corner and every brick. That said, I’ve never been much of a history buff.”

			“Aren’t history buffs a rarity? And it’s our guest wing—although I admit we don’t get many guests. Don’t worry, we still strive to keep everything in order.”

			“Thank you.”

			They were halfway across the battlements when Fiona said in a matter-of-fact voice as if clarifying an earlier point, “The duke expects you in an hour.”

			“Nice joke.”

			“Do I seem like a joking type to you, my lord?”

			“He wants to see me at, what, ten?”

			“At this castle, we work day and night.”

			“I’ve just arrived, and it was a long trip—at the very least I’d need to take a bath …”

			“And that’s why I said, ‘in an hour’ and not ‘right now.’ ”

			Another set of stairs, this time leading down to a door built to survive a battering ram.

			The quarters looked grand at first glance: living room the size of a country house, two couches under green velvet, an exit to a balcony, six gas lamps under the ceiling, all of them working; through an archway, a royal bed and a tapestry depicting a battle at the castle’s walls, likely caused by baron A seizing a cartload of sheepskin or something similarly important from baron B. An enamel bathtub, reasonably white.

			On closer inspection, the floorboards grunted under Shea’s boots, the first wooden wall panel he touched rocked under his fingers, and moths had taken a good bite out of the couches’ velvet.

			Fiona stood in the doorway, waiting for him to finish his survey.

			In the bathroom, he twisted the hot water valve, but only a sound came out, a lone rustle trailing along the castle’s intestines.

			“Hot water?”

			“From nine till eleven in the morning,” Fiona said from the entrance. “This isn’t the capital, Lord Ashcroft.”

			It was clear she’d rehearsed the line.

			Hence the urgency behind the meeting, Shea thought. Drag out the new guy, tired, sweaty. Let him learn his place. Well, he could play this game, too.

			He turned the second valve. The water was ice against his fingers.

			“Tell the duke I’ll meet him in two hours, my lady. Please send someone to wake me in one.”

			“The duke has—”

			“I don’t care. I’ll meet him in two hours, or he’ll have to find something else to discuss with his people. I hear weather’s always a safe choice.” He glanced at his reflection above the sink. “Make sure you rehearse that line, too.”
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			The duke didn’t receive him in the council chamber or the great hall or any other place normally reserved for official meetings. A servant led Shea back between the battlements and into the “new castle,” diving into a labyrinth of narrow passages, a succession of U-turns whose main purpose was, most likely, to create an illusion of space.

			No, the duke received him in a drawing room, which, of course, sent a message: Shea was a guest here, an important, but ultimately passing one.

			The windows were holes into the night, but the walls reflected warm yellow, as though life had dipped everything between them in amber to wait for Shea’s arrival. It was a scene from a painting: a thin man in his sixties on a satin couch, already wearing a sardonic smile on pursed lips; to his right, a group of five: four fellows—looking like someone had fashioned them from the same piece of wood—and one woman. They couldn’t have been waiting for him more than ten minutes, but because of the yellow glow and the affected poses, it seemed as though they’d been here forever.

			“Welcome to Owenbeg, Ashcroft,” said the duke.

			“My lord, the queen extends her—”

			“Oh yes, how is the old fart Daelyn doing?” The man came alive, crossing his legs and leaning on his palm. “Dear all, did you know we had the same teacher of astronomy when we were kids? She was smarter than me, I’ll give her that— The only problem was, it wasn't the stars she was chiefly interested in but the boys’—”

			Shea blinked. “My lord, I’m not sure it’s appropriate, in the presence of a lady—”

			“Yes, yes, let’s dispense with the pleasantries. Everyone, this is Shea Ashcroft, former Minister of Internal Affairs, former counselor to the queen, and starting today, an intendant in our humble domain. Whatever the hell that means. As for this lot …” He waved his hand theatrically. “This is Patrick, my military counselor, Cian, Counselor of Justice.” He recited the other names, omitting the titles and surnames. “Miss Brielle is our chief engineer at the tower.”

			He gestured at a redheaded woman of thirty-thirty-five who stood closest to the couch. The men kept their gaze on their master, actors waiting for a cue—she was the only one who looked Shea in the eye. Nodded.

			“And this,” the duke said, “is Lena, my Counselor of Arts.”

			For a moment, for Shea, the duke disappeared.

			What are the odds?

			Not just the name, but something in the profile, the posture …

			Standing in the corner, looking out the blind window as though not a part of the reception—which was why he hadn’t noticed her before—Lena was half a head above everyone else save for him and the man whom the duke had designated as “Patrick.” She wore a long dress the color of her hair, a black wave rolling down her back, framing her face with its sculpture-precise features.

			He’d never heard of an arts counselor, and, anyway, the duke didn’t have a reputation as a patron of arts. Most probably, they shared a connection. Lovers, then.

			“How about a drink?” the duke said.

			“I don’t really drink, my lord.”

			“Fresh, isn’t he? Daelyn likes to give fresh political blood a chance, and I hear his replacement is no older. Do I understand it correctly that your primary function as intendant would be sending her reports?”

			“Not quite, it’s—”

			“How often?”

			“The queen expects monthly communiqués.”

			“Marvelous.” A smile. “Marvelous. Let’s agree on a day, say, the first Monday of the month—Fiona will visit you to provide you with notes on the construction effort.”

			So that was how he wanted to play it. His majordomo as a censor, pristine reports stripped of all the details Daelyn “doesn’t need to know,” omissions legitimized with Shea’s own signature.

			“Shall we take a step back, my lord,” Shea said, “before we agree on a course? I want to fulfill my tourist’s duties.”

			“Meaning?”

			“I’d like to visit the tower.”

			The smile widened, but the duke’s eyes were two ponds on a winter day.

			And now for the real game.

			“Why?” he said.

			“I must assess the progress myself.”

			“We’ll provide you with all the details.”

			“Same as you did with the Drakiri tech?”

			Lena, who, until then, had appeared lost in thought, turned her head exactly enough to meet Shea’s gaze. They held eye contact for a few seconds before he continued, “The queen heard you’d met with problems.”

			The duke’s face went a shade darker. “Fools’ lies, all of them.”

			“My lord, if I may,” the chief engineer said. Brielle. “We’ve used the Drakiri devices to speed up the construction—”

			The duke waved her off. “That’s what we did. Isn’t it what Daelyn wants?”

			“I can’t speak for the queen, but I have a hunch she wants this venture to succeed, not for something terrible to happen at the tower. And it will, should you keep using the tech.” Shea turned to Brielle. “How soon may I visit the site, my lady?”

			She opened her mouth, but the duke broke her off again.

			“Do you have a background in construction?”

			“No.”

			“Exactly, because you’ve what, you’ve led a shoe factory? Before becoming a minister?”

			“I’ve managed a furniture workshop, my lord. It was a family enterprise. Fairly big, too—we supplied …”

			“Big as my ass.” The duke slapped the arm of his chair. “I don’t care.”

			He could afford profanity. He had at least twenty years of a head start in politics, and this was his turf.

			Everybody in the room stared at Shea, including the tapestry griffins on the wall. He could press them, push his status as the queen’s envoy—but would that antagonize them even more?

			“Listen, I understand you feel I’m intruding upon your authority,” he said. “I’m only here to help. We want the same thing—”

			“There.” The duke propelled himself from the couch. “There. You sit at the Red Hill and you think you know what it’s like out here. Let me tell you: you don’t. For Daelyn, the tower’s a vanity project.”

			“No, it’s an elevation point for the ballistae to shoot down hypothetical incoming rafts. Same for you, same for her.”

			“All old Daelyn sees is a symbol of pride. We need the bloody thing if we’re to survive.”

			“So it’s about survival now. I’m sorry, my lord, but the fact that you border Duma doesn’t make it—”

			“Oh, really?” The duke marched toward Shea, stopping halfway, at the invisible demarcation line where his posse’s space ended. “Have you seen their crown prince? The one who’s been running the country since his father had a stroke?”

			“That’s pure warmongering, and you know it. Even when I was a kid—someone has always been talking about Duma attacking us.”

			“Go across the border.” The duke stabbed a finger at the black window. “I implore you. Visit Poltava. Their village now, but half the people are ours, from before the boundary changed. Or rather, were ours. See what they’ve done to the place, see it for yourself.”

			“Then there’s the question of the sabotage attempts,” Patrick, the military counselor, said in a suddenly clear, resolute baritone. “Who but the crown prince …”

			The duke, who’d been shifting his weight from one foot to another, froze in midmotion, and a new expression flickered in his eyes. Fear.

			Shea took a step forward. “Sabotage attempts?”

			Patrick began, “We don’t—”

			“Shut up,” the duke said. “Just shut your mouth. Can you shut your mouth for me?”

			“I’m looking forward to you providing all the details,” Shea said.

			Brielle raised her chin. “My lord, I don’t think there’s any harm in showing the tower to Lord Ashcroft. Honestly, I don’t think there’s any harm in showing it to anyone.”

			The duke gave the paper-white Patrick a long stare. Then he shifted his gaze to Brielle, probably considering whether he should continue the sparring match. “Do it, then,” he said and strode out of the drawing room.

			Did I win this round, or did he not want to get his hands dirty—yet?

			The woman in the black dress turned and crossed the room, too—no, she glided through it, sailed-dashed past the befuddled lords whom she didn’t grant a single word, disappeared behind the same door the duke had, and left Shea still trying to hold the gaze that wasn’t there anymore.

			Lena, the duke’s lover, was a Drakiri.
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			What are the odds? To meet someone with your name here, the rarest imported name in the country.

			There are other echoes. The way she holds her head, the pride. The eyes.

			She probably sleeps with the duke, though, so we won’t interact much.

			And anyway, Lena, I’ll never talk with anyone the way we talked.
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			He couldn’t sleep, a nightingale waking him up every time his brain was ready to loosen its grip on the world.

			At six a.m., it took him a while to get his thoughts in order, and the weather didn’t help: morning breathed the coming winter, thin mist that bleached the air, seeped through the battlements, snaked around the bastions before finally dissolving into sediment on the balcony’s floor. Worse than the cold and the lack of sleep was the inkling. The tech, the thing the carriage driver had said about Drakiri refusing to work at the tower, the sabotage attempts—somehow, it all felt like parts of a greater whole. What that whole was remained unclear, but it was obvious he was heading deeper into the turbulence that had battered his skyraft on its way to Owenbeg.

			At seven, as Shea was contemplating paying a visit to the “new castle” for breakfast, there was a knock on the door: Brielle came to make good on her promise.

			They effectively retraced his steps from yesterday—only now, the daylight drowned out the purple glow of the Drakiri tech, making the giant tower seem even more monolithic, ossified.

			Officially an anti-skyraft stronghold, the tower was already fully formed in Shea's mind: cramped corridors leading to slits in the walls, iron-reinforced doors, a webwork of beams and ladders. The reality was nothing he’d ever seen before.

			Entering it was entering a city—or rather, many cities. A spiral staircase, wide as a market square, snaked around the inner wall, leaving a vast nothingness in the middle, an abyss that sang with wind and made his head spin. This was a world painted by a lover of chiaroscuro, an addict to strong contrasts: shadows lay in pools of ink, and there were blinding patches of daylight—portals in the tower’s side the size of a house, ground-to-air ballistae’s windows into the wild, one for every two or three of the staircase’s whirls.

			It was next to those openings that people huddled, each portal its own town, each its own compact habitat: lamps, pulleys and carts, flickers of tinder, hammers banging, yells, laughter.

			The tower spanned the breadth of the world—only it was an alien world, replicating itself over and over as it climbed to a distant, ghostly gap into the clouds. Or did he stare down a well? Shea’s head spun again as up and down flip-flopped like axes on a gyroscope.

			This, this cosmos, his responsibility.

			“Don’t look up,” Brielle said. “At least not for now. You’ll get used to it, Shea. Can I call you Shea?”

			“Sure,” he said, trying to stop himself from retching. “Could you take me to where the last sabotage attempt happened? Would it be safe?” Where is it? He thought he spotted it, a smaller bright dot halfway up the circular wall—but when he blinked, he could no longer see it.

			“I think it’s safe,” Brielle said. “Lightning doesn’t strike the same place twice. It’s on the fifth level, that’s about three hundred feet above ground.”

			“Gosh.”

			“It’s nothing, little more than a third of the tower’s height.” A smile, a cocked eyebrow. “Current height, that is.”

			She’s like a kid ready for a ride across the neighborhood. “We’ll go on foot?”

			“Oh, no. No.” She patted him on the back. “At least not all the way.”

			A group of people in aprons, rolled up papers under their arms, passed them. The first “town” smelled of roasted meat, and a wooden platform extended from the portal into the whitewashed outside, workers sitting on the edge, eating, drinking, talking loudly.

			Four staircase whirls and two “towns” later, he wondered if Brielle had taken him on an infinite journey, a pilgrimage that would end with them growing old and having children, but still climbing, still trying to reach some unknown destination.

			“Here it is,” she said.

			A contraption resembling a wooden cage hung at the abyss’ shore.

			“I have a nagging feeling you want us to ride in this.”

			“I hope you don’t suffer from vertigo.”

			“No, but I do suffer from this stupid wish to live.”

			“I’ll take good care of you. Oh, a drink might help—those guys back at the …”

			“I don’t drink. Why not have this thing on the ground level?”

			“So people don’t get lazy.”

			They stepped into the cage, and Brielle jerked a rope loop. From above, a faint echo came: a pulley squealing.

			“How high does this … ehm, lift go?” Shea said.

			“All the way to level five. Two hundred feet.”

			“I think I’ve just reconsidered.”

			“Too late.” She winked at him as the wood under their boots started rocking and went into a gentle spin.

			The swerving continued, every now and then changing direction while the cage crept up the tower. The wind, coming in through the portals, knocked them against the staircase like a patient visitor at the door.

			“You can let go,” Brielle said.

			At first, Shea didn’t understand, but then, as though in an out-of-body dream, shifted his gaze to his left hand: it had one of the wooden bars in a death grip, soft flesh squeezed white.

			“Come on!” She laughed, throwing up her arms, and he unclenched his fingers and thought, How beautiful people can be when they’re happy.

			Sabotage. Who would want to destroy this, a wonder, a whole world of its own? If the tower fell, it would take his future with it, and Lord Darren would remain in office. His office.

			But suppose Daelyn never summons me back anyway—could I stay? Could I be happy here, too, at least in theory?

			Brielle shot a glance at him, and he said, “Don’t worry, it’s still your baby.”

			“It’s not like that for me.” She shook her head. “I’m not as naïve as you might think. I know someone—you, maybe—will eventually take the place away from me. This is simply—my chance in life, to show what I’m capable of.” The smile was thinner this time.

			At this height, the temperature dropped, and the tower’s breath began to smell of moss. The lift squeezed through a rectangular hole, rising to the platform where three men stood waiting for them. Two panted next to a wheel hooked to the pulley, and the third one, in an apron, probably a foreman, stepped toward Brielle.

			“Chief Engineer.”

			She leaped onto the platform, and vertigo gripped Shea’s chest again: the lift rocked, and there was a band of nothing beyond its edge. He craned his neck to glance down, into the spiral world.

			Then he took a step forward.

			Instead of another portal, the tower’s wall opposite resembled a huge toothless mouth into which scaffolds and step adders poked like dental devices.

			“Whoever they were,” Brielle said, “I have no idea how they smuggled in that much explosive.”

			Shea raised his palm, blocking the light coming through the hole—and in his mind, he stumbled into a soot-stained room, coughing, yelling something, knees trembling. Lena, Lena, Sister. What had he yelled back then?

			He turned to Brielle. “Truth is rarely explosive, but it’s always flammable. You know who said that?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Who’s examined this place?”

			“Patrick’s men.”

			“And they told you it was an explosion?”

			The hole’s edges curved inward, almost as if something had sucked them in.

			Traces of happiness gone from her face, Brielle studied—not the hole, but Shea. “What do you mean?”

			Instead of answering, he glanced around (the scaffolds, the abyss, the shadows, the chewed wall’s bricks) until his eyes found what he was looking for. “Can we take a look at that Drakiri device over there?”

			She gave a curt nod.

			Is she nervous—or irritated at me?

			Higher up the staircase, the purple haze of a swamp spilled out. Knee-deep, a group of workers circled an egg-shaped object rising to their waists, forty to fifty inches on the longer side. The Drakiri device shimmered as though dipped in some strange, otherworldly phosphorus. As Shea and Brielle approached, one of the workers, a balding man with the eyes of a sad hound, raised his gaze. He looked tired; they all looked tired, like children after a full day of cleaning school grounds.

			“So you gentlemen are using the tulips.” Shea pointed at the device.

			“It looks nothing like a tulip,” Brielle said. “And we’re using the anti-gravity properties to relieve stress in parts of the structure. Allows us to build faster.”

			“Show me how you handle it,” Shea said.

			The hound guy cocked his head. “Well, one rotates the valve to make it hover and pulls the lever to stabilize it if—”

			“One? One who?”

			“In our crew, it’s Michael who normally works with the thing. He’s currently two levels down, I can—”

			“I want to see you do it. That is, if you don’t have any objections, my lady.”

			Brielle said, “All our crews have received proper instruction.”

			“It’s simply that Michael has more experience,” the hound guy said.

			“And what if he’s sick? I want to see you do it.”

			The man threw a glance at Brielle, and she nodded—slowly this time. Fists clenched, muscles arched under the linen shirt, the worker approached Shea as though walking toward an executioner’s stump.

			Shea remembered the kids from the riot crowd, and his heart skipped a beat—but he needed a test subject.

			“Activate it, please.”

			The other stared at the lever and the valve, visibly unsure.

			“Don’t be afraid.”

			“You need to—” Brielle began.

			“Let him work.”

			The man wiped his palms on his trousers, gripped the valve with both hands, flexed his fingers.

			Metal creaked, and the tulip sang—a whistle at first, the voice gained force and deeper overtones. Shea shook his head, trying to bury the memory of the gray walls, the soot stains, chairs with twisted legs. Not now, not now, damn it. The left end of the device lifted off the floor, and out of the corner of his eye, he saw people stepping back.

			“Everything’s fine, continue.”

			The worker stopped turning the valve and grabbed the lever, knuckles white with tension.

			Drops fell into the purple glow: sweat, but Shea wasn’t sure whose.

			“I think I’ve stabilized it,” the trembling voice said.

			The song evened out, became dull, turned into a hum.

			“Isn’t it—” Brielle said from somewhere far away.

			The device kept touching the floor on one end, a huge pen in an invisible hand.

			“Continue.”

			Thin fingers lay on the valve again: ten degrees, twenty, forty-five.

			The tulip started shaking.

			“What do you do next?” Shea said.

			“I don’t know.”

			“It’s still on the ground.”

			“I stabilize it.”

			“You already did.”

			“I turn the valve, then.” The eyes begged him: let me go.

			“What are you waiting for?”

			The worker flexed his fingers again and spread his feet apart as though trying to balance himself. This time, he went slower: three degrees, two, one.

			Metal moaned, and Shea said, “That’s enough.”

			The man dropped his arms, panting like a runner who’d crossed the finishing line. Shea untwisted the valve until it clicked, and the humming died. The tulip relaxed, the hanging end softly hitting the floor.

			Trying to hide his own breathing, he turned to the others.

			“Ten more degrees and this thing would’ve imploded. I guess you’ve never seen it, which is good—but I can describe it to you. It sucks in everything in a thirty-foot radius. Everything. Wood, metal. Stone walls. People. Itself. Chews things up, leaves behind twisted remains.”

			He glanced at the hound guy and saw him, fully saw him this time, the trousers, baggy at the knees, naive eyes, a stubble of red hair. Sweat stains under the armpits, the evidence of the torture Shea had inflicted. I’m sorry, he wanted to say, but then thought, I’ll say sorry by making it right.

			“My lady,” he said to Brielle. “You can’t allow inexperienced people anywhere near the tulips. This Michael they’re talking about is fine, the rest are not.”

			She shrugged. “I guess we can tighten the rules a bit.”

			“Please do. And please fetch me immediately in case a new implosion—”

			“Implosion?”

			“Doesn’t matter. Just come to me first, not to Patrick.”
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			After the tower, the village was a puppet theater, dwarf houses, fragments of conversations jumbled together into one droning monologue. Two drikshaws darted past Shea on the main street, their passengers leaning forward with grim determination as if they were the ones doing the pulling.

			He found out that his quarters smelled. He hadn’t noticed it the other day, probably because his cabin on the skyraft rubbed the olfactory glands in the same manner—but the tower had cleared his head. The couches and the royal bed gave off a faint scent of mothballs. Shea sniffed his shirt, just in case.

			The courtyard below the balcony stood empty. He listened, leaning against the railing: only a “caw” came, perhaps someone trying to fix a cart’s wheel, but more likely a crow clearing its throat. We work day and night, Fiona had said, yet the guest wing didn’t simply suffer from drowsiness—it looked dead.

			He went out into the crypt-quiet corridor and, with the tip of his boot, pushed the closest door. To Shea’s surprise, it gave way, sweeping a view of a stripped stone cage with the skeleton of a couch. Second door, the same, but without the furniture. He went faster, knocking on some doors and throwing others open.

			By the time Fiona came to take him to dinner, he was sure the only person alive in Kayleigh’s Wing was him.

			The duke dined in a hall good enough for a small private army—tall lancet windows, some poor boars’ heads nailed above the two fireplaces. He shot a glance at Shea and immediately addressed Patrick, who sat to his right, in a voice a notch too loud for a room where echoes could lead their own conversation.

			He’s letting me know my presence doesn’t matter? Fine.

			Everyone from the day before was in attendance—Patrick, Cian, Lena, Fiona, two counselors whose names escaped him—sans Brielle, the only one doing something useful at this hour. The seating arrangement allowed Shea to make sense of the hierarchy: Patrick and Cian next to the duke, Lena, the furthest away.

			Or were they away from her, from that outline of the cheek and that wave of black hair down the shoulder?

			One of the what’s-his-names produced an empty smile and pointed to the seat to his left, but Shea instead circled the table and lowered himself next to Lena.

			“I hope you don’t mind, m’lady.”

			“Mr. Ashcroft,” she said.

			The duke gave him another glance, which, this time, lasted a few seconds.

			Go to hell.

			Shea turned to her. “Would you pass me the stew?”

			She lifted the heavy ceramic bowl with three fingers like it was nothing.

			“Thank you,” he said. “You’re Drakiri, then?”

			“And you’re always this direct, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			“Only on a good day.”

			Without looking at them, the duke raised his voice. “The crown prince—Duma—”

			“How charming,” Shea whispered. “He doesn’t want us talking to each other, does he?”

			“Isn’t it obvious? What is it you want, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			He tried a spoonful of the stew. It tasted like salt. “The fellow who drove me to the castle told me no Drakiri would work at the construction site. Is it because of the tech? Do you consider it dangerous?”

			Lena shook her head.

			The duke made a slight twisting motion with his wrist, and the counselor who’d offered Shea a seat said, “What’s your opinion on the Queen Mother of Duma, m’lord? We think she’s dead—all those official declarations of perfect health, not a single public appearance in years. They just don’t want to announce it for whatever reason.”

			“I’m not in the habit of discussing rumors.”

			“What about the current skyraft fuel price, then?”

			Shea shrugged. “It’s fair, considering we border five countries, of which only Duma can provide us with a sufficient supply.”

			“But hasn’t their crown prince publicly declared the fuel ‘property of the earth’?”

			“I’ll leave it to politicians to discuss other politicians. I’m not one anymore.”

			The man opened and closed his mouth.

			Shea felt Lena’s gaze, gauging—what? The degree of his honesty? She resembled a live-in teacher in a merchant’s family, too cultured for the well-adjusted, rowdy lot.

			He ignored the counselor and leaned toward her. “I don’t think I’ve ever been a politician. I lived in Musk Valley until I turned twenty-seven. My first year at the Red Hill, I learned how a country bumpkin feels at a town fair.”

			She chuckled—the only spontaneous reaction so far he’d seen of her. His inner voice didn’t laugh, though. Country bumpkin at city price. That’s why they disposed of you in the end, not because of the insubordination, but because you never belonged.

			The thought caught him off guard. It was like eavesdropping on someone’s conversation; ever since the raft ride, in a corner of his brain, the work must’ve been going on to produce this, the verdict.

			Lena’s expression changed, almost as though she could read his mind. “A bit of honesty,” she said. “That’s refreshing.”

			They both turned to their plates and, for a minute, concentrated on the food to the rhythm of the duke and Patrick’s barking exchange.

			“Have you ever heard of the Mimic Tower, Mr. Ashcroft?” she said finally.

			“No. You’ll have to tell me about it.”

			She gestured with her eyes toward the duke. “Better if I showed you. It’s an old Drakiri folktale—at least according to most. Tomorrow’s the Equinox, there’ll be a festival at the settlement. You could join me if you have time.”

			The duke slapped the table. For a second, it seemed he would explode, but then his shoulders relaxed, and a carnival mask of a smile emerged.

			“Did I hear ‘Equinox’? Do you celebrate it at the Red Hill, Ashcroft?”

			“We don’t, my lord, at least not in the palace. Maybe somewhere in the suburbs.”

			“And here I thought that for once we’ve got something in common. Well, we observe it here, in an Owenbeg way.”

			Shea forked a piece of meat. “How do you observe it, my lord?”

			“We’re having a parade of sorts today, on the eve. Speaking of which—care to make a bet with me?”

			“Only drunk people bet—and I don’t drink.”

			“Think of it as a test, then. We do something beautiful for the Equinox, which I wager you don’t have in you to do.”

			“What are we talking about exactly?”

			“Ah ah ah.” The duke waved his finger. “I won’t tell you in advance, Ashcroft. That’s the fun of it. You go in, you go in blind.”

			“And what if you bet wrong?”

			The duke’s gaze sharpened, and his eyes got small. “Then I won’t kill you.”

			Lena turned and looked at him. Cian fumbled with his fork. Patrick stared at Shea.

			A moment later, the duke smiled again. “Relax. I’m joking, of course. Do you really need a prize, Ashcroft?”

			Shea wiped his mouth with a napkin, the excess salt from the stew grating between his teeth.

			“So, do you accept the bet?”

			Don’t do it, Lena mouthed.

			Where is he going with this? Do I have the luxury of saying no in front of these people?

			Don’t do it.

			“Okay, why not.”

			“Splendid, splendid.” The duke clapped. “Be at the castle gates in the evening.”

			“When exactly?”

			“When you see a lot of folks outside.”
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			The castle’s walls dripped with sunset, but down the hill, the tree crowns traversed shades of brown, as though autumn had burned out and left behind ash piles.

			“So when does this parade start?” Shea asked Brielle. “The evening’s getting chilly.”

			She stood next to him, ahead of Fiona and a group of castle staff.

			“Any minute now. It’s … it’s not exactly refined—don’t get your hopes up.”

			Did I ever?

			“I made sure it would only be Michael handling the devices,” she said, stressing the name, and shot a sideways glance at Shea. “Don’t worry. We have a Michael on every level.”

			“I fear it may still not be enough—”

			In the darkness behind the gates, something moved. A fifteen-foot-tall thing swayed and stumbled and dragged itself, trying to make its way out of the birthing canal.

			The duke’s men had to tilt the effigy to push it out. A white uniform tunic, red trousers, epaulettes: it was a crude but faithful representation of Duma’s leader. The face seemed deliberately primitive—no nose, black buttons for the eyes—as if in mockery of the prototype’s famous features. The duke followed in the effigy’s wake, standing on a wooden platform that rested on the shoulders of four of the kitchen staff, still in their aprons. Patrick and Cian trudged behind. Shea felt an involuntary tingle of reverence—the man did resemble a pagan god surrounded by followers, the aprons in place of ritual vestments.

			“Let the celebration begin!” The duke raised his hands. “Bring the Dumian bastard downhill.”

			“Told you,” Brielle said.

			They followed the procession, the crown prince swaying ahead like a buoy or a dancer moving to music too slow or too grandiose for them to hear.

			The duke’s men installed the effigy on what could be called, at a stretch, the village square—a strip of land in front of the butcher’s shop, most likely a public garden in its previous life, now uprooted. A rustle crept up the street, doors opened, and people began to come out in twos and threes.

			They formed a circle around the square’s center—and that circle swelled. Shea never imagined the village could boast a significant population, but every time he thought the flow had dried up, the crowd twitched, rippled, and pushed a new face to the surface.

			Stay where you are. He felt exposed. Naked. The kitchen boys lowered the platform, allowing the duke to step onto the ground.

			“Let’s pay our Dumian friend some respect.”

			For a second, no one moved, then a woman in a brown dress broke away from the crowd, dashed forward, and spat at the crown prince’s feet. The duke smiled. Two men followed the woman’s lead.

			“Front row only!” Patrick roared.

			It became a carouse of spitting and clapping. From the back, a murmur came, spread like a disease: bastard, bastard, bastard. The man at the center kept smiling, and that, together with the chanting and the movement of bodies, had a hypnotic effect on Shea.

			“Thank you, thank you.” The duke waved his hands, palms down, as though pacifying the crowd. “I don’t know if you know, but we’ve got a guest from the Red Hill with us today. Would he care to step forth?”

			The murmur dissolved into a whisper.

			“What’s he doing?” Shea turned to Brielle.

			She sighed. “This is the worst part.”

			“Ashcroft, come join me,” the duke said—quieter, but loud enough for Shea to hear.

			Brielle raised her chin. “My lord, do we really need to—”

			“Ashcroft!”

			Under the gazes, Shea walked toward the effigy.

			“Light a torch.” The duke held out his hand to Patrick. “Do it.”

			A click of a tinderbox, and a small fire joined the large one that roasted the western horizon.

			The torch’s tip tilted, pointing at Shea.

			“Take it and burn the prince, Ashcroft.”

			“What?”

			“Burn the prince.”

			“This is crazy.” Shea’s gaze stumbled upon a woman’s face, turtle-skin bags under paralyzed eyes. Around him, more empty eyes and empty faces.

			He turned to the duke. “Don’t you see how demeaning it is—to everyone involved? To you, to me? This, this thing is an obscene parody. He’s not here. He can’t defend himself.”

			“He can defend himself all right.” The torch spat out a few sparks. “With skyrafts.”

			“When have you last seen a Dumian raft crossing the border?”

			“This’ll never happen—because the tower will shoot them down. All of them. Now, Ashcroft …” A hint of a smile flickered on the duke’s lips. “Let’s see if you like your country enough. If you do, you’ll burn the bastard.”

			Shea took the torch and looked up: from that angle, the flow of the clouds made the effigy’s face come alive; it was easy to imagine the button-like eyes gazing into the distance.

			The murmur began to rise again. Bastard, bastard, bastard.

			What would they do to him, should he refuse? They could set me on fire instead of the prince and write it off as an accident tomorrow.

			“Fuck off,” Shea said and threw the torch on the ground.

			There was complete and utter silence. For a few long seconds, the duke studied him. “Give me another, Patrick. And you, Ashcroft—I knew you wouldn’t have the guts. We’ve got enough Dumian sympathizers here to be able to spot one.” The fire hissed, eating through the straw. “Just remember this moment.”

			Hhaa, breathed the crowd.

			Flames crawled up the white uniform, cherry red fingers stretching toward the clouds, the glow picking out hundreds of gnats that swarmed around the duke’s people and the burning man, as if sparks from the fire had taken on a life of their own and joined in a chaotic, violent orgy.
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			Lena kept her word and took him on a trip.

			Fifteen miles from the castle, the Drakiri settlement was a bright spot among the bland villages and hillocks, small flames of kites fluttering three or four stories high. Owenbeg houses were two stories at most, some of them practically grown into the ground; here, even the trees past the town’s walls looked taller, greener, crowns speckled with warm paper lanterns.

			Lena got out of the carriage and handed the driver the money. “We’ll be back in a couple of hours.”

			“Should I ask him if he would join us for the festival?” Shea said.

			“Don’t tease people, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			“I must admit, I had another picture in my mind when I heard the word ‘settlement.’ ”

			The pavement under his feet was clean, flat, as though smoothed by seawater.

			“Makeshift tents and bonfires?”

			“Something like that,” he said. “This looks closer to the capital, only without certain elements.”

			“Which ones?”

			“You don’t have to lift the hem of your dress.”

			From the cold autumn sunlight drowning the opposite end of the street, children came running at them, moving with double the speed normal kids would do.

			“Sweets, sweets, beautiful lady, do you have sweets?”

			“I guess you’ve forgotten them at home.” Shea laughed, trying to keep his balance amid the incursion of small, strong bodies. “But they’re right, you look beautiful.”

			“Beauty’s in the air, Mr. Ashcroft,” she said, tousling the hair of the boy closest to her.

			And it was in the air, in an eagle circling the dark blue, in the bunting crisscrossed above the market square, in patterns of veins on the arms of the man who handed them mugs of grog.

			“How much do we owe you?” Shea asked, but he shook his head.

			“They know me here,” Lena said.

			“So you’re a celebrity?”

			“Not me. My mother. She was a famous landscape painter.”

			A couple passed them, he in a green velvet jacket, she in a wine-red dress, kissing.

			“I don’t drink, but I’ll have a taste in honor of the Equinox.”

			“Thank you.”

			“Do you paint, if I may ask?”

			She shrugged. “A little.”

			Shea leaned against a pole and took a sip. “Well, at least we invented sugar ahead of you.”

			“Actually, we have better.” Lena said something in Drakiri, and the old man handed Shea a bowl with brown powder.

			“Thought so.” He grabbed a pinch, sprinkled it into his drink, and took another short sip, savoring the light caramel flavor. “Tastes good, too. What’s that contraption?” He pointed with his mug toward the center of the square.

			“A roundabout.”

			“A science thing?”

			“You can’t be serious. You ride in it. It spins.”

			“So you need a person on the outside to rotate it for you?”

			“I guess you can run around it and then jump on.”

			“Let’s try it.”

			“Mr. Ashcroft, it’s for kids.”

			Perhaps it was the alcohol speaking, but Shea said, “I feel like a kid right now. This is a festival, isn’t it? Let’s go for it.”

			“Go for it,” the man with the grog said.

			For him, they probably were children.

			Lena shook her head. “I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

			Simultaneously, they put their mugs on the counter.

			It was weird, running in a circle in front of a market square full of people, but as soon as he stepped on the roundabout, everything dissolved with motion. He looked at Lena, her black wave of hair finally untethered, flowing in the air—the world spun and spun, and late autumn birds chirped, and the light, breathing cold and fading yellow, played between the garlands.

			When the grog stalls around them came to a standstill, someone cheered; a few people clapped.

			Lena did a neat bow and glanced at Shea. “Thank you.”

			“For what?”

			“For making me feel …” She stepped back onto the pavement, swayed, and he caught her by the elbow. “At home. You’re aware I’m only half Drakiri?”

			“No.”

			“Mother fell in love with a count. He died when I was four.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“I hardly knew him.”

			They crossed the square, navigating through couples and files of happy children, and dived under a clothing line beaded with oranges of paper lanterns.

			“Where are we headed now?”

			“I promised to tell you about the Mimic Tower.”

			The side street ended at a four-story building, plain-looking with its brown walls and hollow eye sockets of windows. She led him up the stairs. There, she knocked on a door; a woman with silver hair woven into two waist-long braids opened it. They exchanged a few words in Drakiri, and the woman disappeared again, leaving the door ajar.

			“Isn’t she going to ask us in?” Shea said.

			“Drakiri don’t let strangers under their roof.”

			The woman reappeared with a folio, which she quietly handed to Lena.

			At the corridor’s end was a window overlooking the backyard, and Lena laid the book on the sill. Through the glass, tree branches played with sunlight, sending golden bunnies on wild romps across the backs of her palms. Engraved on the book’s cover was the letter C riding on two waves—probably a sort of byline.

			“Tamara is an archivist—Mother did some restoration work for her in the past. This tome is from at least a century ago when our people lived in Pangania.”

			“I’m sorry,” Shea said.

			“For what?”

			“The genocide. The homeland you lost.”

			“It was just an island—doesn’t matter where we are in the world as long as we’re still alive. And you need to unlearn apologizing. Won’t do you any favors in Owenbeg.”

			“I thought it was a peninsula.”

			“Pardon?”

			“Pangania. I thought it was a peninsula, not an island.”

			“Well, you were mistaken.”

			She thumbed through the book until a picture came up, of a plain with a tower rising in the middle of it, stretching across the page.

			Shea said, “Looks familiar.”

			“It does, doesn’t it? We keep meticulous records. The edifice was three hundred feet in diameter, and we managed to reach one thousand one hundred feet in height before …”

			She turned the page, and in the next picture, the tower wasn’t the only thing anymore. From a mountain ridge on the far side of the plain, something stretched out, a column of fat ink.

			“You see,” Lena said, “we believe two things were the cause: the height and the anti-gravity properties of the devices we used in the construction.”

			“What do you mean? Cause of what? Your people built a second tower?”

			“The second tower appeared. Overnight. And then …”

			She turned the page again.

			“What are those sticks?”

			“The picture’s scale doesn’t allow for much detail, Mr. Ashcroft. But it’s Drakiri. People burning.”

			In Shea’s mind, the captain’s word echoed—a thousand, give or take, and they’re planning to put another thousand on top of it. Through the window, the backyard was a picture-perfect pastoral: a strip of grass in the tree’s shade, a bench the color of autumn leaves, a dog licking the cool off its paw—but this lazy afternoon tranquillity somehow lent credence to the drawing in the book, as though the world had wilfully taken on a peaceful face to conceal something horrifying.

			“Now you know why you won’t find any Drakiri at the construction site,” Lena said.

			“Why did you sell the duke your anti-gravity devices?”

			“We didn’t sell anything.” She leaned toward him. “We gave them away, all that we had.”

			“Because he’s threatened you—”

			“No. Because we don’t want to pull drikshaws anymore. We want a ticket into your society.”

			“What was inside that second tower? Why were the people burning?”

			“It’s called the Mimic Tower, and it’s a door.”

			“To where?”

			“To hell, probably. Metaphorically speaking. See, Mr. Ashcroft, something came in through that door, but we have no idea what exactly. We know that both towers were destroyed, and we can only speculate the engineers thought on their feet and detonated ours. There’s the death toll. But as far as people go who participated in the nightmare …. What we don’t have are any records of survivors.”
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			A dream in which he waded through a field of burning effigies collapsed to an insistent staccato: someone banged on his quarters’ door.

			A drikshaw waited for him at the castle gates.

			Even from a mile away, it was clear a disaster had struck. The wind pulled flat the plumes from the torches at the tower’s base, making it seem the giant sailed on smoke: a huge lighthouse, a whale bloated with purple larvae. The eastern horizon mirrored that same purple glow—at four in the morning, whoever painted the world was fast running out of colors.

			Carts, stretchers, soldiers, medics; most looked like extras in a play. A boy of fifteen or sixteen—an apprentice, probably—gawked at a torch as though hypnotized by the flame. Shea got hold of a man in a rust-blemished cuirass who stood with one foot on the external stairs, chin pointed up.

			“What’s going on?”

			The man didn’t move. “Another bomb, they say.”

			Inside, the tower was all of the night sky and all the stars. Darkness stretched and molded the space like clay: Were those lights torches on the staircase’s next whirl or houses on a distant shore? He couldn’t see the site of the incident, but there was a fat patch of yellow glow splashing against the inner wall—second or third level, according to Brielle’s classification.

			Portals into the outside alternated between darkness and the thin band of the burgeoning dawn; the wind came in cold slaps, making Shea wish he’d dressed warmer.

			Echoes of voices. Approaching a scene of human tragedy had always felt surreal to him, as though he was helping things take shape. Turn around, walk away, and it never happened. In a world where one met most people only once, heard of them only once, it was easy to imagine what one didn’t know didn’t exist.

			The “town” ahead spread in a pool of melted wax with wicks of torches stuck in it.

			Patrick’s voice came clear, countered by Brielle’s mezzo. The flame ate at their silhouettes and outlined a black gap, a caricature of an old man’s mouth complete with wrinkled lips: a ballista portal mangled by a force that could crumple stone.

			“… continue questioning him,” Patrick was saying.

			“He’s one of my guys, and what he needs now is medical attention.” Brielle.

			“He might not survive the trip down.”

			Between them lay a wool blanket, and on it—a body, legs and arms twisted like a discarded marionette’s. The memory of the soot-stained room washed over Shea again, and he dug his nails into his palms.

			He must’ve done something else, too, sighed or gasped, because Patrick turned and said, “Hello, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			Snap out of it. “What’s happened here?”

			Brielle shook her head. “It was a—”

			“Can’t you see for yourself?” Patrick asked.

			“Raft.” The man on the wool blanket moaned. “A skyraft …”

			He stirred like a bird trying to take off.

			“Could you cover him, for heaven’s sake?” Shea looked around. “Hey! Somebody fetch another blanket, a towel, anything.”

			Brielle nodded to an artisan who stood next to her.

			“Dumian saboteurs,” Patrick said. “Bloody Dumians.”

			Shea squinted. Is he for real? “How do you reckon?”

			“You heard him. He saw a raft. You can only see the Dumian ones from this side of the tower.”

			“So? What does this prove?”

			Patrick went silent, studying him, and Shea made himself glance at the broken man.

			“Don’t you recognize him?” Brielle said.

			The stubble of red hair, eyes of a sad hound. Somebody threw two towels over the body, hardly covering the torso and the arms. On an impulse, he knelt and took the man’s hand—the gaze shifted, sharpened, pain giving way to recognition.

			“I’m sorry.” Shea stroked the back of the palm—same flesh and blood as his own, parchment paper to the touch. “I’m sorry. Who operated the tulip this time?”

			“Michael. It was Michael …”

			Shea raised his eyes at Patrick, who said, “Already down there”—which meant Michael was dead or unconscious.

			“Did he stabilize it?” Shea asked.

			The hound guy rolled his head from side to side. “I didn’t touch. I didn’t touch the device, just as you told me.”

			He’d said it the way a child would say, I did nothing wrong, please don’t punish me. The world went blurry, and Shea wiped his eyes, hoping the others wouldn’t notice. He did as I told him, but it still happened, Sis.

			The hound guy kept staring at him.

			“We need to step up the protective measures,” Patrick said to Brielle. “To make sure …”

			“What are you talking about?” Shea straightened. “Are you delusional? This man saw a skyraft, and you immediately assume it was sabotage?”

			“What do you think it was?” Brielle asked.

			Shea turned to her. “These engineers are kids, children playing with crossbows.”

			“My men are no—”

			“Oh, but they are. And it’s not their fault. And it’s not yours, my lady—for what it’s worth. This tech is beyond anyone but the people who created it.”

			And even they are afraid of it.

			Patrick’s hand lay on his shoulder. “I won’t have you interfere.”

			“You’ll do what, Patrick?” The other’s pupils widened, and silence spread around them like ripples in a pond. Shea realized he should lower his voice—but also realized he wouldn’t. “I’ve been sent by the queen to oversee this construction, and by heavens, I’ll do exactly that.”

			Muscles bulged on Patrick’s jaws, but his hand lifted. The eyes, though, the eyes continued to burrow into Shea.

			“Can we discuss this someplace else?” Brielle said.

			“Oh, we will.” Shea looked at the hound guy who, by now, had fallen into unconsciousness. “We will.” Just not with you.

			Without waiting for an answer, he turned and walked. He glanced back only once; Brielle was kneeling, fixing the towels, and Patrick was talking to two guards.
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			Your voice comes to me more often than your face does—and I’ve always thought I was a visual type. Sometimes, when I’m writing a letter, I hear a certain word or phrase as you would’ve said it. Sometimes, I say it that way myself.
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			Unable to go back to sleep, Shea instead paced the balcony, playing the impending conversation in his mind. He had a trump card, a good one—exile or not, he was the queen’s intendant—but it was also his only one, whereas the duke had plenty. This was his turf, and if he wanted to use it as soil for a little anti-Dumian cult, burning effigies of his political foes, he apparently possessed the means and the support to do so.

			When the clock chimed, Shea washed his face, put on his jacket, and left his quarters.

			He walked down the corridor toward the staircase, past the doors he now knew led nowhere, still talking, still trying to convince his opponent—and that was why he only noticed the strange sound when his foot was already on the first step.

			The sound bled in from above, someone dragging their feet, someone heavy.

			“Fiona?” he said and thought, Unless she’s gained a hundred pounds overnight, that’s not her.

			After a hesitation, he pressed himself against the wall. In darkness, a huge figure shuffled by a few inches away, the scent of sweat mixing with something sweet—how Shea imagined a glob of regurgitated honey would smell.

			The figure submerged into the corridor’s shadows, surfacing each time it passed a gas lamp. And each time, Shea’s heart doubled its pace, playing drums on his rib cage by the time the stroll came to a stop at his quarters’ entrance. The man pushed the doorknob with sudden gentleness, reminding him of a prizefighter people had taken him to see once on a diplomatic mission. That one landed his final blows with the same restraint.

			You do that when you know how easily you can break things.

			Shea glanced at the gray light filtering from the staircase: from here, twenty seconds across the battlements, with good chances, too: he was much lighter than the man they’d sent to his quarters. Ten seconds up the stairs, a twenty-second sprint to the new castle. Half a minute.

			He exhaled and tiptoed into the corridor. He would lock the guy in. Being able to snap someone’s neck didn’t help against locks, and Shea knew how talkative certain people got when kept in a confined space.

			At the doorstep, he grasped for the key that wasn’t there.

			“Damn.”

			The nightstand. He’d left the keys on the nightstand. Shea threw a last glance at the staircase, now a bleak spot at the end of a tunnel. Counted another ten seconds.

			He pushed the door and stepped inside.

			In the living room, curtains whispered and caressed the breeze; the bedroom stood deserted, too, but metal glittered at the table near the bed. He was halfway there when the guy emerged from the bathroom. He looked down, lacing his breeches, the sweat now mingling with the reek of piss. A stupid thought occurred to Shea—is he here only to relieve himself?—when the man raised his gaze. The hand, as though separate from the body, dashed behind the back to produce a knife half as long as his forearm.

			When he swung, Shea leaned forward, caught the man’s wrist, and pulled the three-hundred-pound mass past him. He hoped to twist the arm and dislocate the shoulder, but the man simply stumbled. Shook him off. Did another swing, from the side, blindly, leaving a bloody trail in the right sleeve of Shea’s jacket.

			Cursing, he dived behind the assailant’s back and threw all his weight into a single punch under the ribs. And while the mountain of fat and muscles was catching its breath, Shea exercised the only option available to him—to run.

			Into the corridor, toward the bleak light from the top of the staircase.

			The familiar sound of steps came from above.

			Of course. It was logical—whoever wanted to kill him, if they weren’t completely stupid, had taken care of the insurance. Two men going into an abandoned wing might’ve seemed suspicious, but send one in and then the second to finish the job.

			“Fuck,” Shea said. “Fuck.”

			Ignoring the pain, he rammed his shoulder into the nearest door—and immediately slammed it shut again, this time, from the inside.

			Two sets of footsteps cadenced toward each other, clack, clack against the stone. When they met, there was a moment of silence, followed by something heavy tumbling.

			A voice he knew said, “Open the door, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			He exhaled in relief.

			“Please, open the door.”

			The bald man lay on the floor with his knees to his chest, one hand tucked under his belly as though in a fit of modesty. The stubble glistened, the gas lamp’s light wrapping silver around each hair. Next to him stood Lena, the same familiar wave cascading down the side of her face. Those fellows will smack you on the head with the whole cart, Shea remembered.

			“Is he dead?”

			“I don’t think so.”

			“Thank you, my lady.”

			“Don’t mention it.”

			He stepped out into the corridor and probed the body with his boot. “This fellow would probably disagree—nothing to mention apart from you saving my life. My lady, please help me get him into the room.” It occurred to him—there must’ve been such brutes in that crowd of protesters, too …. Oh dear, how can I even think that? He squeezed his forehead with his fingertips. “I need to question him.”

			In one fluid motion, Lena knelt and pulled open the man’s jaw. “Look.”

			“No tongue!”

			“Some things you learn from your neighbors. They do it in Duma.”

			I won’t have you interfere. “Patrick sent him.”

			Lena shrugged and, with two fingers, threw back her hair. “Maybe. But the leash only allows the dog to go as far as its owner desires. In case you’re wondering—no, the duke never mentioned anything to me.”

			“You and the duke …” Shea swallowed the rest of the sentence. Why had he said that?

			But she didn’t answer anyway.

			“What should we do with him, then?” He pointed his chin at the body.

			“You can’t do anything,” Lena said, “seeing how you were the target. Leave him to me. I’ll fetch the guards and see to it he doesn’t bother you anymore. I don’t think there will be another attempt anytime soon—though don’t rely on them giving up.”

			“It seems I’m not going to win any popularity contests around here.”

			“Thank your queen for putting you into this. I knew one of them would try to kill you.”

			“And you save every stranger that comes by.”

			“Shouldn’t I?” A half-smile opened into weariness—with what? Her life? Her position? People around her?

			Shea remembered the roundabout and said, “You’re fascinating—I mean, a person, as a person. Sorry. I guess this encounter threw me off balance. I don’t know what I’m saying anymore.”

			“Don’t forget what I showed you at the settlement. See you around, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			She strode away, her gait refined, as though belonging to the life he’d left behind, with its gold, embers, halls, dresses; with its evenings in his office at the Red Hill, beside the window overlooking rivers of light.

			“See you around,” he said to her back.

			He glanced at the body again, then followed Lena out onto the battlements.
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			“Where’s the duke?”

			Fiona didn’t raise her head from the heaps of bureaucracy on the table, but her quill squeaked and went faster. Shea put his hand on the papers.

			“I’m working, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			“Where’s the duke?”

			“He’s working, too.”

			He leaned forward. “Where is he?”

			“In the council tower. But I’ve already told you—”

			The “council tower” was a bland finger around which a wild vine wove, hugging the chipped bricks, trying to escape either the cold or the light or both. There was a single door at the end of a spiral staircase, and he swung it open.

			The duke raised his gaze. If he was surprised to see Shea alive, he didn’t show it.

			This—the shadows, the damp, the table with footprints of mugs on its surface and one leg slightly unstuck, bent at not-quite-broken-yet angle—was the council chamber. Patrick sat staring at the wall, as did the other guy, Cian, while Brielle kept thumbing through a finger-thick stack of papers.

			“You wanted to see us, Ashcroft?” said the duke. “Patrick told me you had some ideas about how to solve our little problem.”

			“Yes. Remove all Drakiri tech from the tower.”

			“Mr. Ashcroft, please …” Brielle looked up from the papers. “I think you’re overreacting.”

			The duke smiled only with his mouth. “So you’re done with your tourist duties?”

			“I am.”

			“And you apparently think yourself smarter than all of us? You’ve been here five days and gotten to the root of all our problems?”

			Shea said, “It takes a look from the outside.”

			“This is laughable, Ashcroft.”

			“Is it? I’ve surveyed two different—what you’re calling ‘sabotage sites.’ In both cases, it was an implosion—as opposed to an explosion. It looks similar to what I’ve seen of other incidents with Drakiri devices.”

			“Seen during what, your time as a minister?”

			“Doesn’t matter. Yes. Think about your people, Duke.” In his mind’s eye, he saw the girl and the boy in the lilac dresses. I’m like a cart on a track, he thought, I’ve got no choice. The only thing I can do is press forward. “What will happen is as follows: I will file a report to Daelyn. Maybe she’ll believe me straight away, and you’ll receive your orders with the next courier. Maybe she’ll send someone else to verify. Maybe she will pay you a visit herself. And maybe she’ll consider replacing a disagreeable lord who’s put a project of astronomical cost at risk.”

			“I respect Lord Ashcroft’s opinion,” Brielle said, “but the evidence is circumstantial.”

			“It is not. It’s not even a theory. If you ever gamble, my lady, let’s play—I bet everything that there were no saboteurs, only your own workers meddling with tools they can’t begin to understand.”

			“Enough.” A whoosh of air, and Patrick flattened his palm against the table. “Why are we discussing this? To me, it’s clear the saboteurs came from Duma. It is as you’ve said, my lord, he doesn’t have any expertise in—”

			The duke swerved on his heels. “Says who, Patrick? Says a man who couldn’t perform a simple task?”

			Either he thought himself very clever or didn’t even care to mask his words. Okay. Okay, the order to kill me actually came from the old bastard.

			“Perhaps someone’s due for replacement,” the duke said.

			The clumsy intervention played in Shea’s favor. Brielle’s face went red; she looked at Patrick and bit on her lower lip; she probably didn’t know about the assassination attempt, but she understood that the duke was furious with his military counselor, which didn’t help her case.

			So she stepped in.

			“My lord. My lord, I’ve got calculations right here. It’s perfectly safe—”

			The duke shifted his gaze to her. “I only went along with your idea because you promised me it would double the construction speed.”

			“I admit I was a bit too hopeful with—”

			“A bit too hopeful, my ass!” He composed himself. “The speed actually went down because we have to install the bloody things, am I right? And now Ashcroft tells me your people can’t even handle them. Is it true?”

			“I’ve got calculations …”

			“No.” The duke leaned on the table and waved his finger in front of Brielle. “No. I don’t want your figures. Tell me if there’s a possibility of him being right.”

			“I have calculations,” she whispered and looked at her hands. “I don’t know.”

			The duke straightened and slapped his hips. “You lot are amazing. Do you realize how it will make me look once Daelyn reads whatever the hell he writes to her?”

			Shea saw in his eyes that the matter was being decided. Brielle saw it as well and, with a jerk, stood.

			“My lord, without the tech, we wouldn’t be able to build as fast, but we can pull a few tricks to achieve the same speed, yes, there are options if we reject the tech, but it will cost us—a lot—and time, yes, so the speed will again go down in the beginning, but then it will go up. I can run the cost calculations as well, or I’ll have someone do it, but please consider it will cost much more, and we will have to employ more people. Please consider this, please consider the cost, my lord. We can train the workers more in using the tech. I have calculations right here.”

			Everybody in the room had their gaze on her. It’s not about the building speed, Shea thought, she’s worried about something else. A nagging feeling visited him, crept up his arms, squeezed his shoulders: that he’d missed something important.

			But the duke no longer had patience for fine details. Apparently, there was one thing he hated even more than intervention into his affairs: a display of weakness.

			“Have the filth removed from my tower and destroy it—I want no ground left for any rumors. File your report, Ashcroft, and don’t forget to mention to the old ass Daelyn that we’ve cleaned our backyard.”
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			Do you remember us looking at starlight, dreaming of the future, dreaming up our tomorrow lives? I go back to those moments—objective memory is still there—but I can’t summon the feeling. Something has broken in me, I think. Or maybe was broken. Maybe I broke it myself, to steady myself against disappointment. We go to great lengths to avoid pain, Lena, and we lose important bits and pieces in the process.

			Same as I continue to lose you.
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			After the council chamber, Shea told Fiona he wanted quarters in the castle’s central part.

			A soldier helped him move his things.

			The door to his new apartment stood ajar—he pushed it to find himself in much the same room as before, only bigger, with a fat wine cabinet under beveled glass hunkering against the wall and windows overlooking the council tower and a covered gallery leading to it. In the draft, curtains billowed like sails of a brig ready to depart—or enter—the harbor.

			“Come in, Lord Ashcroft, I’ve got a housewarming present for you.”

			“Brielle?”

			She sat on the couch in the room’s darkest part, a bottle of wine in hand.

			Shea said, “Well, it’s an unexpected—”

			“Why? Why did you come? Why didn’t you just kill yourself when your queen kicked you out?”

			“What?—You’re drunk …”

			“I am.” She saluted him with the bottle, half-full. “What else should I be? They’ve taken your life away, and you came and did the same to me. But shh, listen.” She swung forward, legs crossed. “You didn’t only fuck me up, Ashcroft. You’re finished, too, do you understand? Because your mission here was what, to ensure the tower gets built? ‘Project of astronomical cost’ and all? Well, forget that now. We’re done, we’re both finished.”

			What did I miss? Cold beaded his forehead. “What are you talking about?”

			“I made a mistake, okay? I made a mistake in the calculations. With that foundation’s diameter, there’s no way we’ll reach two thousand feet—hell, we won’t be able to sustain the current height for more than three months. The Drakiri devices were the only thing holding it together. It will crumble, do you hear me, it will crumble.”

			“Keep your voice down.”

			On stiff legs, he strode to the door—the corridor stood empty—and closed it.

			“What happened, Brielle?”

			“I wanted this job so much.” She raised the back of her hand to her mouth. “The old man pushed and pushed and pushed, and I didn’t double-check the calculations. I made a mistake!”

			“Keep your voice down. Please.”

			“No, I want everyone to know. I’m tired of trying to cover it up. Let them all know! Patrick, Cian, Lena, Fiona, his whole damn posse. Let them know. Brielle, chief engineer, fucked up her calculations!”

			The realization started creeping in. “Please, Brielle. Let’s talk. Is there something that can be done?”

			“There’s nothing. He’s already ordered the devices to be decommissioned. That’s it.”

			With the door closed, the curtains languished, placid for the first time. That’s it, the curtains said, that’s it, you’ve screwed it all up, and now you can forget about the Red Hill, too.

			You’ve screwed it all up.

			“Queen Daelyn sent her servant—

			To oversee the deed;

			The servant wasn’t smart enough,

			And he got promptly killed.”

			He’d avoided the assassination attempt, narrowly, but the rhyme’s penultimate line had the right pitch.

			The mongrel dog snapped its jaws in the air.

			“The funniest thing is, I’m still better than all of them. Name me one other who could’ve come up with my solution, those damn devices next to our treadwheels and pulleys.” Brielle lowered her head. “I wanted it so badly. Never want anything badly, Ashcroft. I thought, maybe—maybe—I would even land a job at the capital. At the Red Hill.”

			Shea considered the room, the chipped bricks, the curtains.

			“I know how you feel.”

			He wandered to the wine cabinet. Opened it. Took out two glasses.

			“How about a drink?” he said.

		


		
			Part II

			THE ADVERSARY

			No one remembers the date of the Pangania genocide. Some say it happened a century ago, others—a century and a half. But that’s exactly the point, isn’t it? Dates—and to a certain extent, names—are only interesting to historians but never to those who read history. The purpose of a written account is to allow future generations to learn from the mistakes of the past; in the case of Drakiri, dating human cruelty doesn’t make it any more digestible.

			Indeed, we could argue a date and a name create a greater distance between the event and the reader. Somebody would say, no, that wasn’t us, that didn’t happen in our time, we’d never stoop so low. And then proceed to do just that.

			Cillian Rand, “World History XI,”

			publication date unknown
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			Brielle knew the migraine would have a little party in the morning. It favored the left side of her head, the migraine—how did the saying go, the left hand, the weak eye, a door for darkness? She hated wine, effectively grapes gone sour, and descending into the castle cellars—access to which was one of the perks of her position—for a bottle had seemed … capricious? Erratic? She hated erratic, too. It wasn’t until she finished the wine with Shea that she realized she was looking for a means to punish herself.

			Brielle unlocked the door to her office and stumbled over the threshold (who the hell designs these? Kids from the village?), losing her grip on the bottle which rolled on the tiles, catching light from the window and bleeding out.

			There would be retribution, no way they were letting her off the hook after she’d failed the queen’s pet project. She could run, of course—how would that go? Pack her things, slip out of the castle at night. The duke would search for her, but it wouldn’t occur to him she’d escaped; he would probably think someone had kidnapped her.

			She would have a head start until they found a new chief engineer, and that person realized the tower is doomed. Say a month? If she traveled incognito, putting as much distance as possible between herself and Owenbeg …. They would still catch her. The queen’s servants had skyrafts, carriages, horses with the best pedigrees—someone trying to leave no traces had only that which luck and a few coins, just enough not to arouse suspicion, provided.

			Brielle imagined shadows entering the rented room where she would sleep, fingers squeezing her shoulder. Forget it. She could try fleeing to Duma, but she reckoned Dumian officials knew her face as if she were their prince’s estranged wife: no country likes people in charge of building fortifications against them.

			She closed the office’s door behind her and picked up the bottle, drops of wine on the floor beads from a torn necklace.

			Could she go down with the ship? Stay at the tower while the strain bends the structure, twists the supports, tears out the sinews? Chief Engineer, please, please, come with us, we need to leave, now—but she would remain on deck, watching the sky swap places with the earth. Perhaps people wouldn’t bad-mouth her then: one doesn’t speak ill of the dead. Yet paying with her life for an arithmetical mistake seemed childish. She imagined an eighteen-year-old doing it over a mythological thing called “lost love.”

			At the end of the day, her only choice—her only sane choice—was to wait and hope something would come up, an opportunity would present itself, a miracle would happen. And to be fair, a miracle had happened to her once, in her childhood. Which either increased or reduced the chances of it happening again, depending on which school of thought one followed.

			In her past, in an ascetic country room—a table, a door, two windows—Father had forked a piece of meat.

			“How are your cows, Peter?”

			“The oldest one calved.” The man sitting across from him stroked his mustache. The matchstick legs didn’t go with the fat belly, making him into a caricature of a farmer. “Twins, can you imagine?”

			“Hardly fair. We’re a bigger family, and all we have are five pigs.”

			Mother brought out a tray of beer mugs from the kitchen. “Peter, he’s just teasing you.”

			But the hand on the mustache froze, its owner chewing his lip. Finally, Peter looked at Father. “Cows are cows and pigs are pigs. They breed however they wish. But you know what’s unfair? Really unfair?”

			“What?”

			“That your girl got the highest score. You know what I’m talking about, right? Those people from the university who came to the school, uhm, scouting for students …”

			Mother stopped halfway to the table.

			“You won’t send her to study, we all know that. So why her and not my Marian? It’s fate and all, but still …”

			Slowly, Father wiped his mouth. “Why won’t I send her?”

			“Come on.” Peter smiled. “Come on. You said it yourself: you’re a big family.”

			Brielle stood and walked toward the door. Mother motioned to stop her, which might’ve worked had she not been holding the beer tray.

			The dusk was a blind animal snoozing in its own damp mess. Brielle lowered herself into a wheelbarrow—which creaked in protest—and gazed up at the first stars. Are they the same at the Red Hill? Will I ever go there? Through the house’s windows, figures moved to the echoes of voices: a thin one, Mother’s, a barking one, Father’s. Left to right, right to left, a predictable, tedious shadow theater. Brielle was about to turn away when the script lost its flow: the door flew open, spitting out Peter.

			“I didn’t mean it that way! I didn’t mean to offend you!”

			“I believe you,” Father’s voice said from inside. “Now get out.”

			The man tsk-tsked as he crossed the front yard. By the gates, he turned. “But you do have a big family.”

			“Get out.”

			A tall blemish separated from the house.

			“Father?” Brielle called.

			He stopped next to her. “You’ll go study.”

			“How will you and Ma take care of—”

			“We’ll manage.”

			He shifted his feet, and she sensed something new coming: she couldn’t remember him ever being nervous around her.

			“You’ll go,” Father said. “But understand: you can’t make mistakes. The first mistake I hear about, I’ll come and drag you home myself.”

			Presently, Brielle hurled the bottle against the wall—and gasped when it shattered as easily as though it were made of dry eggshell.

			“If you only knew, Father,” she whispered. “If you only knew.”
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			The hammer fell in an arrhythmic pulse, like an old man’s heart, skipping a punch each time the chisel it hit dropped another inch into the device. And each time, the sheath’s halves spread wider, the purple glow that seeped along the expanding crevice thickened, and the man in the protective mask shrank back.

			Why did I come? Shea wasn’t sure—out of a sense of duty, or responsibility? Or it was just morbid curiosity? He didn’t want to reach inside himself to find out.

			The wind rose and combed through the crown of the old overgrown oak, hurling a handful of leaves at the Drakiri devices arranged in rows at its foot. We, too, throw dirt on coffins—only ours don’t have pointed ends. The “tulips” stood upright, taking aim at the sky. The worker with the hammer and the chisel was human, but the two figures frozen beside him were Drakiri—Shea had learned to recognize them by now, the slightly elongated physique, the too-relaxed posture. None of them would work at the construction site, Lena had said—apparently, supervising the dismantling of the devices was a different thing.

			A strange threesome—with many other such threesomes scattered across the field among the egg-shaped objects.

			Shea said, “It’s dangerous, you do realize that. Any of these things could implode.”

			“Now I understand why you call them tulips.” Brielle stared, without blinking, in front of her. “They blossom, don’t they?”

			They blossom all right, he thought. They jump seasons while we remain here, in this autumn.

			“It’s like attending a mass funeral,” he said.

			“Do you want to say a few words, then?”

			“Bad time of the year to develop a sense of humor, Brielle. How much longer before it crumbles?”

			The giant tower was an apparition now, pastel-gray and watery past the fields.

			“What, you can’t count days anymore?” she asked. “I haven’t seen you in a while—when did you last leave your new quarters?”

			Shea shrugged. “A week, maybe. I don’t know.” He glanced at her. “Wait a second—you’re judging me, aren’t you? As if you weren’t drinking yourself.”

			“I drink just enough to keep my sanity.”

			“Well, perhaps my sanity requires a higher dosage.”

			The tulip let out a loud crack, making a flight of blackbirds disperse from the oak’s branches and the man with the hammer start back. The chisel remained lodged in the crevice: a knife in a wound.

			One of the Drakiri said something in a reassuring tone.

			“Do you know what’s inside?” Brielle asked.

			“No,” said Shea. “Ten years ago, we had no method for disassembling them.”

			“What did you do?”

			“Buried them.” His thoughts darted to the room with soot stains but this time didn’t stay there: he remembered the cellar underneath the rosewood trapdoor, the memory throbbing as though someone had picked at a scab. The cellar was the solution, the way out—the only one. And it was the one place he had no right to go. He shook his head. “I don’t understand why they can’t have the Drakiri do the procedure.”

			“That’s the crux of the joke: we have a lighter touch. I heard one of them say—”

			“We were born to destroy these things.”

			“—we were born to disassemble them.”

			The sheath fell apart.

			Inside, the tulip was almost empty. A thin stem stretched the whole height of the device, swelling with purple that squirmed like air in a heat wave, widening in the middle to form a …

			“It’s a figure, isn’t it?” Shea said or thought he had.

			The contour of a leg, a hint at a hip, maybe an armless torso. Or maybe it was his imagination running wild. The Drakiri who’d spoken earlier produced something resembling a pair of pliers, which he fastened simultaneously to both ends of the “silhouette.” He held the pliers while the purple and the quivering died down, then, the stem at arm’s length, wandered off to the tree line, to a funeral pile of other thin, long things.

			The man in the mask picked up the chisel and moved toward the next tulip.

			“And that’s how the mundane trumps the beautiful,” Shea said. “Let’s go. Nothing more to see here.”

			He turned when he heard a quiet, “I’ll fix the tower.”

			“What? You said the foundation was too small.”

			“It is. But I did some calculations yesterday—maybe, if we fortify the walls …”

			“You don’t believe it yourself.”

			“What do you want me to do, Shea?” She leaned toward him, and, through clenched teeth, her breath came out in a miniature cloud. “Sit back and see it crumble? Not even attempt to save my life’s work?”

			He took her by the arm. “Think of the builders’ safety.”

			“They’re safe, trust me. The strain on the structure won’t start taking its toll for two months.”

			“Okay. Okay. Listen, Brielle, I give you—us—two months. Then we turn ourselves in to Queen Daelyn.”

			He immediately regretted not having phrased it differently—Brielle’s anger dissipated the way air leaves a balloon, and as with the tulip, what remained behind was a vulnerable stem.

			“Please don’t tell anyone until then, Shea. Please. Don’t tell them … of the mistake I’ve made.”

			It’s not your fault, he wanted to say, it was probably the time pressure, and nobody is infallible—but at that moment, Brielle chuckled.

			“Look, the asshole’s coming.”

			Through the rows of devices, a tall, hunched figure moved like a tired priest fed up with performing the final rites.

			“Did you know the duke has put him in charge of the disassembling? It’s like a penance for all that talk about the Dumian saboteurs that amounted to nothing.”

			Patrick, the duke’s military counselor, strolled toward them, beating the wet out of the flaps of his coat. He stopped in front of Brielle.

			“Destroying the devices is a waste of time.” He straightened. “A pure waste of time and money. Whatever he says, the damage to the tower was a result of sabotage.”

			“Hey, I’m right here,” Shea said.

			Patrick shifted his gaze to him, and his mouth opened and closed as though the body was looking for the best way to pour out contempt.

			“There’s a special type of capital swine,” he said, “that comes to our lands and shits on them.”

			“How did Shea shit on your land, Patrick?” Brielle asked. “You’re not even originally from Owenbeg.”

			“And you, you should know better, Brielle. Are you sleeping with him?”

			“That’s enough,” Shea said. “Just because we’re standing here and talking, man and woman, you automatically presume that we share a bed?”

			But Patrick didn’t accept the challenge; he simply shrugged, straightened his coat, walked past them.

			Shea turned to look at him. “He sounds depressed more than anything. The duke’s displeased with him, right?”

			Brielle nodded. “Some important task that Patrick has failed.”

			The one where he had to dispose of me, probably.

			“One thing he and I agree on—I, too, still have my doubts about the saboteurs,” she said.

			Against the swollen gray sky, Patrick’s figure stuck out like a finger.

			Whatever. I can’t hate him. How could I? Daelyn’s power eroded me, the duke’s—him. Patrick simply had less substance to begin with.

			In the new quarters he would no doubt have to vacate soon, Shea opened the wine cabinet and looked at the empty bottles. Tuesday, they were called, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Saturday. Tuesday had been his first in years—he’d bought it himself, same as Wednesday. The rest had come in linen sacks a boy from the village carried.

			With the Drakiri devices destroyed, the tower’s collapse became inevitable. It was time to send for stronger stuff.
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			There are so many stories I wish I could tell you, simple and funny and sad ones. I find myself remembering jokes because they might’ve made you laugh. And even though time is sand, when I’m not looking closely, I still get these brief bursts of hope: I’ll come home, and I’ll tell you a story.

		


		
			[image: ] 2 [image: ]

			The village boy had proven himself a reliable courier as far as wine was concerned. It was apparently different with the brandy, and when he failed to show up, Shea took matters into his own hands.

			He’d had reservations about turning up in the village, fully expecting a stone or two to be hurled in his direction—but the people seemed to have forgotten the burning of the effigy. Life went on the way it does after a house fire. It even occurred to him he could flee the duchy, and no one would stop him—before disgust at his own thoughts got the upper hand. He hadn’t hidden from responsibility at the Red Hill; it would be a shame to start now.

			He was ready to open the tavern’s door when he heard, “Mr. Ashcroft!”

			The wave of black hair—this time, accompanied by a smile.

			“I understand you’ve moved into new quarters?” Lena, hands in a muff, walked down the pavement toward him. “I haven’t seen you around since … well, since the guest wing. Have you been avoiding company?”

			“I … It’s nothing. It’s just a phase, it’ll pass.”

			She nodded slowly. “Is it because of the assassin?”

			It took him a second to process her words—the tower’s death sentence had pushed the failed attempt on his life so far into the background, he had to concentrate to remember it.

			“I never properly thanked you for saving me,” he said.

			Lena interpreted it as a yes. “I can understand that. The feeling, the desire to avoid company.” She studied him. “Were you going in or coming out?”

			“Coming out.”

			“Then, let me show you something.”

			Again, as at the settlement, she led him down a side street—only now, the building at its end had a black, empty rectangle for the door. Two stories, a lacework of gables, a turret, a wide porch: the house obviously used to belong to someone rich. It must’ve been abandoned recently: some windows still had glass.

			“What is this place?”

			“A home for an unusual family.”

			Inside, shreds of paint clung to life, carmine on the walls, teal on the staircase’s banister, traces of powder on an old woman’s face. Lena crouched beside the fireplace, and Shea stood in front of one of the remaining windows. Somehow, its frame captured the village’s more beautiful features: last apples on a tree, splashes of green that had survived the autumn’s fires; a thin, gilded birdbath.

			“So where are the tenants?” he said.

			“Oh, you’ll meet them in a minute. Would you like some tea? I’ve stashed some good Drakiri tea here.”

			She stood and went into another room—he heard her doing something, perhaps putting wood into a stove. He glanced at the staircase. Somebody lives on the second floor? But the house looked as deserted on the inside as it did from the outside. And it smelled of cinnamon, for some reason.

			When he followed Lena, the fire already crackled, and a squat brown kettle hissed. Strands of her hair could’ve been the smoke, and in the stripped room, next to a burning stove, she was some primal element given form he tried his best not to stare at.

			The kitchen overlooked a tiny garden—in the shade by the wall, five shapes huddled. Shea walked past Lena and leaned out of what remained of the window.

			A fivesome of garden gnomes, smiles lime-green with moss. Because the smaller were tucked in between the larger ones, the group seemed weirdly alive, frozen in motion.

			“That’s the family?”

			“They look like one, don’t they? I sometimes imagine an actual family living here: a couple of kids, a granny, a rowdy aunt. Must be nice to sit outside in the evening, sip tea, listen to others chatter.”

			He remembered the settlement and thank you for making me feel at home. “You don’t enjoy life at the castle much, do you?”

			With two fingers, she threw back her hair. “I think you know the answer to that. And I know I can’t keep coming here forever. Someone will eventually move in. Repaint the walls, bring in the furniture, maybe brick up this window. At least those little guys will have company.”

			The kettle whistled.

			He said, “Houses don’t get a choice in love.”

			“Even less so than people. This is what I wanted to say, Shea—that I understand how you feel. I understand not belonging.”

			“I’ve never been fond of my own name,” he said. “But when you pronounce it, it sounds palatable.”

			She laughed. “Don’t tell me I have an accent.”

			When she poured the tea, he understood where the cinnamon scent came from. They drank in silence, looking at the gnomes and the wall behind them that turned a strip of grass into a secret garden.

			“Do you do anything else in your spare time? I mean, besides visiting this place?”

			“I go hunting.”

			There could be something in that Drakiri brew, because Shea found himself saying, “Can we go hunting together?”

			She set her cup down and stared at the fire’s wandering lights. “Maybe. Maybe tomorrow.”

			“Thank you for the tea, my lady. I’ll be waiting.”

			He sensed an approaching change as he passed the window with the apple tree and the gilded birdbath—but outside, the world remained the same, dust in the lattice windows, the same castle, the same distant tower.

			He exited the side street and headed for the tavern. Drinking himself to oblivion wasn’t pretty, but it was practical. It didn’t heal the wounds, but it numbed the feeling. Most importantly, it pushed away the thought of his only way out, the only solution to his predicament, the memory that had floated up during his conversation with Brielle.

			The rosewood trapdoor.
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			Lena appeared at his doorstep clad in a gray hunting suit, and although the brandy’s kerosene aftertaste still corroded his mouth, he smiled.

			Let’s go?

			Sure, sure. It was okay. The room wasn’t spinning, so the alcohol must’ve been thinned with water.

			It was only three miles later, halfway between the castle and the forested hillside, that Shea realized how wrong he’d been.

			“Are you okay?” Lena’s voice came from somewhere to his right.

			“Yes. I think so.”

			His own words echoed as though emerging from the bottom of a huge metal bowl; the world around him, streaming past, adjusting itself to fit the curves and turns of the trail they followed.

			“We need to pick up speed.” Her voice wrapped around him like a scarf. “The deer is getting away.”

			A wave of dizziness washed over Shea. I think I’m about to fall. He would fall, Brielle would fall, the tower would fall, his career would give its final death jerk. The trees ahead parted—from between them, as if responding to his thoughts, the giant tower stared at him, bluish in the haze. I hate you, he thought; I hate you, all the thousand feet of stone and metal, the ballista portals and the embers of the little worlds scattered across the spiral climb, how I hate it all now.

			Lena stood in the stirrups. “There it is!”

			Their prey darted into a clearing ahead, a gray curve under a crown of bones. For a moment, there were only the deer, the tower, and the beautiful woman clinging to the horse’s neck, shouting something into the wind.

			Then the deer vanished.

			That’s it, they must’ve mixed something into that brandy.

			The deer had disappeared like an object tumbling into the eye’s blind spot, never to emerge on the other side.

			He realized he wasn’t imagining things when Lena’s horse went mad. It slipped into a wild, erratic dance, the bucking and rearing of a rocking toy, shaking its head in a motion that made it appear as if it were wagging its own body.

			Lena pulled on the reins.

			She needs to dismount. Did he say it out loud? Lena, Lena, you need to …

			“Get off the horse!”

			Of course, she didn’t listen. She leaned back, pushing against the stirrups, stretching the reins, her horse’s mane a dark reflection of the wave of her own hair.

			Shea kicked his mare into a gallop.

			“Dismount!”

			Still, she didn’t listen. And when he got close enough to grab her by the arm, shook him off.

			“Get off!”

			Drakiri strength doubly worked against her now: it allowed her to brush Shea off and stressed her horse even further—a product of generations of breeding, it must’ve preferred a lighter, human touch.

			Shea’s belly spasmed, and he almost puked. I need to do something, and fast. Lena was at least twice as strong as him, true—but he weighed more.

			He rammed his shoulder into hers, sending them both to the half-frozen autumn ground.

			“Why did you do that?” She pushed him away, and he rolled off her and into the grass. “I would’ve gotten him under control. I almost calmed him.”

			“Shh,” he said, pointing to the horse, who dived under an elm’s branches and disappeared behind the trees.

			“What?”

			“I haven’t seen a purebred that spooked.”

			His own mare grazed peacefully nearby.

			“Never do that to me.” Lena slapped his arm. “Are you drunk?”

			“It could’ve thrown you off and trampled on you. Your foot slides through the stirrup, the beast drags you into the woods like a sack.”

			After a series of long breaths, she said, “Where did the deer go? Did it run back to the trail?”

			It vanished, he wanted to say—but now, with the brandy loosening its grip on him, he was no longer sure. He closed his eyes and tried to recall the scene, but the kerosene taste in his mouth kept getting in the way.

			“I’m not certain, Lena.”

			“You were behind me.”

			He shook his head.

			“So you are drunk—how much did you have? Wait, don’t tell me. I can’t believe I went hunting with you.” Staring at the sky, she drew in her knees, suddenly vulnerable. “I saw something. In a flash. Different colors.”

			“What, rainbows?”

			“No. Forget it. I think it was a hallucination—or something like that. I got distracted, and that’s when the deer ran away.”

			Lena rolled onto her side and started to get up, only to fall back, this time on top of Shea.

			“Damn it.” She laughed. “My hip hurts like hell. I must’ve pulled a muscle.”

			“You’re the only woman I know,” he said, “who would find it funny.”

			She smelled of bonfire and tasted of strawberries.

			“What are you doing?” she asked.

			“I’m sorry. I’ll never do that again.”

			“I told you to never knock me off the horse. I didn’t tell you not to do what you were doing right now—rather, I posed a simple question.”

			When their mouths separated again, he said, “You’re the most beautiful … anything I’ve seen in my life.”

			“And you reek of brandy.”

			And then all the other pieces of the puzzle faded—the tower, the deer, the vanishing—leaving only the wave of black hair, the eyes, the lips, and the body pressed against his.
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			They rode his mare back to the castle—she rode, Shea sitting behind—and slipped into his quarters the way a pair of kids slip out of the house to play a dangerous game.

			The sex was violent. She didn’t let him kiss her anymore or even help her undress—they tore their clothes off like two fighters at separate corners of the ring, after which she pushed him onto his back and thrust her hips into his.

			It was a voyeuristic but at the same time a strangely intimate experience—the sense of pleasure being done to his body, and yet he answered every push, their gazes locked. She closed her eyes only in the end, when something exploded in them both.

			Later, lying on her side with her back to him, she said, “I’m not that way. I’m not that way, Shea.”

			Euphoria sliding into an echo, he studied the sotto in sù ceiling, the badly painted plump angel extending an olive branch, in twilight, to a bewildered-looking hunter. If he asked her to elaborate, would it do any good? She wasn’t like that in the sense that sex with her was normally tender? Or she wasn’t likely to sleep with someone while being the lover of another?

			He traced with his finger the curve of her hip, and bitterness rose in him—at her, at the duke, at himself: he thought how he envied that stupid angel, how he wished he could live in that painting, too, in the season of sunsets, forever postponing the minute the light would disappear.

			She stood and picked up her pants. “I think I’ve got a dandelion in there somewhere.”

			“You’ve got one in your hair, too. Let me help you.”

			“Thanks, I can manage.”

			She strolled to the wine cabinet; opened it. “You didn’t drink all those bottles alone, did you, Shea?”

			There was something deeply wrong with lying to a woman he’d just slept with. “A boy from the village has been supplying me.”

			“Why?”

			“Why what—why is he supplying me, or why am I drinking alone?”

			“Why are you drinking?”

			Keep your mouth shut, Shea. But words pushed at his throat, and he was unable to contain them anymore.

			He rose on his elbow and said, “I’ve destroyed the tower, Lena. Well, not literally, but I helped ruin it. The queen sent me here to make sure it gets built, and I failed. Ruined myself in the process.”

			Her face was an emotionless mask when she turned to him. “I beg your pardon?”

			“The tower will crumble within two months.”

			And then the mask melted, sunset reverted to dawn: she jumped onto the bed to squeeze him in an embrace. She didn’t hold back.

			“You’re going … to crush … me.”

			“Sorry.”

			He sucked in air, her face coming into focus, reddened cheeks, a wide smile—and jealousy prickled him, the fact that, minutes after they’d had sex, something else was the source of that unfiltered joy.

			“I had no idea you hated the tower that much,” he said.

			She squinted at him. “But I showed you the book. I thought that was the reason …”

			“It was a very vivid tale, Lena, but no. I came here, I saw problems. I believed I could fix everything, like that.” He snapped his fingers. “I didn’t take time to truly understand what was happening.”

			“You mistook me for someone else—I don’t read tales, Shea. Problems—I presume Brielle or one of her engineers made an error?”

			“It’s not my place to tell you.”

			Relief from admitting everything came and went, leaving in its wake the beginning of the end: until now, he realized, he’d allowed some vestigial hope to linger at the back of his mind. Perhaps he’d waited for a miracle to happen, or for Brielle to find a solution. Now, he’d cast his last stone into the pond and let it drown.

			But that wasn’t the last stone, was it? a voice whispered in his mind. You know the solution.

			The cellar underneath the rosewood trapdoor.

			No.

			Lena’s smile shrank but didn’t disappear. “I realize it’s hard for you, but I can’t help myself. I’m happy.”

			She embraced him again, this time carefully, the way a mother would a child.

			He patted her on the back. “I’m sorry that I can’t feel the same.”

			She let go of him to reach for her shirt. “What’ll happen to you?”

			“Do you care?”

			A pause and then a plain “Yes.”

			“Daelyn will either imprison me or send me to my family estate. Permanently.”

			“Then I’m sorry, too. But I want you to know you’ve done good. You may not believe in the Mimic Tower, but you must believe in something, no? There are many things in this world we can’t explain.”

			Shea thought back to the deer and said, “For example?”

			“Did I tell you why Drakiri won’t let strangers into their home?”

			“Because most strangers are assholes?”

			“Because we don’t know where our true home is.”

			“Last time I checked your homeland was in Pangania—or do you mean it metaphorically?”

			“The island was a way station, nothing more.”

			“So Owenbeg is your second asylum? Where are you from then, originally?”

			Lena’s fingers froze on the top button of her shirt. “We have no records of where we really came from, only that we arrived from elsewhere, and letting a new person under your roof is seen, traditionally, as sharing this—a vulnerability.”

			“You people possess too vivid a shared imagination.” When she placed her hand on the doorknob, he said, “I don’t want this to be the last time.”

			“Then start by cleaning out your wine cabinet.” She took a step into the corridor and paused. “I’ll be leaving Owenbeg sometime in the future. You asked if I care. Here’s the real answer: you could join me—if your queen doesn’t put you under lock and key.”

			He remembered the roundabout they’d ridden in the settlement, all the world’s colors spinning around them, the birds, the smells of autumn.

			“I could do that.”

			She closed the door behind her.
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			Dear Sis, my beautiful flower—I think I’ll stay quiet for a while. I want to be quiet. Too much has happened, and I’m not sure I’ve got the strength to carry on even our imaginary conversations. Don’t be mad at me (I know you can’t, the dead are the only ones in this world who are at peace), and I swear I’ll talk to you again. I’ll become whole again.

			Just not yet.
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			When the boy from the village resurfaced, instead of brandy, he carried a note. “Meet me at the place that supplies you with this stuff. We need to talk.”

			There was no signature.

			He pushed open the tavern’s door. Behind the counter, the barkeep poured the last drops of the summer into a beer jug—he must’ve intended to drink it himself, because the establishment stood otherwise empty save for Shea, a decrepit drunk whistling a snore on the bench next to the coat hanger, and Brielle.

			She sat in the corner by a lattice window. The lozenges were red in the center, and the sun filtered through that spot, painting a warm shape on the backs of her palms resting on the table. It occurred to Shea how bad it looked, the color of blood on her hands.

			He lowered himself opposite. “Hey there. You said you wanted to talk?”

			Brielle kept silent.

			“I would talk about the weather, but—”

			“Cut it.” She squinted at him, and it was only then that Shea noticed she had no drink.

			“What’s going on, Brielle?”

			She gave a faint smile. “Why don’t you tell me?”

			“What about?”

			“You promised me two months.”

			The barkeep swung back his head and poured in the beer.

			“I promised us two months.”

			She leaned forward. “You slept with Lena yesterday.” Shit. “I noticed by accident,” she said. “I saw her exit your quarters.”

			“Has anybody else seen her?”

			“One witness isn’t enough for you? Do the math, Shea—what happens if I slip a word or two to the duke?”

			As though having fulfilled his function, the barkeep lowered the jug on the counter. The drunk stopped snoring, and silence stretched across the hall, too thin, too ready to pop.

			“What? Why would you do that? Brielle, what’s happening?” He reached for her hand, but she pulled it back.

			And, as if to compensate for the loss of intimacy, she leaned even closer. “You’ve betrayed me, that’s what’s happening.”

			“Betrayed you by what, by sleeping with Lena?” She had a romantic affection for him. Cold beaded his forehead: how the hell hadn’t he noticed it before? Two sharing a secret, only able to confide in one another, a fertile ground for all kinds of feelings …

			He cleared his throat. “Listen, I find you attractive, too … but, and please don’t take it the wrong way, our meetings were only that, meetings—”

			Brielle started back like a mechanical toy, studied him with wide eyes—and then burst into laughter. The drunk by the coat hanger jolted and sat straight.

			“What on earth are you on about, Shea? I couldn’t care less if you found me attractive.”

			“But I thought you said—”

			“I said you have a secret and I know it, just as you know mine. So if you’re planning to report everything—”

			“Report? To whom?”

			She raised her finger, and he looked where she pointed. Through the window, past the triangle rooftops, the castle hill was dark at the base and gold at the top where the walls rose.

			“Listen, I give up,” Shea said. “I give up. I don’t want to play this game anymore. Just say whatever you have to say.”

			“Look at Kayleigh’s Wing.”

			Oh my, she’s right, she’s absolutely right. The abandoned wing was no longer dead. Shea’s old balcony and his old windows—one of them stood open, and he thought he saw a movement behind it.

			Brielle said, “Is he here to double-check or to arrest me?”

			“He who?”

			“You tell me. Another guy from the capital, judging by the accent. Did you tell him about my mistake? How Brielle screwed up basic calculations?”

			Why haven’t I seen him? he wanted to ask—but, of course, he already knew the answer. The person he’d seen the most of these days was the village boy with linen sacks full of booze.

			“I bumped into him after the decommissioning,” Brielle said. “Wears black gloves.”

			… walking into a pocket-size theater, eight or nine rows, six of them empty, lowering himself next to a slender man in black gloves, and—“Consider this an opportunity” …

			“I haven’t reported anything to anyone, Brielle. But I may know the guy. I used to know him.”

			“I don’t believe you.”

			“You shouldn’t. I realize how it looks—I wouldn’t believe myself, either.”

			“If he isn’t here because of you, then why?”

			“Of that, I’ve absolutely no idea.”
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			The picture carried an almost nostalgic air, the narrow path between the battlements a rivulet of stone flowing from the mass of the old castle. Almost. After all, they’d tried to kill him there, Patrick and the duke—but still, for Shea, the memory of seeing Kayleigh’s Wing for the first time interlocked with the image of the tower, the feeling of anticipation, the first sign of promise since the moment he’d traded his career for the little lilac dresses in the skyraft’s shadow.

			The tower’s furnace through the embrasures, the staircase leading downward, the corridor with the gas lamps. He hesitated—he had no plan for what would come next—and knocked on the door.

			“Come in, Ashcroft,” said the familiar voice.

			Shea pushed on the doorknob and entered his old room. “How did you know it was me?”

			“Easy. You don’t knock the way the majordomo knocks.”

			“Hello, Aidan.”

			It was really him—he stood at the window, looking at something outside, thin, black-gloved fingers between the curtains that dripped sunlight onto the floor.

			“Come in, come in, Shea. Great to see you. Have a drink—the carafe’s in the bedroom.”

			He turned and smiled the way people smile who use courtesy as a tool—earnest at a first glance, but with a whiff of professionalism. Gray eyes scurried across Shea like two spiders, assessing.

			Shea kept silent. Slender, taller than average but not too tall, with pleasant features but not beautiful enough to stand out in the crowd, the only distinguishing thing about Aidan was his gloves. He was somebody one felt safe to confess to.

			“Aren’t you going to have that drink?”

			“I think I’ve had enough for today,” Shea said.

			“Oh yes, I’ve heard, I’ve heard.”

			“You’ve heard—have you been spying on me?”

			The smile retracted halfway, vacating the eyes. “I really hope that’s a rhetorical question. This place—it’s beautiful, sure, but it lacks finesse. You can’t spy on people, you actually struggle to filter out all the irrelevant parts of their life stories. You don’t even need a master key to unlock the doors. Forget it. Why don’t you take a seat?”

			“Why don’t you tell me what you’re doing here?”

			“I’m here to help you—hoping you’ll help me in return.”

			“I’m not sure I’m the one you should be talking to, Aidan. I can hardly help myself.”

			“Let me first show you what I can do for you, then we’ll talk. How do you find Owenbeg?”

			Shea remembered the effigy, the flames, the gnats’ erratic dance. “It’s not the Red Hill—but you can’t expect people here to behave in the same way.”

			“I guess not. And by people, do you mean anyone in particular? The duke, by any chance, or Patrick?”

			“Patrick?”

			Aidan gave him a faraway look, like a chess player who doesn’t quite see his opponent because part of him is already inside his next move. “Yes, Patrick. Patrick is a problem.”

			“You know about the assassination attempt.”

			A nod.

			“Just how long have you been here?”

			“For a week. You must get rid of the guy, I’m afraid.”

			“I’m not killing anybody, Aidan, if that’s what you mean.”

			“Then Patrick will kill you.”

			Shea said, “I don’t think he’d try it again.”

			“And that’s where you’re in error. I do know he’d paid someone to assassinate you—but that was a brute from the village, and now he’s hired a professional. He’s meeting him in two days to pay him off.”

			“The duke—”

			“This time, Patrick isn’t acting on the duke’s orders,” Aidan said. “He’s keen. He wants to make up for his mistake, and you’ve provided him with the perfect opportunity—I’ll bet good money the coroner’s report would say, ‘died in a state of severe inebriation.’ ”

			“Heavens.”

			“Told you I could help you.”

			“I’m not going to kill him,” Shea said.

			“Then you have two choices: die or leave Patrick to me.”

			“I assume the outcome in terms of body count would be the same?”

			Aidan studied him with a half-smile. The room fell into silence while somewhere outside, in the courtyard, a thrush drummed out the minutes. Finally, he said, “Do you want to talk about the weather instead?”

			“I can reason with Patrick. Convince him I’m no threat.”

			Aidan fixed his gloves, flicked his fingers at some invisible lint on his jacket’s sleeve. “If you want it so much, we could try it. I’ll arrange an unofficial meeting. How about this evening, at nine, at the duke’s stables?”

			“And then you’ll tell me why you’re here?”

			“Then, we can talk about everything.”
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			Hope is a stupid thing, Sis. Were it rational, it would go broke.

			It occurred to Shea he was like a child who’d learned to put too much faith in adults: someone had come along, someone from his previous life—and despite his best efforts, hope reared its head. A fool’s hope, of course, unless Aidan could magically widen the tower’s foundation.

			The hot water valve was silent. He twisted it, twisted it again, slammed it. Kept slamming it.

			“I know it’s past eleven, I know, I know, damn it!”

			The toothbrush somersaulted across the sink’s edge, and something fell to the floor. Shea stooped to pick up two pieces of the silver peacock Deirdre had given him. “The queen of small things.” I admire what you’ve done.

			He pressed the halves together and held them that way until his fingers hurt. Then he threw the figurine back on the floor.

			He would’ve stepped on it, ground it to dust if he still had the strength—but at this moment, it was easier to cry.
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			Like the rest of Owenbeg, the stables looked imposing from a distance, but as one got closer, dissolved into chipped bricks and atrophied wood and rust on the gate, as though squalor had myopia and could only work at arm’s length.

			Aidan stood leaning against the wall with his hands folded over his chest. A thrush—was it the same one he’d heard earlier?—drummed a reprise, and the wind carried the smell of burning leaves.

			“I thought we were meeting Patrick here,” Shea said.

			“He rode to Duma ten minutes ago.”

			“To Duma—why?”

			Aidan pursed his lips in an amused manner. “Because I sent him there?”

			“Sent him?”

			“Oh, easy. I told him the Dumian saboteurs he was looking for were holding a rendezvous in Poltava an hour from now. You know, the village past the border.”

			“Why did you do it?”

			“It will be easier to deal with him there. Duma will dispose of the body to avoid a diplomatic incident. They’d cover it up for us, Shea.”

			“Damn it, Aidan! For the hundredth time: I am not going to kill him.”

			“Think of it as an exit strategy. I guess we’ll see what happens when we get there.”

			“What will happen is, there’ll be no blood. I’ll talk to him.”

			Aidan studied him again. “Still an idealist. Perhaps it’s a weakness. Perhaps I’ve backed the wrong horse.”

			“Backed the …?”

			“I’ll explain in an hour, at Poltava.”

			“Aren’t you afraid of causing a diplomatic incident?”

			“It’s a puny border village. Worst case, we bump into a patrol—and remember, I speak the language, I know how they operate.”

			“That’s right—you’re Dumish, correct? You mask your accent so well, I forgot that.”

			“Therein lies the difference between us,” Aidan said quietly. “After a decade at the Red Hill, I still don’t have the luxury of forgetting. But I digress. We’ll tell the sentries we were inebriated and took the wrong road. With you in your current state, we won’t even need to do much convincing. I’m more concerned about the goons Patrick brought with him.”

			Now there are goons. But a voice inside reminded Shea that Aidan was right. The military counselor had tried to kill him. Why did I assume Patrick would simply accept his failure? Was it the same arrogance that drove me to convince the duke to get rid of the Drakiri devices?

			“Okay,” Shea said. “I’ll go. But remember: no blood.”

			“Let’s hope Patrick agrees. James!”

			The keeper emerged from the stables, a fellow with a beard that seemed to have picked up rust from the gate.

			Aidan said, “Hullo, James. We need horses.”

			The man produced a smile so wide one could count all his remaining teeth.

			“How many people do you know here?” Shea whispered.

			“When I found out you’d made friends, I had to work fast.”

			Aidan selected two horses, a rose gray mare and a beautiful pitch-black stallion.

			“This one is the duke’s. The name’s Onyx. I’m quite fond of him.”
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			They followed a creek down the plain, meager hillside covered in bush’s bristle to their left, forest to the right. The water was glass, reflecting little but the clean cider sky and the cloud front to the west.

			“Our friend Patrick is a military counselor. He knows the border patrol patterns. We just have to follow him.” A wave of the black glove, sweeping three smudged auburn spots at the horizon. Horses. “The difficulty lies in not being noticed by them—at least not until we’re deep enough into Duma territory.”

			The clouds blinked, grunted, prompting a neigh from Shea’s mare.

			“Easy, girl. Don’t like the weather?” He clung to her mane and shot a glance back. Ten miles away now, against the first pale stars, the tower resembled its twin from Lena’s folio: no longer a part of the sky but an extension of the earth, as though something immense had tried to get free and pulled up the crust in the process.

			The mare neighed again.

			“Calm your animal, Shea. You don’t want to …. And that’s it. They’ve noticed us.”

			One of the auburn spots separated from the group. Distance flattened direction, making it seem the rider was moving sideways, left to right—but it was an illusion.

			“It’s the plain, Ashcroft. No obstacles to sound. Head for the woods—we need to wait it out.”

			They slid into gallop while the auburn spot grew to the size of the tip of a thumb. The forest, also getting closer, stood like an impenetrable wall, all space consumed by branches and bush.

			When they finally reached a gap in the trees, Aidan whistled. “Now you can worry about patrols.”

			A road snaked between the trunks—flat, well-trodden, good enough for three horses carrying three armed men. I’d be damned if the sentries do not pass this way. Still, the forest was their only chance to lose a tail. Aidan squinted at the trees, then at the auburn spot which, by now, had turned into a child’s drawing of a man atop a horse. “Giddy-up!”

			They entered the trail.

			Gravel screeched under the hooves, and somewhere in the trees’ crowns, an owl announced the coming of night.

			“I think I can see light ahead,” Shea said. “Torches, maybe.”

			Instead of answering, Aidan nudged his stallion left, following a thinner trail deeper into the forest. After a minute, they rode into a clearing, two half-collapsed vaulted passages at the end of it like dead anthills. Aidan dismounted and Shea followed suit; they led their horses across, under the arches, into the shadows.

			Once Shea’s eyes got accustomed to the absence of light, strange forms emerged: from one wall, a human face with an earwig for a tongue stretched toward him in a silent scream, and on another, a carved centipede crawled into a nostril—or out of it.

			He shuddered.

			“A sick little shrine,” Aidan said.

			“Dumian?”

			“No, from way before. I’m glad the builders aren’t around anymore. Society can only produce such artifacts when it’s already in advanced stages of decay.”

			“How was it called?”

			“What?”

			“The culture in the state of decay.”

			“What good is it to know the name of an abomination that no longer exists?”

			“You really deplore a lot of folks, don’t you?”

			“I deplore traits,” Aidan said. “Weakness. Stupidity. Inefficiency. Tendency toward extravagance.”

			Shea turned away from the earwig face. The world outside had lost its color, became an embossing. The Red Hill never froze, and even the quiet street where his house used to be still stirred after midnight.

			Tendency toward extravagance. “So how are things at the royal court?”

			Aidan said, “For whom, is the question. What’s good for you is poison for a Dumian.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t be. It’s your country, you’re free to give chances to whomever you wish. But I think you’ll be pleased to hear that now that Darren has taken your place, many find themselves missing you.”

			“I—”

			“Shh.”

			In silence, Aidan’s breathing was as even as a minute before. A horse stepped from between the trees, and its rider raised a torch, the circle of yellow crawling in and across the stone floor. Stopping two feet from the tips of Shea’s boots.

			Shit.

			But time passed—what felt like half a minute, a minute; the man hesitated, the light in his hand waving a small dance.

			“What’s he doing?” Shea whispered.

			The rider shouted something in Dumish.

			“What—”

			“Shh.”

			Seconds dragged, punctuated by the torch’s pulse. Then the sentry turned his horse around and disappeared into the woods.

			Shea whistled out air. “Why didn’t he …?”

			“If I were to guess—superstition. Some believe that if two people enter such a shrine, one of them will die. You see”—Aidan chuckled—“the guard didn’t realize there were two of us inside already.”

			“Did you know this shrine was here?”

			Aidan looked at him. “You’ve got to understand, Duma has been a realist culture for over a century now. Superstitions and shrines only survive this far from the capital, and in exceedingly small numbers. So I knew it was here, yes.”

			The owl spoke again, nearer this time.

			“Patrick’s lieutenant must’ve rejoined the group by now.”

			When, at the entrance, Shea glanced back, the earwig face still stared at him from the shadow.
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			Aware now of the rose gray mare’s tendency to voice its discontent, they covered the last quarter mile to Poltava on foot.

			First to emerge from the darkness was a run-down fence with three chestnut horses tied to it. Then came a dragon, and another one, and another, wooden figurines straddling the roofs’ ridges—or were those logs someone had pulled from a bonfire?

			How had the duke put it? See what they’ve done to the place, see it for yourself. Above Shea’s head, thunder rolled like a roly-poly, left to right, right to left, and the rain started, abruptly and in full force, making the houses’ burns seem fresh.

			For all the talk of Poltava, it was a tiny village, no more than fifty homes—and half of them were coal husks, death on one side of the main street, life on the other.

			“Why on earth won’t they rebuild those?” Shea said.

			“There’s a decree prohibiting that.”

			“Why?”

			“So that people will remember.”

			“My knowledge of history is rusty, but wasn’t it Duma that massacred this place?”

			Aidan said, “That depends on whose account you’re inclined to believe.”

			On the live side, behind the rain torrents, fireflies of windows smoldered

			Shea said, “Where do you suppose Patrick went?”

			“Look, Patrick does what Patrick does. He arrives. He intends to find the saboteurs, so what’s his best move? To interrogate some locals. They tell him, of course, that they haven’t heard of any secret congregation—which is the honest-to-goodness truth. But, knowing Patrick …”

			“He would presume they’re sheltering the criminals.”

			“And his next step …?”

			“Obviously, to search the houses.”

			“One, two, three, four.” On the count of four, a door in the middle of the street flew open, letting warm light into the rain’s monochrome. Three men stepped outside, talking loudly. The hiss of the water whipping the ground erased the harmonics from their voices, lending them an almost primal quality.

			Aidan brushed his wet hair from his forehead. “Patrick! Patrick!”

			The tallest silhouette turned like a puppet.

			“We’re here, Patrick.”

			There was a moment of chaos, voices coughing and barking. Then the figures began moving toward them.

			There it goes. Shea wiped the water from his face. He was prepared to feel adrenaline, revenge’s foretaste—but it was all unclean, the lead-pregnant clouds, the half-burnt village, even ambushing the man who’d tried to kill him.

			“Aidan!” Patrick called from the rain. “What are you doing here?”

			“What does it look like?”

			Is Aidan enjoying it?

			The duke’s counselor stopped a few feet away, gray threads stitching the air and turning his face into a featureless mask. Another thing was tangible, though, and crude: the heavy crossbow the fellow to Patrick’s left held at the ready.

			“Hello, Ashcroft.” The voice was featureless, too. “It looks like a setup to me.”

			Aidan smiled. “We need to talk.”

			“So, who has whom on the leash? Ashcroft you, or you Ashcroft? I should’ve known better than to trust a Dumian.”

			“Nothing wrong with having regrets, Patrick.”

			“I don’t have regrets—in case you haven’t noticed, there’s a crossbow aimed at your smug face.”

			“For how long, is the question.”

			Without saying a word, the man with the crossbow stepped through the rain, walked over an invisible line, and froze next to Aidan.

			“Colm, what the hell are you doing?”

			Aidan whistled. “Oh, the sweet power of gold.”

			“You’re all dead—you too, Colm.” Despite his words, Patrick took a step back. “You’re still with me, Duane?”

			The fellow he’d called Duane visibly hesitated, shifting his weight from one leg to another.

			“Duane?”

			At that moment, on an impulse, as though observing himself from the outside, Shea said, “Duane isn’t an idiot. He knows how unpleasant an injury—any injury—would make his way back to the border.”

			Did I really say that?

			“Duane!”

			“Your choice, Duane,” Aidan said.

			The man sunk his head into his shoulders, lurched forward. Hurried past them. In a second, his stride went from andante to allegro: he broke into a run.

			“Now we can talk odds.”

			“What Ashcroft said about the injuries—the same applies to you. I don’t do surrender.” The rain turned into a drizzle, as abruptly as it had started, revealing Patrick’s face and his slightly hunched shoulders.

			Shea said, “I won’t hurt you, Patrick.”

			“Then why are you here?”

			“I’m not a threat. I’ve no idea why you haven’t understood it by now. If it’s your position at the duke’s court you fear for, don’t—I couldn’t care less.”

			Patrick studied him and smiled with the corners of his mouth. “You know what I hate the most about you? Your self-righteousness. You capital types, you’re infallible, aren’t you?”

			If only you knew, Shea thought, if only …

			“You do realize, Ashcroft, that you’ve said goodbye to your honor? I want to hear you rationalize this from your moral high ground, luring a man into a trap, bribing his companions.”

			“Companion,” said Aidan. “I’ve only bribed Colm here.”

			“I’m talking to the intendant guy. How do you rationalize that?”

			“How do you rationalize trying to kill me?” Shea asked.

			Something changed in Patrick: a wave traveled from his feet through his body, straightening the back, unfurling the shoulders, pushing forward the jaw. “Because you deserve it. You all do. Every single one of you at the Red Hill. You live off us, and when you make a mistake—no, even when you disregard a direct order from a ruling monarch—you don’t really go away, do you? You get another assignment. You come to issue orders to us.”

			“It’s your choice to—” Aidan began.

			“And you’re how old, Ashcroft—thirty-five?” Patrick squinted. “I’m almost fifty—I’ve served the duke for most of my life. I make one mistake, one tiny mistake with you, and that’s it.”

			“You’re talking about my life here,” Shea said.

			“One mistake. And he tells me he’s already preparing a replacement.”

			The honeycombs of the palace towers, the guy in the orange jacket jumping around the theater stage. I understand the poor bastard. The man who tried to assassinate me, I know how he feels. “I didn’t choose to come. If I could unburden you—”

			“Fuck off!” Patrick spat on the ground. “I didn’t get the second chance you got.”

			“I’m sorry. Not about what you’ve done, but about your situation.”

			“I would choke you all at the Red Hill if I could, even the children, even the children.”

			He wasn’t lying, Shea thought, and it wasn’t hyperbole. Patrick was too simple to put up a facade, and—this much had been clear from their first conversation during the reception, back then, in the yellow room—he possessed a large capacity for hatred. Who knows what his story was: Abused as a child? His peers didn’t like him enough? But there he stood, hating himself and, by extension, the universe.

			And sometimes, the universe obliged hate with a target.

			“Hand me the crossbow,” Shea said to the guy—what was his name? Colm?

			The black glove patted him on the shoulder. “Glad to see you’ve finally come to your senses.”

			Shea raised the weapon and aimed it at Patrick’s face. “Walk.”

			“What?”

			“Walk. Turn around and walk. Down the street, out of my sight.”

			Patrick pursed his lips. Took a few steps backward.

			As he moved away—from them and from the border—the sky cleared, the stars brighter and closer now. Under their light, the tall figure receded between the mangled houses and the whole ones. He glanced back only once, at the very end of the street, his hunched shoulders barely discernible.

			Then he disappeared into a foreign land.

			“This was a mistake. You’re banking too much on patrols stumbling upon him,” Aidan said. “My decision to support you—”

			“What the hell do you mean?” Shea hurled the crossbow into the mud. “What are you talking about? Tell me at last why you’re here.”

			“Colm, vamoose.”

			Without a word, the man who’d betrayed Patrick turned and was gone.

			Aidan said, “I’m here because you have the keys to my future.”

			Shea snorted. Somewhere in his belly, laughter uncurled, growing, working its way up. “What future? Look at me.”

			“I’m looking. I—”

			“Look at me!” He shook his hands, palms up. “What future? Where? I’ve been exiled. Reduced to nothing.”

			“You still think of this as exile? Did you not hear anything I said to you back then, at the theater?”

			“Consider this a wonderful opportunity—oh yes, what a mockery.”

			“Mockery? Listen, Daelyn has sent three people to the provinces. The intendancy system is brand new. She wants to see which one of you can control the local lords better.”

			The tingles crawled up to his throat, making Shea chuckle.

			Aidan scowled. “What’s wrong with you? Owenbeg’s the most important assignment of the three, for obvious reasons. The tower. The queen was impressed with your defiance, heaven knows why, when you spared those protesters. I guess the last time someone defied her was decades ago. Hey, are you listening? Do you understand what I’m saying to you? Daelyn is grooming her potential successors.”

			Laughter bent Shea in two, his knees sinking into the brown mush.

			“What in the …. We don’t have time for this, Shea. I’m here to help you.”

			He managed to slip a word between bursts: “Why?”

			“Damn it, stand up. Because, to quote you from a minute ago—look at me. I’m Duma. I’ll always remain Duma. Remember what Patrick just said, that one should never trust a Dumian? Remember what you said about my accent? I’m an émigré, and that’s my ceiling. But with you, I’ll rise. We’ll rise. We’ve taken care of Patrick. We’ll take care of the duke if needed. We just need to get the bloody tower done.”

			And then the dam broke. Everything Shea had been trying to lock away burst free, poured out of him in a soup of sobs and laughter.

			“Have you gone mad? Stand up!”

			“I can’t.” Shea stared at his palms. “I can’t. I’ve destroyed it.”

			There is a solution, a voice whispered in his mind. The solution came clearly. It lay in the part of his past he’d tried his best to bury, in the room with soot stains and in the abandoned cellar underneath the rosewood trapdoor. No, he thought, trying to block out the image.

			“Destroyed what, damn it? Destroyed what?”

			“The tower.” He raised his eyes at Aidan. “It was held together by the Drakiri devices. I had them taken out.”

			“What? Hey, hey, listen to me. Shea? Listen to me! Whatever you’ve done to the tower, you need to put it back together, do you understand? Do you understand? Do you realize what depends on it?”

			“I can’t. The duke destroyed the devices.”

			But you know the solution, the voice whispered, and in his mind’s eye, the rosewood trapdoor opened, and he stepped into the cellar filled with purple glow, filled with objects he thought of as tulips because someone else, someone he used to know had called them that, in the cellar beneath the ruined workshop, beneath the room with soot stains.

			No, he thought, no, I won’t return there, I won’t—but deep inside, a part of him that had been weighing the possibilities considered the scales.

			And he knew in whose favor they were tipped.
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			The girl had opened the door for him, and the dance hall’s golden lights momentarily blinded him.

			Shea didn’t know her name—she was, after all, just an attendant—but to him, she’d been all the gloss of the capital: blond hair coiled into an elaborate braid, kohl-lined almond eyes, naked forearms.

			“First night at the Red Hill?” She gave him a perfect smile.

			“Is it that obvious?” he said and added, clumsily, “It’s all I’ve ever dreamed of.”

			“You’ll get used to it. Don’t worry—everyone does. You’ll be fine.”

			He’d never learned her name, never seen her again—but that moment stayed with him when she’d patted him on the shoulder, nudging him into the hall, toward the golden lights, toward all the beautiful people swirling in a waltz.

			At the rain-whipped street, on his knees, he remembered the kohl-lined eyes, and what he read in them now was: you could have it back. You could get this moment back, and more.

		


		
			Part III

			THE TULIPS

			The queen of Duma, mother of the current Crown Prince Rudolf, once received the “fashion advice” to wear gloves to her public appearances (this was, of course, back in the days when she made these appearances). She has large fingers, but nobody should need to hide something like that, right? Apparently, they disagreed in Duma. The queen’s response was brilliant: she got her husband, the emperor, to ban gloves throughout the country for a year.

			This led to tensions with none other than Daelyn. Upon arriving to finalize negotiations on the importation of skyraft fuel, she was pulled aside and politely asked to “take off her gloves.” The problem was, Daelyn’s personal translator turned the request into a familiar idiom, which made for a rather interesting first leg of the talks.

			Since then, the Red Hill has started employing better translators. Which makes sense because after all, and the two countries bordering each other notwithstanding, we’re talking—please forgive the pun—completely different language groups here.

			Cillian Rand (ascribed to, source unknown, recent date)
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			Shea had been twelve, the tree twice as old and at least four times as tall.

			In silence, the doctor rolled his instruments into a piece of black velvet. A brass syringe, a pristine-white probe-razor, a speculum. Shea wanted to open his mouth, but his face was a rubber mask after all the morphine.

			It was his sister who asked the question everybody in the room must’ve been thinking. “Will he talk again?”

			And even before the doctor could answer, Mother broke into tears.

			“Catherine, please,” Father said, putting his hand—always sandpaper-rough, clay-rough—on her shoulder.

			Undaunted, Lena took a step forward. “Will he be the same?”

			“Probably.” The doctor drummed his fingers on the black roll. “He has a concussion, but nothing worse than that, it seems. Pupils are of equal size. It’s a miracle, actually, given the tree’s height. Of course, tomorrow we’ll know more. He should rest—and give him water, but do not feed him or he may choke on his own vomit.”

			They filed out of the bedroom, Lena last.

			The next time Shea opened his eyes, there were stars outside the window. The door creaked, letting in blackness from the corridor and, with it, his sister carrying a tray that smelled of warmth and baking.

			“I think …” His head swam, but at least he was able to talk; that was good. “I think the doctor said not to give me food.”

			“Who cares?” She lowered the tray, then herself, on the bed next to him. “I bet you won’t choke. Anyone but my brother. Besides, Grandma made black truffle waffles.”

			“Smells great.”

			“Here, open your mouth.”

			Never before—or again—had the waffles tasted this good, the way things can only taste in childhood. Rich, sweet, earthy. A few minutes passed in counterpoint to two twelve-year-old jaws, chewing.

			“I’ve been thinking,” Lena said. “I’ve been thinking. You know what we’ll do, you and I?”

			“What?”

			“Guess.”

			“Ask Grandma to make more waffles?”

			“When we’re old enough, I want a beautiful workshop,” she said, and the wind breathed through the window, going, strand by strand, through her hair. “Chairs and tables like on those pictures from the capital. Maybe wardrobes, too.”

			“A carpenter princess.”

			Even in darkness, he could guess a hint of her smile. “Go on. Sneer all you want—I’m the one with the waffle tray.” She paused, and he saw a reflection in her eyes—perhaps the moon, perhaps the starlight, perhaps the future. “I just don’t want Ma to feel sad anymore when she buys new furniture. And I want it to be yours and mine, Brother. I want that place to be yours and mine.”
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			Shea and Aidan didn’t exchange a word on the return trip, and without forced detours to cursed shrines—and with the rain having depleted its resources—the journey from Poltava felt trivial, like a government visit.

			They didn’t talk when they were back at the castle, either—but the next morning, in lieu of an alarm clock, a leisurely knock on the door came.

			A knock ending on a firm note.

			Shea opened the door, and Aidan walked past him, stopping in front of the wine cabinet—to count the empty bottles, to survey the state of moral decay? Then he rubbed his black-gloved hands together, and it occurred to Shea that perhaps the man was just trying to hide his discomfort. Of course. Coming to another’s quarters wasn’t Aidan’s thing; he wanted people to come to him. Here stood someone who loved to choose his own scenery, which was the likely reason they’d met at a theater that day at the Red Hill.

			Shea sat in the chair by the coffee table.

			“So this is the place the duke gave you,” Aidan said without turning.

			“These are my quarters.”

			“How do you feel after yesterday?”

			“Better, thank you.”

			“Better.” Aidan strolled up to the table, lingered, and lowered himself opposite. “You know what I came to talk about.”

			“I’m afraid …” Shea sighed. “Listen, I really feel better, but the fact remains—when I convinced the duke to destroy the Drakiri devices, I believed in what I was saying. Heaven knows how many were maimed at the tower, perhaps even died—were there any deaths? Do you know?”

			“I don’t. Not that I care much, mind you.”

			“I do.”

			“A chance at the crown means nothing to you, does it? Then consider this: if the tower doesn’t get finished within the next two years, Duma will attempt an incursion.”

			Shea couldn’t contain a hiss. “They’re doing fine selling us raft fuel. And we depend on them just as they depend on us for the import of the skyraft engines.”

			“See, there’s a slight difference. First of all, we don’t need to rely on them—it’s a myth they’re the only ones in possession of a large enough supply. Has anyone even bothered to run the actual numbers, or is it a matter of popular belief? It’s important—listen!—it’s important because, unlike us, they understand our arrangement is a marriage of convenience. This makes us vulnerable and emboldens them.”

			“So are you one of those who believe Duma has the densest population of megalomaniacs in the world.”

			“I don’t believe anything. I know. Duma is my motherland. I spent the first thirteen years of my life there. I know how they think, their opinion of other countries, of you.”

			“Well, it’s not like we have a lot to do, so why don’t you convince me that they’re the furnace of the world’s evil?”

			“I’ll tell you a story, Shea.” Aidan slouched on the chair, but one of the black gloves squeezed into a fist. “It was my father who’d decided, single-handedly, that we needed to leave the country. He decided it when the crown prince, then only fifteen, only three years older than I was, assumed command of the royal cavalry battalion.

			“People went crazy. You know how it happens: everybody ecstatic, everybody talking of a new emerging leader. Father—he saw the writing on the wall. One morning at the end of summer I woke up and saw him through the window, in the sun, exchanging papers with a man I didn’t recognize.

			“They shook hands and parted. I couldn’t see Father anymore past the window’s edge, but I knew the front door would bang in a few seconds, and that moment was for me—I realize it sounds trite, but still—it was a loss of innocence. My sisters, Maria and Isabel …” He paused. “Maria and Isabel slept in another room. I remember a toy, a bear, perched on the table in mine.

			“The door banged and he walked in, or rather, darted through the anteroom. I heard him say something to Mother in a loud voice—normally, he was all quiet in the mornings, afraid of disturbing our sleep.

			“When I tiptoed over the ice-cold floor, into the living room, Mother was collecting things, some silly stuff—pictures from the walls, porcelain cats from the shelves. Father told her to stop, pack the clothes, and wake us up.

			“The carriage already waited outside. Our cook flapped her apron at her face, and the stable hand, Michael, ran after us, waving his hands. Michael had first put me on a horse and taught me to ride.” Aidan paused. “Past the city gates, I remember, Father relaxed. He even smiled at me. Isabel asked for her doll. That was when the bomb exploded.”

			He traced with his fingers a pattern on the table.

			“Something hit me on the head, and I flew out through the carriage’s door like a sack. I sat on the pavement, bawling, snot all over my face. My hearing was gone. And you know what the worst thing is? I don’t even remember the corpses. I remember a wheel rolling past me, people running toward us, but not the corpses.

			“Mother and Father survived—Isabel and Maria didn’t. It was Michael who’d planted the bomb. They’d found out Father wanted to leave the country, and they bribed our stable hand to blow us up.”

			He went silent, staring at his hands.

			“I’m sorry, Aidan,” Shea said.

			“You don’t have to be. It was twenty-five years ago. I healed. Which brings me to another point.” Aidan pinched the rim of his glove. “You’re afraid that people at the tower will never learn to work with the Drakiri devices? Well, you can live with these things for your entire life.”

			In one motion, the glove came off. Behind the window, a crow—was it the same Shea already knew?—let out a caw, as if it saw what he saw.

			Aidan’s arm ended at the wrist; what came after branched off in metal and purple veins, glowed in sparks, roughly following the contours of a human hand—but only roughly. Knotted “fingers” rolled in the air as though strumming a chord.

			Shea exhaled. “Gosh. I never knew.”

			Carefully, Aidan put the glove back on. “Now you do. The bomb maimed me, and I had this thing fitted instead by a wandering Drakiri craftsman when I was twenty-one.”

			“You said you found out it was Michael who’d planted the bomb. What did you do to him?”

			Aidan didn’t say anything, but his smile sharpened while his eyes went to ice.

			Isabel, Maria. Lena. Shea froze, struck by an analogy. I could’ve been Aidan. If it were a person that had taken Lena from me, I quite possibly would’ve been him.

			“I’m dead tired—could you please give me some time alone?” he said.

			Aidan stood, and the crow cawed again as the door opened and shut.

			In the courtyard of the Owenbeg castle, a thin dash of white: a woman Shea didn’t know, waiting—for something or someone. He leaned against the window frame. Sis, I need to talk. I already know the answers they give. Tell me if what they’d want me to do is forgivable. His mind’s eye spun figures under the golden lights, men and women coming together, coming apart, the kohl-lined eyes glancing at him.

			Maybe Aidan and Brielle had their own truth, but even if they did, that would only make him someone doing the right thing for all the wrong reasons.

			I want to be there. At the royal court, at the Red Hill. I’ve always wanted to. We’ve both wished for things in our lives, haven’t we? You understand. I had no idea my exile was a test, Sis. In his eight years at the Hill, had he ever seen anyone break the waltz? Funny how, in dance, one took each step of one’s own volition, all the while following a goal somebody else had set up for them.

			Damn it, Sis—I can be a successor to Daelyn, can you imagine that? If I only play my cards right, if I rescue the tower. If I undo what I did earlier. Listen, can we—

			The woman turned and looked in his direction. He straightened and pulled lightly at the curtain.

			“Let’s do it like this,” he whispered. “It’s different, now that I’m here. I know the risks. I’ll personally make sure there are no accidents, no chewed walls, no more blood. Can we do it, can we do it like this?”

			Am I striking a deal with my own conscience?

			A man strode into the courtyard below, ran up to the woman, and spun her around in his arms.
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			“I can get us new Drakiri devices,” Shea said. “But this time, I’ll pick people to work with them myself.”

			“Fine. Fine.” Brielle sat on the sofa, at the same place he’d found her two weeks ago with a half-finished bottle of wine. None of that old desperation remained, though, no slouched posture. All straight shoulders now. “What made you change your mind?”

			Shea didn’t answer, looking at Aidan—who, from the window, said, “You still haven’t told us where you’re planning to get the devices.”

			“Does it matter?”

			“It matters to me.”

			From under the rosewood trapdoor, Shea almost answered. “From an abandoned workshop in Musk Valley.”

			“Musk Valley?” Aidan slid his gloved fingers between the curtains—Shea strived to remember whether the hand was the mechanical one—and peeked at something outside. “There’s that city—what’s its name?—Oakvale?”

			“Oakville.”

			“How many devices are we talking?” Brielle asked.

			“Thirty or thirty-five, I don’t quite recall.”

			The black glove let go of the curtains. “Will this be enough?”

			“The number itself is one of the reasons I’m agreeing to this. With only three dozen devices, there’s hope we can keep an eye on them.”

			“Well, it’s a fraction of what the duke has destroyed,” Brielle said, “but if we concentrate all of them at one place, at the top of the tower, we may just create a sufficient upward pull that would stabilize the structure. I must do the calculations, of course—”

			“These will be stronger devices,” Shea said. “Much stronger.”

			“Could you be more specific?” Aidan asked.

			Shea looked at him.

			“Wouldn’t it be dangerous, putting them so close to each other?” Aidan turned to Brielle.

			“Yes, but also easier to supervise,” she said.

			“Handpicked personnel this time,” Shea repeated. “No more than ten people.”

			She nodded in quick succession—I promise, I promise.

			“We’ll still need to convince the duke,” Aidan said, “but I have a few ideas.” He shifted his eyes back to Shea. “What’s Oakville to you?”

			“Am I under interrogation?”

			“Listen, I’m trying to help. We simply don’t have the time. I’d like to understand if you’re at risk of running into a Patrick Number Two in Oakville.”

			“Why would there be a Patrick Number Two?”

			“Because I feel there’s more to it than you let on. This workshop, was it yours? Your family’s? Why was it abandoned? Did something happen there?”

			“What’s Oakville to you, Shea?” echoed Brielle.

			“Oakville is home.”

			And that was all he told them.

			Later, in another room, he rolled across the sweaty sheets, the fat angel staring at him from the ceiling. A hand touched his shoulder, and a voice thanked him that could’ve belonged to the painting above, to its vermilion and umber.

			“What are you thanking me for?” he said, eyes on the angel.

			“It was nice.”

			“This time it was different. You’re different, Lena. Gentler—no, wait, that’s not it. Happier, I guess.”

			She rose on her elbow, making no effort to cover her chest. He, on the other hand, wanted to hide his entire body from her.

			“I am happy,” she said. “I want to run naked into the courtyard and laugh, laugh, laugh.”

			“Better not do that, though.”

			She traced his cheek with her fingertips.

			Shea turned to her. “I don’t understand you. That book, from the settlement—it’s just a legend. You can’t seriously believe in the Mimic Tower.”

			How could he tell her? How could he tell her he was about to undo everything, to smash that happiness to pieces?

			She paused, contemplating something. “Imagine living at the foot of a great volcano. You live in a village, a town, a city—doesn’t matter. It’s all the world you know. And then, one day, you learn the volcano will erupt in five years. And all will be gone, the houses, the people, the trees, the brook where you used to swim as a kid.”

			“I would probably move somewhere else.”

			“You can’t, that’s the problem. The ash would cover the skies until the earth itself would grow cold. I’ve been living with that kind of knowledge for years, Shea. It breaks you. Makes you cry like a baby at sunset.”

			“But that’s the point,” he said. “It’s not knowledge, Lena. It’s some text and a couple of drawings.”

			“Do you remember what I’ve told you about my mother? There was a time, right after my father had died, when she couldn’t paint—so she took on menial jobs to get us by. One of those jobs was restoration. She restored everything, from paintings to old books.”

			“So it was her.” Shea studied her face, her black hair cascading onto the pillow. “She introduced you to that legend, didn’t she?”

			“The Mimic Tower is real, Shea. We’ve avoided an apocalypse by a hairbreadth.”

			Something bitter rose in him, threatening to splash in acid against his windpipe. “You’re a child. A beautiful, proud, misguided child.”

			He immediately regretted his words, the clumsy attempt at hurting her. You’re trying to hurt yourself, he thought, you prick, for what you’re planning to do. He opened his mouth to apologize—but she simply smiled at him, something maternal passing through her eyes.

			“Have you ever entertained a thought,” she said, “that the universe may be more complex than we’re ready to admit?”

			He remembered. There had been a day in spring—he’d been seven, and his biology teacher strode into the classroom brandishing two daguerreotypes. Here, kids, is an octopus—and what do you see now? Holding up a picture of an aquarium (and in it, something with more limbs than a living being was entitled to), switching the images with the practiced movement of a circus magician.

			I see only rocks.

			Look closely. This stone to the left, it’s him. Mimicking his environment. Live matter is capable of wondrous things, kids.

			Can rocks mimic life, too?

			No. No, of course not.

			But behind the classroom’s window, the sunlight had filtered through the branches of an apple tree, a lattice that reminded Shea of the veins on the backs of his grandmother’s palms, and an idea had occurred to him then—vague and half-formed as it was in a seven-year-old’s head—which echoed what Lena had said just now: that maybe life carried more facets than even the scholars knew.

			“It doesn’t matter.” Lena sat on the bed. “Everything’s fine for now. It’ll be a while before anyone attempts another construction on this scale.”

			How can I tell her? Do I still have the right to this intimacy?

			He remembered thinking he was a cart on a track, with no option but to press forward—during his speech at the council chamber, when he’d told the duke to get rid of the Drakiri devices. Now he was retracing his own steps, following the pas in a golden dance.

			“I want to leave Owenbeg,” Lena said. “You could join me.”

			“Join you?”

			“Yes. Why stay? You’ve said yourself the queen will blame the tower on you. Why wait for that?”

			Her eyes glowed, and the ballroom in his mind shook.

			“It’ll be wonderful, you’ll see. We’ll travel with a caravan, listen to the birds in the evening. Let’s do it, Shea, let’s do it right now, let’s leave tomorrow.”

			Suddenly, the dance moves no longer made sense. He imagined breathing in the smell of her skin, looking at the stars through the strands of her hair. They’d settle somewhere near the ocean, where gulls sing. He saw her, in a light linen dress, ankle-deep in water. Sat with her, feet dangling, at the edge of a caravan’s wagon, pine trees full of sunlight passing them by.

			Then he glanced at the angel again, at the olive branch extended toward the hunter. Paintings are a lie. They’re frozen in time, but nothing can stand still, and all things are moving, drawn to some faraway goal.

			“I need to leave for a week,” he said. “Let’s talk again when I’m back.”
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			He heard his sister before he saw her—or rather, he heard a crowd’s rumble coming from the direction of Sun Plaza. He’d expected her in the morning, but something must’ve intervened. It was getting late. Squeezed between the roofs, the evening was a baked crust, the same gold and terra-cotta reflecting, Shea knew, off the grapes at home, at the vineyard.

			He turned away from the street and dived back into the workshop’s twilight. At this hour, the hall reminded him of a belly of some great ship, shadows accentuating all the wheels suspended under the ceiling and the ropes stretched between them.

			“Danny!”

			The only man still working raised his head from a sand-yellow cabinet.

			“She’s coming. It’s time.”

			Danny was all thumbs. Well-meaning, hardworking, but easily distracted. A few seconds dragged by before he nodded, wiped his hands on his apron, and followed Shea outside.

			The rumble: two streets away now, judging by the acoustics. One. Then a wooden cart rolled into the square and in front of the workshop, pulling behind it a dozen onlookers: a flock of baby ducks in their mother’s wake. Lena sat atop a pile of something big, dark, egg-shaped.

			Beaming, she waved at Shea. “Look at this, Brother!”

			For a moment, for him, she became the girl with whom he used to play hide-and-seek at the vineyard, and he realized he was already smiling back. He took her hand and helped her to the ground.

			“You’re alone, Sis?”

			“So. Why?” She dusted her trousers.

			“Show’s over, guys,” he said, picking out with his eyes the tallest person in the crowd, a woman in a linen coif. Then, to Lena, “I thought we had agreed you’d bring a Drakiri to help us.”

			“Are you afraid of a couple of flowers?”

			“Flowers?”

			“Tulips.” She patted one of the dark objects lying on the cart. “They are tulips, don’t you find?”

			“I’m not sure. Eggs, at most.”

			“Wait until they bloom.”

			“So you know how to operate them?”

			“Of course,” she said. “And anything I don’t know, we can figure out together.”

			He paused, studying her, studying the devices. “Okay. Let’s unload them, then. Danny, would you …”

			Lena turned and touched a valve on the “tulip’s” surface. With her other hand, she nudged a lever. Both motions appeared natural, light, as though she were weaving or playing a harp.

			The dark egg hummed and rose into the air like a giant bumblebee, prompting sighs from the people who still lingered in the square.

			“And then you do—this.” She reached around and slapped the hovering device on the side, sending it gliding toward Shea. “Catch it, Brother. Catch it, Danny! Catch it!”

			Lena’s laughter followed them as they ran—clumsily, in Danny’s case—after the tulip, headed for a back alley.
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			Mist seeped in through the tower’s portals, watering down the artisans’ figures, making beacons out of the flashes of tinder. Brielle half-ran up the staircase, now and then waving her hand at the ghosts who got close. In the mist, she felt at the same time alone and part of the whole: seeing enough to recognize the familiar shapes, isolated enough to experience her joy without thinking about how she looked.

			Her tower was beautiful in the morning, overwhelming at noon, heart-stopping at dusk—but she only ever saw a fraction of it. Now, weirdly, she saw more: with the real details a blurry mess, her mind’s eye reached from the foundation to the top. Her architectural plans, superimposed over the world. Everything connecting.

			Her favorite place was a deserted portal on the second level, a hundred and fifty feet above the ground. The artisans had made the opening too narrow by mistake, which in turn made it impractical to roll the ballista through. There was no wooden platform outside, and no people around. The portal overlooked a poplar-lined road that snaked across the countryside, sloped up the hill, and disappeared; Brielle liked to imagine at the other end was a small town in which she’d designed every building. At daytime, the road remained in shadow, but evenings cast it in reddish brown. The Copper Road, she called it in her mind. She’d even done a few design sketches: a one-story house, a tavern, a bookstore.

			Now, the poplars were barely visible. Standing in the portal, squeezing the bricks with her fingers, she glanced back and listened: nothing. Nobody here to judge her. She raised her hands. Yelled. Somewhere close, birds fluttered with the effect of laundry flapping in the wind.

			She knew from experience her joy would prove short-lived, and soon, doubts would kick in—What if Shea arrives too late? What if his devices won’t be enough?—so she tried to prolong the moment. The sky mingled with the earth until the mist began to dissipate, replacing the enigma with flat sunlight.

			Returning to the staircase and continuing her ascent, Brielle did what she often did: she counted the steps. She calculated her child’s age this way—not in months but in strides. Four thousand fifty in total so far; ninety on average between two portals. Months were unreliable, swaying from side to side like drunks, a day longer, a day shorter. Steps were measured, cut out, exactly the same.

			The next opening was empty, too, but the portal after it boasted a modest population: five artisans, huddling around a grindstone.

			One of them raised his head. “Chief Engineer!”

			“I don’t want to intrude,” Brielle said. “Carry on, please.”

			“We’ve heard someone, hmm, screaming.”

			She hoped she didn’t blush.

			“Tatiana here, ehm, even wanted to go investigate. Did you hear it, Chief?”

			The woman the artisan was talking about seemed middle-aged and had a tired, yet focused look. “Came from the abandoned portal over there,” she said. “We couldn’t see anything in the mist, and I was afraid a worker had fallen.”

			Brielle asked, “Was afraid? As in, not anymore?”

			“Too short a cry for someone falling.”

			Quick at spotting details. The voice sounded familiar. Wasn’t this the same woman who’d knocked on her door when she was burning the engineering drawings? The one who wanted to discuss an idea for—which level? The sixth? I should try her at the drawing table. A good eye for talent, probably nothing more than a useful trait in the capital, such a necessity in Owenbeg.

			“I don’t think we’ve met before. Tatiana is a Dumian name, right?”

			The woman hesitated to respond, and Brielle berated herself. Did it matter where she was from? The scar tissue ran deep through Poltava and dozens of other villages. The new border, some two hundred miles long and hugging Owenbeg and its tower the way the sea hugs a lighthouse-topped cape, had mainly resulted in territories being ceded to Duma—but many emigrated in a show of discontent with their crown prince’s policies.

			“Please excuse me,” Brielle said. “And maybe you could swing by my office tomorrow? I’d like to discuss something.”

			The woman nodded.

			“We got word Sean’s on the mend, at least partially,” said the same man as before. “Still, a good thing. You remember him, Chief? That lord from the capital grilled him—”

			“Shea tested him, yes. I’m happy. I’m happy Sean is okay.”

			And she did feel happy—only disproportionately so, a smaller joy layering over the bigger one. This prompted a stab of guilt.

			“This is really wonderful news,” Brielle said.
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			Aidan fished a piece of meat from his plate.

			“It’ll come,” Shea said. “Two more hills, and we’ll see it.”

			The place where the river meets the land, where the hillside scoops the sun’s honey and the toy white boats ride the waves.

			He didn’t know to whom he was telling this—certainly not that calm silence sitting across the table from him. Aidan’s eyes were fixed on the skyraft’s window; the black gloves stayed on even when he ate.

			The dining lounge hosted one more passenger, an old lady with large, veiny hands. Although she held on to a fork, she didn’t appear to be eating: each time Shea glanced at her, it was the same posture, same lowered head, as if she’d started the motion but didn’t have the strength to finish it.

			“Something seems to be bothering you,” Aidan said. “What is it?”

			His earlier words echoed in Shea’s mind—“We must get rid of Patrick, I’m afraid”—as if Aidan had applied a knife to the sentence the way he’d been ready to apply it to Patrick’s throat.

			“We share a common goal, Shea, and I’ve no desire to see it compromised. And I still know nothing about this workshop of yours.”

			Sunlit hills flowed below, trees at that distance turning into gilded fur.

			“Musk Valley is my home,” Shea said.

			“Fine, don’t talk. You seem intent on rejecting my help.”

			“What do you want me to say? Half of me still thinks coming here was a mistake, and I’m afraid it might be the better half. What the hell are we even doing, bringing more devices to Owenbeg?”

			Aidan crumpled his napkin. “Do you realize—damn it, I’m repeating myself—do you realize what’s at stake? This is our future, combined. And the country’s—”

			“No, this is your belief.”

			The old lady at the neighboring table twitched the way people twitch in their sleep. The fork clanked against her plate, and she finally started eating.

			“Or Daelyn’s belief,” Shea continued. “Against someone else’s. You believe Duma would instigate a great war. The queen believes her legacy is a two-thousand-foot monstrosity. Drakiri believe that same monstrosity will bring about the apocalypse. One belief against the other.”

			“Except some beliefs have foundations in reality and some are pure superstition. What’s the deal with the Drakiri, you said?” Aidan slid away his plate and skewed his mouth, from the looks of it probing his teeth in search of a wayward piece of food.

			“They’re convinced—they’re convinced that once the tower is finished, another will materialize. They even have a name for it—the Mimic Tower. It’s supposed to be a portal to hell.”

			The old lady gasped, and her fork rang like a little bell.

			Aidan smiled at her, then turned back to Shea. “Surely you realize how crazy this sounds.”

			“Crazy, Aidan? Same crazy as in ‘devices we don’t understand that can fly’?”

			“That’s different. That’s technology, as opposed to superstition. Look, you have some weaknesses that would make it difficult for you to run the court, should all of this …” Aidan raised his hands, palms up. “Should our plans work. You need to get rid of those weaknesses. Focus on the goal at hand.”

			Take the next step in the golden dance.

			And then they passed the next hill, and, sure enough, there were the ripples on water, and the white sails, and the valley’s saddle onto which a palette knife had scrawled the contours of a city.

			Somehow, the magic of it appeared dull; all he could think about was a boy looking at his sisters’ dead bodies, an image that held, in itself, a similar picture from his own past, like a Dumian stacking doll.

		


		
			[image: ] 3 [image: ]

			“Sorry, Brother!”

			Upon entering the workshop, Shea ducked in a nick of time to avoid getting smashed against the wall by a gliding wardrobe. He scanned the room but couldn’t understand where Lena’s voice was coming from.

			On the far side of the hall, Danny and another worker caught the wardrobe and stabilized it in the air. It hung there, spinning lazily, surreal in the purple light that oozed from the tulip fastened to its back. Danny stared at it, mouth open. Other pieces of furniture floated across the workshop, too—a mahogany dining table, a padded sofa for four, an oak-and-leather chair: a scene from someone’s dream.

			“Grand, isn’t it?” Lena descended to the floor, sitting with legs crossed atop a Drakiri device.

			“This is dangerous, Sis. You could fall.”

			“Why don’t you give it a ride yourself?” She smiled, rose, and tapped the inky surface. “Come on.”

			“No thank you.”

			The moment the tulip had touched down, the purple light inside began to die.

			“Look.” She waved around the hall. “No more hauling things. No more accidents when something falls on someone. We can have twice as much space, we can get rid of all the workbenches—people will work on the furniture while it’s suspended in the air. Hey, they can even work outside if they wish.”

			“Why didn’t you wait for me, Sis? I thought we wanted to try those things out together.”

			“I thought so, too.” She thumped her fist playfully on his arm. “But today, you seemed more interested in that new maid—what’s her name? Muriel? Did you take her out to the vineyards?”

			Shea felt red rising to his cheeks. “No. Listen, there’s a Drakiri settlement in Owenbeg. Why didn’t you buy those things—tulips, eggs, whatever you call them—there? Why did you need to venture abroad for that?”

			“Owenbeg is three hundred miles away, the settlement in Eirona, one hundred miles. Simple arithmetic. Why do you ask?”

			“I had a talk with that Drakiri, you know, the fellow who works in the town hall.”

			“Mmm?”

			“He told me those tulips, they’re dangerous. What’s worse, the ones you bought appear to be some experimental variety. Stronger than normal. When I asked him to come here and take a look at them, he wouldn’t even consider it.”

			“Brother.”

			“He said they’re volatile and difficult to operate.”

			“There’s a valve, and there’s a lever. You saw how I operated them—did it seem difficult to you?”

			“I saw you working with them, Sis, yes. What about the others?”

			“I can turn the tulips on and off. Once they’re in the air, you don’t need to do anything else, just push them here and there. I can take care of everything.”

			“Perhaps,” Shea said. “But what if you get sick? What if something happens at home and you have to leave in the middle of the day?”

			“Hopefully nothing happens at home. And if it does, we’ll deal with it when we get there. Oh, and by the way …” She turned and ran her fingers across the tulip’s surface, now completely dark. “I’ve ordered another thirty devices. They’ll arrive in a few days.”

			“What? No! This is my workshop as well as yours, and I forbid it. Even those six”—he glanced at the people trying to get hold of the rotating mahogany table—“may’ve been a mistake.”

			Something sparkled in her eyes. “Let’s make a bet.”

			“A bet?”

			“A bet. Like we did when we were children. Give me till tomorrow evening, and I bet you I’ll change your mind about the tulips.”

			Shea said, “What do you …?”

			She beamed. “I have an idea.” Without warning, she stepped forward and squeezed him in an embrace. “Everything will be beautiful. You’ll see, Brother.”
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			The carriage took Shea and Aidan from the port’s breeze into Oakville’s narrow, sand-colored streets.

			In no particular order: sunlight-watered shadows under the walkways between houses, a barber on the corner catching the clouds with his mirror, a bigger dog chasing a smaller one, a woman, her hand on her hip, talking to a man with bald temples.

			Inconceivable how something could carry the sugary-powder flavor of childhood and, at the same time, a much more bitter, corroding taste.

			“I never wanted to return,” he said.

			Aidan didn’t respond.

			Sun Plaza. Memory lane zigzagged around striped market stands, past doors the color of green bottle glass. Summer always managed to prolong its stay here: yellow leaves on the cherry trees seemed simply an extension of daylight.

			The driver half-turned to them. “Where to now?”

			“Ashcr …” Damn it. Something made him swallow the word—whether it was the sun that stung his eyes, or all the things rising in his chest. “Ashcroft family workshop.”

			“What’s that?”

			“The furniture shop a few streets away.”

			“Oh.” The man pursed his lips. “Oh. You mean Imogen’s.”

			What had he expected? After a decade—dead windows, still crisscrossed by wooden boards? Of course, the place had a new owner, and he could only hope they hadn’t discovered the rosewood trapdoor.

			“Who’s the proprietor again?” he said.

			“A gal called Imogen.” The driver smacked his lips. “That shop, after what had happened, folks were afraid it was cursed or something. All those people who died—”

			“What did happen there?” Aidan said.

			The man shrugged. “People died. You know. Anyway, no one wanted to buy the place until Imogen came along and made it into a clothing store.”

			The carriage drove into a small square in front of a building that still reminded Shea—even though his young, romantic self had long retired—of a yacht: the dark wood of the first floor and the white sail of the second. The sign read “Flying Dresses.” Imogen hadn’t simply bought the workshop, she’d bought its history, too.

			Leaving the black gloves to meter out the coins, Shea hopped off the carriage.

			“What do you have in mind?” Aidan called to him.

			“To talk.”

			The doorbell silver-chimed.

			The main hall wasn’t the way he remembered it: no more wheels under the ceiling—or ropes—no scent of resin and finished wood. No laughter; no clinking, somewhere in the corner, of beer mugs. People in white stood at equal distances from one another, each hunched over their own small table. Clean, neat: a checkerboard.

			A tall woman sailed up to him. “May I help you?”

			“Good afternoon.” Shea looked around, remembering. “I … I would be interested in a guided tour.”

			“We don’t offer tours, I’m afraid. But if you’re looking to buy a dress, I can show you our fabrics.”

			“Sure,” he said. “Thank you.” That door, across the hall. Still there. Here’s hoping they hadn’t tried to change the floorboards—

			“This is cotton with lozenges, and here’s some striped linen. The latter’s particularly beautiful with …”

			There was zero chance they would get to the trapdoor with all those people around.

			“When do you close?” Shea asked.

			“Purple velvet. I beg your pardon?”

			“When do you close the workshop?”

			“At six. But it’s still plenty of time to take your measurements if—”

			“Listen, I’ve some money with me. I know it sounds very strange, but I assure you, there’s no malicious intent involved.”

			“I don’t understand.”

			“You just need to let me in after your close. I’ll pay you whatever you ask.” Shea lowered his voice. “I won’t take anything from the workshop. I’m not trying to rob you. I only require ten minutes—I’ll pay you, okay? I promise I won’t get you into trouble.”

			She nodded slowly, staring at him. “Please give me a second.”

			A guy at one of the tables cursed loudly and puffed at his fingers—for a moment, that distracted Shea, and then the woman wasn’t there anymore. When he caught sight of her again, she stood at the other side of the hall next to a bulky fellow with hands that, from the looks of them, could bend small trees.

			Shea saw her say something and point at him.

			Fuck. The bell chimed again as he tumbled out into the street.

			“Find out anything?” Aidan said.

			“Found out we need to scramble, fast.”

			Rushing toward a back alley, déjà vu gripped him that he first couldn’t place. Then he remembered—catch it, Danny, catch it. The sudden influx of memory was so painful that he doubled over, palms on his knees.

			Aidan interpreted this in his own way. “You should exercise more, my friend.”

			From the shadows, they watched the “bouncer” step out through the front door, scan the street, disappear back into the shop.

			Catch it, Danny.

			“Let’s forget the entire thing,” Shea said. “Do you hear me, Aidan? Let’s forget it and return to Owenbeg.”

			Aidan slowly turned his head and chuckled in disbelief. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

			“Damn it.” Shea pressed his back against the wall and slid down into a crouch. “Damn it all. We’re out of options anyway—we can’t get to the tulips.”

			“Have you at least found out when they close?”

			“At six.”

			“Then we’re in luck, ’cause some of these bloody places stay open through midnight.” Aidan turned around. “Let’s meet here at ten.”

			“Where are you going?”

			“You said thirty devices. We’ll need help to transport them.”

			“How would we even get them?”

			“Well, that one’s pretty obvious,” Aidan said. “We break in.”
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			Give me till tomorrow evening, she’d told him yesterday.

			“Shea, wake up. Shea.”

			Hands shook him, disembodied hands, with no person behind them. He tried to free himself when arms came into focus, then the face framed by strands of red hair.

			Muriel.

			“I had a nightmare,” he said.

			“Forget it. Look out the window.”

			“Let me just lie here for a few minutes.”

			“Wake up, something’s wrong. I think something’s happened in the city.”

			He sat on the bed, and a sickening feeling tapped on his abdomen. “Am I still sleeping?”

			“What’s the matter with you? Look out the window.”

			He did. It must’ve been seven or eight in the evening—he’d dozed for an hour, no more, and the void in his body left by the lovemaking had yet to close. In front of him, vineyards stretched down the hill’s slope. A road snaked in the distance, and between it and the river, redheaded from the sunset, lay Oakville.

			Against the darkening rim of the sky, a cone of purple light expanded from behind the roofs.

			Give me till tomorrow evening.

			“What the hell is that?” said Muriel. “And what are you doing?”

			He didn’t answer, frantically trying to push his right foot into his pants.

			The purple light boiled.

			Heartbeat.
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			“Where did you learn to pick locks?” Aidan asked.

			“My sister taught me. She used to do it for fun when we were kids.”

			No questions followed: no I didn’t know you had a sister, no where is she now? And anyway, in a few seconds, with a click, the front door opened into the transparent dark of Flying Dresses.

			“Shall we wait for your people, Aidan?”

			“No, let’s go in. They’ll arrive in ten minutes or so.”

			Tables with fabrics heaped on them, clothing stretchers. A child’s suit hanging from a coat hook. Shea had to remind himself why he wasn’t a thief, why it was all warranted. But the door at the end of the hall drew closer, and with it, a vomit-inducing, ether-inhaling vertigo. There used to be a workbench here; Danny and himself had drunk beer over there. You’re fine, Danny, you’re fine. Don’t worry. You’ll fit in.

			Voices in the street, Aidan’s whisper: Duck.

			Shea crouched behind a table, praying that the pile of cloth on it would be enough to conceal the top of his head. When the voices gained in volume, he peeked over the linen waves. A group of young people passed outside the windows. One of them, a girl, got close to the glass, either trying to look inside or examining her own reflection. A man laughed.

			“Let’s go …” Something loud and unintelligible. “Come on.”

			The girl leaned against the window with her palms. Darkness erased all features from her face, and moonlight went right through the hair. Shea imagined her lips moving.

			The next moment, tiny purple garlands stretched among the shadows: Aidan pulled off one of his gloves.

			More laughter. “… Let’s go.”

			“Aidan,” Shea whispered. “It’s okay, they’re leaving.”

			The girl pushed herself away from the window—but the garlands continued to shimmer until the voices outside became an echo.

			Heartbeat.
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			The purple light boiled.

			“Lena!”

			In the square before the workshop—hands, more hands, tugging at his biceps, at the lapels of his suit.

			“Get the fuck off of me.” Shea slapped the palms and fingers away, shouldering his way through the crowd. “Lena! Lena!”

			Of course, she couldn’t hear him. If she were even inside the workshop—he still clung to the hope that the mammoth vortex boiling purply toward the sky had nothing to do with her.

			Maybe she’d gone to the vineyards. Maybe she’d gone for a drink.

			The building loomed ahead, a shadow stretching over the centipede of the crowd.

			He broke out into the free part of the square suddenly and unexpectedly, stumbling and almost falling. There was no transition, not a single onlooker left. Ten feet before the front door, a dead zone started.

			He noticed the details, the way the roof arched, as though crumpled by a giant hand, the way the windows curved inward.

			Someone yelled, Stop him—and yet nobody did.

			A second’s hesitation was all he could afford. Somewhere above, invisible to him now, the purple cone swirled.

			Shea stepped into the workshop.

			Wheels and ropes, tangled into a nightmarish spiderweb; the wall opposite the entrance, grinning, and the wardrobe, no longer airborne, squeezed into the hole. It looked like something had tried to suck the building in from the inside, and from the ripples frozen into the ceiling, he gauged where this something was.

			The epicenter lay behind the door at the other side of the hall.

			Or rather, a doorframe, a twisted and squashed one.

			Heartbeat.
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			Aidan pushed on the doorknob.

			It was a small room, twenty by twenty feet. Some shelves, brooms huddled together in thick shadow. Moonlight seeped in through the single window by the ceiling, reflecting off the lacquered floor. Shea tapped the floorboards with the tip of his boot. “We’ll need a hammer and a crowbar.”

			“Or anything to tear apart wood,” Aidan said. “It doesn’t have to be clean, you know. You go through those shelves. I’ll look in the adjacent rooms.”

			Aidan’s steps staccatoed through the main hall, and Shea swallowed the lump in his throat, wishing he could do the same with the fit of claustrophobia.

			Forgive me, Sis. I never wanted to return. But I need to see the dance through to its end.

			When Aidan reappeared in the doorframe, he was holding up an oil lamp and something that resembled a pair of goat’s legs.

			They worked in the jittering light like two coal miners, taking a pause each time Shea lost the grip or hit his finger—he could no longer feel his hands, heartbeat having occupied the entirety of his body.

			One by one, the floorboards came off and the rosewood trapdoor emerged. Aidan slid the crowbar into the crack.

			“A hand here?” he said. “The damn thing’s heavy.”

			Together, they lifted the door into an upright position. Underneath, a black rectangle gaped at them, all stale air and the reek of mildew. Shea put his foot on the first stair and thought, help me save face, Sis. Behind him, Aidan swung the lamp, but light wasn’t necessary at this point; Shea descended the staircase and took a few blind steps forward.

			His hands found a lever and a valve.

			Forgive me, Lena.

			Which one was he apologizing to?

			The tulip hummed, rising into the air, painting the cellar in purple, rows upon rows of the Drakiri devices stacked on top of each other like wine barrels.

			Aidan whistled. “Well, I’d be damned.”

			Heartbeat.
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			A twisted, squashed doorframe. Past it, a small room, twenty by twenty feet. Good for keeping brooms in, good for indoor picnics.

			The ceiling and the top of the walls had been torn off—a sculptor’s mold of a closet, started but not finished. At head height, a black egg hovered, wobbling and spewing purple light into the sky in a circular pattern. Lower, soot covered the plaster where the two oil lamps had smashed into it.

			Even lower lay the chairs with twisted legs—and the bodies.

			Danny was dead, mouth agape in childlike wonder, skin on the right side of his face one big burn—he’d probably held a lamp when everything happened.

			Lena’s chest was still going up and down.

			The only sound Shea could produce was a cawk. He fell on his knees, crawled up to her.

			“Lena, Lena, Lena.”

			He stretched out his hand, then pulled it back, not knowing what to do with that broken flower of a body, whether to try and hold it.

			She opened her left eye. “Shea. Danny …. Where’s … where is he?”

			“Sis, Sis, lie still.”

			“Where’s … Danny …”

			“Danny’s dead, Lena. Please, please.” He touched her hair with his fingertips.

			“Wanted … to teach him … show you how easy … that even he could use …” She coughed and spat blood.

			Anyone but my brother, he remembered—and realized she could choke any moment. He gently wrapped his arm around her shoulders and pressed her face into his chest.

			“You have to stop it,” she mumbled. “Switch off … the device.”

			“Everything will be all right,” Shea said. “We’ll sit here for a while. For a little while. Everything will be okay.”

			“You have … to stop it.”

			“I have to, yes.”

			He never realized tears could flow uninterrupted, without beginning or end, the body simply fulfilling one of its biological functions.

			“I love you, Sis.”

			“Love you … too … Brother.”

			With his boot, he pulled the remnants of the nearest chair under the tulip. Keeping balance atop that heap of wood proved difficult, but somehow he managed—maybe because he wasn’t thinking anymore.

			He screamed and fell when the black surface burned his hands. The device was red-hot.

			“Damn you.” He slammed his fist into the floor. “I don’t have time for this. I don’t have time for this.”

			When his palms lay on the lever and the valve again, he clenched his teeth and tried to forget about his skin melting away, turning and pulling through the pain’s curtain, turning and pulling the way Lena did it.

			The device shook one last time, spewed the last of its phlegm, and lowered itself onto the floor.

			He smiled. “I did it, Sis. I did it.”

			There was no answer.

			The people who found him—the ones who’d mustered enough courage to venture into the ruined building once the vortex had died—said he sat beside her body like a praying monk. He hadn’t said a word, allowing himself to be brought to his feet, bandaged, and led out.

			He didn’t speak the next day either, or the day after. Only listened.

			Heartbeat.

			Heartbeat.

			Silence.
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			Someone infantile had painted those trees and that morning light, someone who had just discovered zinc white and aerial perspective. In the same way, the sounds also lacked character: the flat clicking of the horse’s hooves, the dry tapping of the three pairs of boots that flanked the cart loaded with dark eggs.

			Aidan had hired some goons—and how are we different from Patrick now? He strode beside Shea, his black gloves on, whistling something, visibly pleased with “the catch.”

			Pines squeezed the road on both sides. When a gap opened on the left, a trail behind a decrepit wooden gate, Shea said, “I need to take a detour.”

			“Pardon?” Aidan shot a sideways glance at him.

			“The raft won’t depart for another three hours. I’ll meet you at the pier.”

			Shea hopped over the fence and followed the trail into the nascent day and along a cliff’s edge. Beneath him, Musk Valley gained form, soaking up light like a sponge, white houses and mansions, tiny figures scurrying between rows of grapevines, preparing them for winter.

			Morning sun always touched the Ashcroft estate last. Between it and the vineyards lay something new, a small field of red flowers.

			He lowered himself onto the road. If he watched long enough and squinted hard enough, he thought, he would see a girl strolling among the tulips. He would wave to her, and she would wave back, inviting him in, telling him to come home.

			When a skyraft crawled out of the clouds, still a distant, transparent contour, Shea got up and headed back for the main road.

			[image: ]

			Owenbeg greeted him with the same children slinging dust at each other, the same butcher in a stained apron, the same blind lattices of windows.

			It felt like a different life—and maybe it was, everything alien: the castle, the battlements, even the tower. Events from a decade ago seemed more real than what had happened to him here.

			In his quarters, he walked up to the glass-fronted cabinet. There were no golden lights in the reflection, no figures spinning in a grand waltz, only the desaturated monochrome of his own face. Voices emerged from the courtyard: Brielle, talking to the people Aidan had hired.

			Bring the devices to the tower, he mouthed what he couldn’t discern. Isn’t that what she’s saying? Prop my tower up.

			As for him—he waited for Lena.

			She came without a knock. She wore the same hunting suit as when they’d kissed for the first time, but she was even more beautiful, infinitely more beautiful now that he knew he was about to lose her.

			He tried to imagine again riding with her in a caravan wagon, her standing in the ocean waves. Just a few seconds more in the world they never got, a few seconds before she speaks.

			And she spoke.

			“You piece of shit,” she said. “What have you done?”

			“I’m sorry.” Shea held out his hands to her, then dropped them as he realized how pathetic he must have looked. “Forgive me, Lena.”

			“You’ve betrayed me. You little …. I’ll tell the duke about our affair. I’ll do it right away, and I hope to see you hanging from the first tree they find for you.”

			“I had to do it,” he said. “I care about you, but I had to do it. If you believe nothing that I say, please, at least believe that.”

			“Care about me? You think it matters to me, you think I cared about you? You think I care about you now? What I’ve told you about leaving Owenbeg with me—it was all a con. How could you be this delusional? I was using you, I was using you all along, as collateral, as a backup plan in case the tower somehow survived.

			“And now,” Lena said, “I will destroy you.”

			The gulls went silent. The imaginary caravan wagon exploded just as Aidan’s family carriage had.

			A dark tongue licked the ocean waves away.

		


		
			Part IV

			THE TOWER

			The Red Hill is the oldest part of the capital, and that speaks to the geriatric nature of power. Daelyn ascended the throne in her fifties, as did her father and grandfather. By contrast, the crown prince of Duma (and its de facto ruler), who’s just turned forty, governs his country from a palace in a new district. What can we learn from this? That traditions are great, but fresh blood requires supple veins to flow through.

			In this sense, we’re lucky that in our culture, the supreme power only passes to direct descendants, and that Daelyn has none. We may yet get the chance to see the Red Hill become the one thing it should be.

			A museum.

			Cillian Rand (ascribed to, source unknown, date unknown)
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			On the eve of the riots that had cost him his title, Shea had already known it would all go to hell.

			A dog howled. Terra-cotta roof tiles and hues of yellow trapped in the windows’ cages, smoke plumes threading from the chimneys, translucent against the setting sun and pumice-like where the evening had turned the sky into burnt paper. Shadows spilling into the streets’ troughs. Somewhere in that maze, an animal wailed.

			He leaned against the balustrade while a part of him, inside, shrunk back. Remain ministerial, would you? He’d almost allowed himself to believe the day was over and the rioters wouldn’t advance—but the howling sounded like an atonal prelude to something sinister, something that would end up consuming first the windows, then the roof tiles, then the plumes. Shut up, please shut up before you wake the monster.

			Two miles of the city lay in front of the Red Hill, in plain sight; beyond that, distance mashed the buildings together. Pine Square, Arts Square, The Canal—he had no idea what was happening there.

			“I have some news you won’t enjoy, Minister.”

			Darren, the commander of the palace guard, entered the balcony and, without further explanation, handed him a spyglass.

			Shea said, “Do you reckon someone’s hurt that dog?”

			“What?”

			“The howling.”

			“Who cares? I’ve got news. Look south.”

			“What’s going on, Darren?”

			The man propped his elbow on the balustrade and shrugged, which meant, Better you see for yourself.

			Even through the spyglass’ lens, all that remained of the city’s southern part was a coal facsimile—devastation and evening erased all detail. One thing they couldn’t erase, though: a wedge of skyrafts, painted orange by the sun, creeping up the sky.

			“It’s not that many,” Darren said behind his back. “Nine rafts, but loaded to the brim with gas. They’ll be here in half an hour.”

			Letting go of magnification made the howling expand: for a second, the city itself seemed to be the culprit.

			“Who gave the order?” Damn that dog—and whomever’s torturing it.

			“The queen, directly to me. She also instructed me not to inform you, Minister.”

			Shea picked at a hangnail. Okay. “I don’t care what Daelyn’s orders are. We’re not using gas against the protesters.”

			“Your job is to deal with the situation in the city, Minister. My job is to protect the palace—by any means necessary.”

			“You realize I can overrule you.”

			“And that’s why I’m informing you now, against the queen’s wishes,” Darren said. “So we can work something out before it’s too late.”

			“There’s nothing to work out. We aren’t using the gas.”

			“You may feel differently when things turn ugly.”

			The wail segued into jagged barking, and Shea slapped the railing. “What are they doing to that poor bastard?”

			Darren leaned over the balustrade, watching his spit fall. “A fire, perhaps? I remember a house once burned down in my town, and—”

			“I don’t smell smoke. And do you think we’re the only ones seeing these bloody rafts? Can you spell ‘escalation’?”

			“The crowds have dispersed for the day.”

			“The Canal, Pine Square? You know what’s happening there?”

			Darren produced a scant smile. “As a matter of fact, yes, we know what’s happening. We have men in the attics watching all the key places.”

			“I thought we’d agreed not to deploy troops.”

			“Those aren’t troops. They’re palace guards.”

			They’re not troops. Shea studied him. What is this, a poor joke? No. No. Daelyn’s forcing my hand, that’s what it is.

			The new fit of howling lasted at least ten seconds.

			He pressed his fingers against his eyelids. “Okay, Darren, you want to work something out with me? Let’s go outside, you and me, and find the dog.”

			“Minister …”

			“You’re afraid to wander out into the city, or what? There’s nothing we can do today about the rafts, the crowds, or the bloody …” Shea exhaled. “Anyway. We can take care of the dog. Let’s do that, then we’ll talk.”

			Darren glanced over the railing as if to spit. “If you wish. I’ll find guards to accompany us.”

			“Forget the guards. It’s you and me.”

			The man shrugged and straightened.

			They descended to and traversed the palace’s ground floor, twenty or so halls stamped with stale floral patterns from a hundred years ago. Outside, an avenue led down into the mouth of the streets.

			How old is he? Shea studied the commander. Thirty at most. What was his story—his father had supplied the court with dairy products someone close to the queen fancied? Mother used to be a lady-in-waiting who’d married above her station?

			The thought of an armed mob storming the palace seemed incongruous with the city’s morphine stupor, but such stupor always follows one day of violence and precedes the next. “Queen Daelyn built a tower, took gold from every man, breast milk from every mother …” Soaring taxes, cuts to poorhouse programs, all for the sake of a thousand-foot monstrosity nobody needed—no wonder the people were furious.

			The sound came from their left, from an alley caked with shadows. A woman clutching her apron stood on a porch like a figurine forgotten outside the toy box.

			“Oi.” She stirred when they passed her. “Oi”—followed by something unintelligible.

			The howling grew stronger. And it grew familiar: Shea realized it had sounded familiar from the get-go. The moment he almost remembered, they entered a wider street, and his attention shifted elsewhere. Not a single couple strolled along the pavement, the tables at a pub’s entrance stood reduced to shadows, lampposts, stand-ins for people. Nobody leaned out of a window to beat a carpet.

			“What’s going on?” he said. “Where’s everyone?”

			Darren kept silent. In the gap between two buildings, visible to the naked eye now, one of the skyrafts crawled against a patch of cobalt blue.

			The howling, what does it remind me of?

			Then Shea saw the faces.

			In an open first-story window, a man whose skin seemed to be a map of a continent. In another, the curve of a woman’s neck. Further up the street, two kids, mouths agape, palms flattened against the glass. Frozen eyes upon frozen eyes.

			“Something”—Shea swallowed—“something’s about to happen—”

			“The critter’s there, Minister. In that house.”

			He turned to realize he was no longer the lead: Darren’s languid disinterest was gone. The man strode toward a tall four-story building that looked too respectable to serve as a source of the obscene sound.

			“How can you tell?” Shea called after him.

			“We should go in, Minister. Now.”

			The frozen eyes followed him—he felt them until the house’s front door opened into compressed warmth that smelled of sugar, pancakes, mothballs. Above Shea’s head, the staircase folded around a black well. Indoors, the dog’s wail became sharper and rounder: there was no accompaniment except for the disjointed choir of the stairs under their boots.

			Under the attic’s triangular roof, Darren knocked on the only door. No one answered, and the howl didn’t change pitch or intensity, as though the being that produced it was trapped in its own separate reality.

			Shea said, “Perhaps we should ask the housekeeper—”

			Darren swung the door open. The room was dusk, a single drop of light in the middle—the window into the city—spilling in strands onto the floorboards. Another color mingled into the palette, crimson, and the air reeked of a butcher’s shop.

			Shea first took the dog for a small person: it stood on its hind paws, front ones on the sill. The horrible thing in the corner seemed almost an afterthought, a piece of furniture someone had tried but couldn’t find a place for.

			Darren knelt beside the body and felt the jugular. “Dead. He was supposed to watch Pine Square.”

			He pushed the animal away from the window—the howling halted—and leaned out. In a second, he was back inside, sucking in air.

			The silence became deafening.

			“Can you hear it, Minister?”

			What, Shea wanted to say, hadn’t it just stopped?

			Waves, water lapping against the shore, in the place he’d left long ago, where the river meets the land …

			“Minister, quick!”

			That’s what the wailing reminded me of, he thought. The horn of a ship about to enter the harbor. But why the hell did he hear waves? There was no sea, no rivers near the Red Hill—

			“Minister!”

			Shea stumbled forward.

			“Look, m’lord, look. They’re all there.”

			“What are you talking abo …”

			In the distance, Pine Square, all fifty thousand yards of it, smoked and murmured. The adjacent streets teemed, too, and the alleys behind them.

			“We need to inform the palace,” Darren said. “We need to …”

			The crowd began a slow roll forward.

			In that instant, a thought sprouted fully formed, without deliberation, as if it’d come from outside—the blood will remain in this room.

			“Minister, please!” Darren called from the doorway.

			As they raced down the staircase, the thought beat against the inside of Shea’s head—No more blood, no more blood, the blood stays here even if it costs me my station. No one will force my hand. “This is it,” something whispered in his ear. “The real price of it all. Authority is about making decisions, and the important ones always come with guilt.”
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			I will destroy you. How many steps can a person take until the course of events becomes irreversible—fifty? a hundred? In his mind, Shea counted Lena’s: now she rushed through the corridor, now she passed through the latticed shadows that had slipped from the window grates.

			She’d said she would destroy him, but he was already caught under the rubble: one part of him ready to run after her, the other paralyzed, repeating the same word. Guilty.

			Guilty, but at least he would have power—if that would be worth the cost. What would he have told her, had he followed her? There was nothing he could tell her.

			Outside, a bird whined. He remembered his and Lena’s visit to the Drakiri settlement, the garlands, the roundabout spinning sunlight into black hair—and fatigue, gray, featureless, rolled over him.

			“It’s too late, little bird,” he said. “One’s dead, and I’ve betrayed the other one.”

			The sound of his own voice finally prompted him to move, and he stepped out into the corridor.

			The courtyard stood deserted save for Aidan’s men—creations of a sculptor too drunk to have been allowed anywhere near a chisel—Aidan himself, and Brielle. She was still discussing something with them, waving her hand at the cart loaded with black egg-shaped things.

			“Hey,” Aidan said without looking.

			“Hey,” Shea said. “Brielle, can we talk?”

			She turned her whole body to him, beaming like a child on the Equinox.

			“Thirty-two devices. Thirty-two. You’re a genius.”

			Aidan humphed.

			“Please,” Shea said. “I want to talk.”

			He took Brielle aside, under a creeper stretching its feelers across the wall.

			“I understand it’s awkward, but I’ve no one to turn to. It’s about Lena.”

			“Okay, an interesting start. I didn’t expect that, to be honest. What kind of advice are you looking for?”

			“She’s an acquaintance of yours, right?”

			“Barely. I mean, we’re both part of the duke’s entourage, but we barely cross paths.”

			“She’s going to confess our affair to the duke.”

			Brielle’s eyes widened. “What the …. What happened between you two?”

			“This happened.” He pointed at the cart. “She believes in an old Drakiri legend, another tower emerging from—well, something like hell—when ours reaches a certain height. Don’t ask. She was happy when she learned the tower was about to crumble.”

			“What?” Brielle’s face went one shade paler. “You told her? You’ve told her? We’ve agreed to keep it between ourselves—”

			“It was like …” The lovemaking, the angel, the olive branch. “Listen, she wasn’t going to tell anyone.”

			“Did you tell her I’d made a mistake in the calculations?”

			“No, of course not. Why would I tell her that?”

			“It’s important to me, Shea.” She lifted her chin and hid her hands behind her back at the same time. “Did you tell her I’d made a mistake?”

			“No! Besides, it’s not relevant right now. Right now she’s, let’s say, extremely angry with me.”

			“Because you’ve brought in fresh devices.”

			“Because I’ve brought in the tulips.”

			“Why don’t you talk to your friend over there?” She jabbed her thumb at Aidan.

			“Shh. Because he worries me, Brielle. He has certain tendencies …. I don’t entirely trust him.”

			“Wow.” She pursed her lips. “I assume you’ve tried to reason with Lena?”

			“How would I reason with her? You can’t imagine what this legend means to her. I knew it and I didn’t say anything to her, about going to Musk Valley. Now she won’t listen to me. I’ve betrayed her.”

			“Stop being melodramatic.” Brielle looked at the sky. “Listen, I need to take care of the devices before dark. Have you considered the fact she’s got as much to lose as you do? Her relationship with the duke we all know nothing about and we all suspect exists?”

			She’s right. Of course, she’s right. You overreacting idiot.

			“I don’t think anything will happen, Shea. I think she’s just mad at you. This’ll blow over. I’m no expert on relationships, but I would wait a few days and try talking to her again. If she’s still mad by then, I’ll talk to her myself, I promise.”

			“Thank you,” he said. “You know, I can’t say we’re friends in the strictest sense of the word …”

			“I know.” Brielle smiled. “More like battle comrades.”

			“Yeah, but I mean, I just want to say—thank you.”

			“Before this gets awkward, I’ll dash off and attend to those guys—otherwise they’ll blow themselves up. Stop worrying about things, you shoulder way too much blame.”

			He watched her approach Aidan and the others, then turned and went back into the castle.
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			Brielle turned out to be wrong.

			They came for him during the night, and they weren’t exactly courteous. The dream in which he’d been cutting a rotten grapevine collapsed as he spat out the rags someone had tried to shove into his mouth. He blinked: a person—or persons—stood behind an oil lamp swinging in a blurred kaleidoscope. Darkness extended hands, yanking him out of bed. He tried to twist away, but they held him fast.

			Shea kicked blindly, and a man cursed in a rich baritone, letting go of his right arm. Free from the grip, his fist found something soft, probably the guy’s guts. This prompted a grunt and another curse—but immediately, almost like the body’s own sympathetic reaction, Shea’s solar plexus flared up, and the world drowned in white sparks. No more violence followed: they must’ve had orders not to leave any marks. They simply twisted his arms behind his back and dragged him out of his quarters.

			From his new position, Shea could only see the floor tiles, but it was irrelevant: he had a hunch where they were headed.

			Down, up, up, down, through a hallway. A door threw open, and light bit into his eyes. The men who held his arms—he still wasn’t sure, but there seemed to be three of them in total, two assailants and one who’d been responsible for the oil lamp—pushed him to his knees.

			Legs swam into focus, stretching out of a night robe, sticks painted in varicose. Then came the rest, sitting on the edge of a grand four-poster bed, under a canopy filled with figures carrying swords and pitchforks.

			“Ashcroft,” the duke said. “Ashcroft.”

			He looked normal, even more controlled than usual: focused, spider-like eyes, hands gripping the knees as though calcified into them—but he didn’t seem to be able to push out more than a single word.

			“Ashcroft.”

			She was there, too, in her long black dress, staring out a window that couldn’t have shown much apart from the torches down in the courtyard. Shea remembered the yellow room, how she’d seemed, in the same way, detached from whatever was happening around her.

			“Lena,” he said, and his solar plexus exploded again.

			She didn’t turn her head.

			“Why don’t you shut up for a change?” The duke’s hand came alive and ran over his colorless lips. “You know, I had a hunch something had happened between you two, Ashcroft. Still, I hoped common sense in you would prevail—forgetting how people always find ways of letting me down.”

			“Sorry to disappoint you.”

			Out of the corner of his eye, Shea saw the man on his right start to move, but the duke made a dismissive grimace.

			“Leave him be. It’s too late to feel sorry, Ashcroft, sincerely or otherwise.”

			“Hurt me, and you’ll have a hell lot of explanation to do to Daelyn.”

			“Will I?” The duke smoothed down his hair as if preparing for a morning routine. “Remember, when you paraded in here, you didn’t even know about the Drakiri devices. I tell my people to keep a lid on something—they do. They’re loyal to me. That’s what good leadership brings you.”

			Shea chuckled.

			“Look at him,” the duke said. “Look at him, Lena. Defiant to the end. I said look at him!”

			She didn’t move—in fact, she ceased all movement. She resembled a statue now.

			“Anyway.” The duke’s palm touched his lips again, wiping the spit. “I’ve got a couple of ideas about you, Ashcroft. Both are marvelous in their own way. One: we take you to the cellars and put your neck through a noose. Or two,” he leaned forward, “these fine gentlemen here castrate you.”

			Shea felt blood rush from his face. The walls came alive, bending around him, morphing into huge, cold fingers.

			“Your choice,” the duke said.

			“Lena.” Shea tried to stand, but hands shoved him back into place. “Lena. Look at me.”

			Look at me. A small motion, barely noticeable: she dug her fingernails into her palms.

			“So what will it be, Ashcroft?”

			“Your Grace,” the guy with the baritone said. “My boys and I are ready to do both.”

			The face above the night robe brightened, and for the first time since the yellow room, Shea saw an emotion other than anger or irritation pass through the duke’s features.

			“What a wonderful suggestion,” he said. “Gosh. Absolutely splendid. Pull down his pants.”

			I’ve got a few seconds left. If I drop to the floor …

			The door creaked, and a voice called, “Your Grace.” The duke jerked in surprise. For a second, the pressure on Shea’s shoulders weakened.

			… I can sweep one of those bastards.

			He threw himself on the stone tiles, rolled over, and drove his boot into the ankle of the guy to his left, who let out a short scream. In rapid succession, he glimpsed Aidan’s face through the door, the canopy above the duke’s bed, knuckles of a bear-shaped fist.

			When the room stopped rocking, he and Aidan were on their knees next to each other.

			“Your Grace, I just want to talk,” Aidan was saying.

			“Exactly when we need a witness.” The old man flexed his wrist as though considering shoving him between the ribs. “But hey, what’s the harm now? Let’s hear it.”

			“Your Grace, before you do anything irreversible, you should know something about the Drakiri woman. That person isn’t who you think she is.”

			“Meaning?”

			“She’s behind the sabotage attempts at the tower.”

			What is this nonsense?—but then Shea glanced at Lena. She no longer looked impartial, or distant, or trying to contain something. She took a step back from the window, eyes locked on Aidan.

			“Very funny,” the duke said. “Very, very funny. There were no sabotage attempts, my lord, Ashcroft himself proved it. Our workers couldn’t handle the devices.”

			“Lord Ashcroft theorized unskilled labor was the problem. It was a good theory, too—however, only partially correct.”

			“Go on.”

			“She was using you, Your Grace, to get access to the tower. I have proof. My people have detained her fellow saboteurs.”

			His people—Colm? Or did he bribe more?

			Lena shifted her gaze from Aidan to the duke, then to something behind Shea’s back, then to Shea, and there was everything in her eyes: pain, regret, maybe even something bigger. And he was, again, a man split in two, one half sensing the tables reversed on the person who’d put him into this situation.

			The other half though, a warmer and larger one, wished to cover her with his body. The roundabout, the smile, the smell of strawberries. I didn’t lie, he realized. What he felt here and now, on the floor of this hideous old man’s room, was something beautiful.

			“The witnesses are ready for your questioning, Your Grace,” Aidan said.

			“Aren’t you going to say anything?” The duke half-turned to Lena. Having received no answer, he asked, “What’s the motive?”

			“That’s what I didn’t understand until recently,” said Aidan. “It’s no secret Drakiri aren’t fond of the tower, but two days ago, Lord Ashcroft opened my eyes. Apparently, they’re prone to some doomsday superstition. How do you call it?” He pointed his chin at Lena. “The Mimic Tower?”

			Still no answer, but she smiled—a sad, wise smile.

			“So that’s how it is.” The duke lowered and shook his head. “Lena, I assume by your silence, these allegations are at least partially true?” The muscles in his jaw tightened. “All right, we’ll consider the evidence.”

			At that moment, Shea saw with perfect clarity how the master’s anger mirrored the servant’s—the same detached rage Patrick had displayed against everything and everyone he considered an enemy, against the Dumians, against the “capital types.”

			“You want to punish someone—punish me, you bastard,” he said. “Leave her alone.”

			Aidan grabbed him by the arm. “Have you gone mad? Your Grace, he’s simply—”

			“Do whatever you’ve got to do. You wanted to punish me, so do it.”

			The duke collected himself.

			Heavens, I’ve just doomed her. He’ll get two for the price of one—

			“Let Ashcroft go,” the duke said. “Let them both go. But if you get wind of them talking to someone about this …. In the meantime …”

			Lena looked Shea in the eye and, with the same smile, mouthed a single-syllable word. Then, in one move, she tore at the hem of her dress, leaving an ugly ragged edge. The wave of heavy fabric fell, no longer constraining her movements.

			She hurled herself at the window.

			He bolted to his feet and dashed to the black rectangle edged with broken glass. Below, at the courtyard, in a pool of moonlit shards, a figure stretched like a bird. Lena. Lena.

			But it wasn’t over. The limbs twitched, and the figure stumbled to its feet. One step, another, a lurch forward, a stride.

			Improbably, as though he observed events unfolding in reverse, she raced for the gate.

			“Fucking Drakiri,” the baritone said from the other window with a shade of admiration.

			“What’s happening? What’s happening?” The duke’s voice, high-pitched. “Is she alive? Go after her.”

			Lena dived under the gate, legs flashing so fast they were butterfly wings in the torchlight.

			“If I may, Your Grace,” said Aidan. “She’s probably headed for the construction site. I’ve already taken the liberty of alerting the people there.”

			The tower loomed over the battlements. No, no, no, Shea thought. “Lena!” The only things listening to him were the horizon and the stones in the castle walls. He took three long strides across the room, pushing aside one of the duke’s men, and darted out into the corridor.

			He didn’t know how he’d gotten to the gate, how he’d crossed the first mile of the fields—he only came to his senses when a string of bleak yellow dots emerged from the darkness ahead.

			Wives, he remembered. Fiancées. Lanterns for the foremen who’re staying for the night. The lights picked out a tall, thin figure slurring past them.

			“Lena!” He stumbled, fell, tore at the grass, jerked to his feet, sprinted. “Turn back. It’s a trap.”

			But she was too far away, and, of course, she was too fast for him—a smudge moving at an inhuman speed. When he passed the women in linen cloaks, she was already only a rough outline, shrinking. When he finally reached the tower, there was only him.

			Night hid in every little shadow between the bricks, and ballista portals up in the circular wall, like eyes, metered out a glow that blended with starlight. Shea bent over, hands on his knees.

			“Lena,” he cawed—then, straightening, “Lena!”

			The wind came and rustled the grass.

			He put his foot on the first step leading into the tower’s mouth when something moved against the sky: something plummeted from the opening directly to the left and above him. But it wasn’t like the earlier fall, a bird breaking free of the glass—this time, it was like a sack being thrown out, a useless, inanimate thing.

			He couldn’t run anymore; he had to make an effort not to fall. It took him minutes to find the body: the night didn’t draw as carefully as the daylight did, all dark malt and caked-together shapes.

			His fingers touched a wet spot on her left breast.

			And when he raised her from the ground, wrapping his hand around her shoulders to bring her face to his chest, déjà vu washed over him—only, unlike the other Lena from his past, this one didn’t call him by name, didn’t ask anything, didn’t say she loved him.

			Didn’t say anything.

			The roundabout in his memory stopped, and under the garlands, she stepped back onto the pavement, smiling at the sun that tickled her nose.

			“Thank you,” he remembered her saying, and how he’d kissed her hand, and how nothing much mattered anymore.
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			You told me once, Sis, that you could read hands. We were both kids, and it was all hogwash, of course—but to a child, things like fate exist. I recall you said I would meet a beautiful, extraordinary woman whom I would fall in love with, and we would live happily ever after.

			Funny how stuff from childhood holds sway over you. Looking back now, I think I’ve always been waiting for the thing you’d told me to come true.

			And hey, maybe you could read hands—that one time. Because the first part happened; it’s the “ever after” you got wrong.
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			There were crows—crows straddling the tree branches and crows in coats. The Drakiri settlement didn’t look as rainbowy as it had the last time he’d been here, colors washed out by the rain into small puddles across the pavement.

			Coming to think of it, the pavement wasn’t as flat as he remembered it, either.

			At the gates, he’d caught a glimpse of Brielle leaving in a carriage—but other than that, no faces from the castle. He didn’t expect the man who’d had a hand in Lena’s death to be there, of course. He didn’t expect to see him for a while.

			A compact graveyard, maybe a hundred tombstones, filigree gratings: a place of refined sorrow. Shea passed under the iron archway that depicted two trees fused at the top. In an oak’s shadow, a row of graves protruded from the ground like a procession of small animals that had gone somewhere but never made it.

			He stopped. A crowd of mourners surrounded a dark object he was afraid to look at. A man—a Drakiri—was making a speech, the wind only carrying individual words: “beautiful,”—“talented,”—“loss.”

			I shouldn’t be here. I’m just as guilty as the people who killed her.

			Aidan, he thought. It was Aidan who’d found him with the body that night. He was the first real thing after her fall, the first thing that mattered, that drew the entire world to itself as though into a funnel.

			Shea didn’t remember getting up, but he remembered—“You murdered her!”

			He remembered Aidan shaking off his hands. “She was the one behind it all. Do you realize she used you?”

			“Don’t you dare talk about her!”

			“Believe what you want, but I saved your life. Get your hands off me!”

			The worst part was, he was right.

			“You,” Shea said, “you saved one life and took another.”

			“You’re upset, but it’ll pass.” Clenched teeth. “I’ve one more task to attend to—perhaps it would be a good idea to avoid each other’s company until I’m done. Would give you time to clear your head.”

			“You, Daelyn, the duke. Go to hell, the lot of you.”

			“It’ll pass,” Aidan had said to his back.

			He added something else, but for Shea, only the body in his arms existed.

			The memory past that moment and until dawn had turned into one muddy spot.

			Damn it all.

			He caught the gaze of a tall woman in the mourners’ front row; there was something familiar about her, something sweet and painful at the same time. Shea leaned against the oak, watching the graves, the Drakiri; the graphite clouds consume each other.

			He brought himself to glance at Lena the moment before the coffin disappeared into the ground.

			When everything was said and done and the people dispersed, the woman remained. She stretched her hand toward the fresh strip of earth. Then she looked at Shea again.

			He straightened as she strolled up to him.

			“You’re Lord Ashcroft?”

			He recognized the voice. “Yes.” The pain of loss broke through the surface and sprouted. “I’m … I’m sorry we meet for the first time under these circumstances.”

			Her face went through a rapid cycle of grief: twitched, dropped, hardened. “I’m sorry, too.”

			He offered her an elbow, and they wandered past the graves.

			“Lena told me you were a famous painter.”

			“She told me about you, too. I wanted to thank you. I think she cared about you.” Her voice broke for a second. “It was always difficult to tell with her, she always hated showing weakness, but I think you were the only bright thing about her life at the castle.”

			The roundabout made one final swirl, and, risking a fall, he squeezed his eyes shut.

			“How did she die?” she asked. “They told me next to nothing.”

			“They … they killed her. The duke’s people at the tower. I think she was trying to destroy it, and I was trying to warn her, but it was all too late.”

			Something spooked the crows, who took off from the oak’s branches in a coal cloud. Shea and Lena’s mother walked for a while, waiting for the racket to stop.

			“You taught her that story about the Mimic Tower?” he asked finally.

			“It’s not a story. It’s something, something real and terrifying.” She trailed off in thought. “She was a unique child. So talented. I never lost hope she would take up painting seriously.”

			“She said she painted a bit.”

			“Yes.” As though sunlight had brushed across the woman’s face, and the pain made Shea shrink inside: at that moment, she was an older version of her daughter. “Yes. She was a beautiful painter. Please, you need to come by sometime. I’ll show you her works. Lena—” She broke off and pursed her lips.

			Suddenly, even for himself, like a criminal who’d been holding out on a confession, he said, “I cared about her, too.”

			The woman didn’t respond. She nodded, either to his words or her own thoughts, stopped, and reached into her pocket. “She asked me to give something to you. ‘You’ll know when’—I only understand now what she meant.”

			Shea took an ornamental key from her and turned it over in his fingers. “What does it open?”

			“I don’t …. I think it’s from her quarters in the castle.”

			“Thank you.”

			“She mentioned a diary,” Lena’s mother said. “I didn’t know she had one. I think she wanted you to have it.” Then she added, “I would be grateful …. I would be grateful if you could bring me something of hers.”
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			The key began as a pair of hands entwined in the shape of a heart; the place where they connected to the stem so thin that Shea paused before the lock, afraid of breaking a beautiful and fragile thing. Then he realized he’d already done that.

			The keyhole let out a click.

			Drakiri don’t let strangers in, he remembered. We have no records of where we came from, only that we’d arrived from elsewhere, and letting someone under your roof means sharing this vulnerability.

			The windows were leaded glass with shapes of clouds and wheat ears, orange lozenges here and there letting in rays of light, autumn on autumn. Fluid cornices above the windows mirrored the arches that rested on spiral columns, creating a kind of vestibule. Past them, drapes, orange too, fluttered on the walls like wings of an insect.

			A thin-legged writing desk stood slashed open, as did a wine cabinet, drawers on the floor, half of them smashed into splinters—somebody had been here already, either the duke’s men or Aidan’s. Shea squatted and picked up, one by one, things scattered across the floor: a brooch. A muff.

			Papers.

			The sentences, in a free, floating handwriting, weren’t in Drakiri. He shuffled through a few sheets to find what was apparently the beginning: This won’t be in my mother tongue because it’s a diary of a different life, a life among different people. The pages were numbered, and in the setting sun through the orange lozenges, he crawled around the floor, trying to piece together what remained of her thoughts.

			The duke …

			The tower …

			Patrick, Brielle, and the others …

			That festival I’ve loved since my childhood …

			The tower.

			Next to one of the paragraphs was a doodle of a face—his own, and underneath it, a sketch of five stocky figures, funny hats, smiles in a secret garden, the chatter and the voices from the second floor of a home she’d never had.

			Shea froze. Then he folded the pages in two, slowly, accurately. Ran his finger across the edge, feeling the paper fluffs crumble. Put the diary into his pocket.

			Something pressed against his throat, looking for a release. He picked up the nearest drawer and hurled it into the wall. Another. And another, each next one with greater force, finally sliding into a scream, trying, but unable, to reach for the part of himself he wanted to hurt and make stop hurting.

			He leaned his hands on the table and doubled over. A proud, misguided child, he thought. I called her a proud, misguided child.

			The senses came back after a while: the smell of chipped wood, a tinge of dust from the drapes. His head felt the way it does when one catches a cold. That was it. Somehow, it was not the funeral but reading her thoughts that made him realize—fully realize—that he would never see her again.

			“Was it the diary, Lena? Did you really want me to find it?”

			His gaze fell on the door into the neighboring room.

			She must’ve used it—the bedroom—as an art studio. In the corner, an easel squatted, blank sheets of paper and pencils in a fine mess. Sketches occupied every inch of the walls, sketches—

			Wait a second, not sketches. A sketch. They’re all the same.

			Or rather, they were of the same place: the clearing where he and Lena had hunted and lost a deer.

			Had the deer really vanished? he thought. “I saw something, in a flash. Different colors,” she’d said.

			He tore off a drawing and stared at it.

			[image: ]

			Brielle’s face appeared in the crack between the door and the jamb.

			“What is it, Shea?”

			“May I come in?”

			“I’ve been at the top of the tower all day. Installing the devices.”

			“Can you let me in?”

			“I’m preparing for sleep.”

			“It’s important.”

			“What isn’t?” she said, stepping aside. “All right. Though you’ll need to excuse the mess.”

			He didn’t mind the clothes over the couch’s back and cup rings on the table—after her quarters, everything seemed bland and alien anyway. Linen curtains, cornices, moldings he’d seen a thousand times.

			“Remember, in the courtyard, I told you about the Mimic Tower?” he asked.

			“Yes, you said it was a Drakiri superstition or something.”

			“What if it isn’t?”

			“Hmm?”

			“Technologically, they’re centuries ahead of us.”

			Brielle took a cup from the table—tea or coffee. “Doesn’t mean they aren’t …” She broke off.

			“They aren’t what? Human? If you think they are, go outside and hire a drikshaw.”

			“Doesn’t mean they can’t be prone to the same fear of the irrational as we are.”

			“Yes, but my point is, we won’t be able to tell. We’re children playing on the beach. We won’t be able to tell their fear of the irrational from legitimate concern.”

			“So you believe in this Mimic thing now?” Brielle said.

			“No. Maybe. I don’t know.” He walked up to the window and glanced outside, at the tower, the finger pushing a purple crown against the cold blue: the devices were already active. “Listen, Lena and I were on a hunt, right after the duke decommissioned the tulips—”

			“The Drakiri devices.”

			“Right after he’d decommissioned the tulips. We chased a deer across the hills—you know, the ones to the west of the castle. There was a clearing. The deer vanished.”

			“What do you mean, vanished?”

			“Disappeared. Dropped out of reality. No idea.”

			“Shea, I’m afraid to ask, but … were you drunk when that happened?”

			“Lena …” Shea swallowed. “Lena saw it, too.”

			“So she was also of the opinion the deer has dropped out of reality?” Brielle held up a placating hand when he glanced at her. “Just trying to assess the facts.”

			“She said she saw different colors.”

			“Did you try to find out what happened? Maybe a hallucinogen in mushrooms or something, you stepped on them and—”

			“She wrote it off as a hallucination too. The deer—we thought it simply ran away.”

			“So …” Brielle took a sip. “I suspect now you’ve reconsidered.”

			“Now I’ve reconsidered.”

			“May I ask why?”

			“Because of this.” He took something out of his pocket and unfolded—the sketch. “There’s at least a dozen more of those in, in her bedroom. All of the same place where we hunted.”

			Brielle took the drawing from him. “She had talent. And this proves what?”

			“This proves nothing. But maybe, just maybe, there’s a possibility …” He looked at the first stars dipped in the water-thin film of clouds. “Maybe some phenomenon occurs there.”

			“A phenomenon? Since you talked about the Mimic Tower before, I gather you think it’s related to it?”

			“I don’t know, Brielle. I just have this weird and not entirely pleasant feeling.”

			“Okay. Why are you telling me this?”

			“Because I need you to go to that place with me.”

			She chuckled—but, after studying him, her brows came together. “Shea, you’ve been under a lot of stress lately. You sound—off.”

			“Perhaps I sound the way I should, for the first time in my life. I need you to go with me because I can’t make the decision alone—you were right the other day, I can’t shoulder any more blame. I can’t betray you, as well. If the decision has to be made, we’ll have to make it together. We may need to do something about the tower.”

			“Like hell we will.” She slammed her cup onto the table, and the porcelain swirled in a small pirouette. “You already did something about it, twice—you removed the Drakiri devices, then brought them back. Make up your mind already.”

			“I—”

			“Make up your goddamn mind!”

			“I forgive you.”

			“What?”

			“The mistake in the calculations you’ve made—I forgive you.”

			She frowned. “What the fuck, Shea?”

			“I forgive you. It wasn’t your fault. The duke’s an asshole, he pushed you to the limit, you made a mistake. It’s human. It’s normal.”

			Her face twitched.

			“I forgive you, do you hear me?” He strode up to her and squeezed her shoulders. “Do you hear me? I forgive you for your mistake.”

			Brielle inhaled sharply. “I only wanted to do my job. He’d changed the deadline—”

			“It wasn’t your fault. To hell with them. You know? To hell with them all.”

			She took two uneven steps toward the chair by the table and collapsed into it.

			Shea knelt next to her. “Please. Come with me to the hills tomorrow, and let’s just see what’s out there. I owe it to her. If there’s even the slightest possibility of her being right, I need to …. Otherwise, I won’t forgive me.”

		


		
			[image: ] 3 [image: ]

			The black mane, a cloud of breath embossed by the sunlight. Their horses trudged forward, and the hillside drew nearer, a slope passing from the unformed of the waking world into some semblance of order, into the forest’s ragged outlines. A wide trail led between the trees, and Shea remembered her, standing in the stirrups, the smile, the laughter. Help me, he thought. Allow me to do at least some good. But nothing came back—the trail remained just a trail—until, on an impulse, he urged his horse into a gallop, mirroring his speed on that day.

			They’d kissed.

			They’d made love.

			She’d been the smell of bonfire and the taste of strawberries.

			“Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Brielle called.

			Faster! In Shea’s mind, Lena drove her heels into her horse’s flanks, and he did the same. A hundred feet more, straight. Left, into the aspen grove, into the thinner path, between the two birches. The trees ahead parted, and the tower stared at him through the morning haze, the memory and the present twin beads on an umbilical cord.

			“That’s it. That’s it!”

			They darted into a clearing. He pulled on the reins and glanced around.

			“Are we there? You sure?” Brielle said from behind.

			He took out the sketch and held it out to her.

			“Trust me, this is the place. It all happened when we dashed in here.”

			“I personally didn’t experience any visions.”

			“We came through there, same as now.” He pointed at the road behind them.

			Brielle looked in that direction. “Maybe …” she said. “And mind you, don’t take this to mean I believe in a doorway to the other dimension or some such. But maybe you and I didn’t pass through the right spot? After all, you said yourself the deer disappeared and neither you nor Lena did.”

			Even more painful to hear another say her name than to say it myself.

			He shook his head to disperse the memories. “Worth a shot. Would you please hold my horse for me?”

			The path led back into the forest, into the bush where the morning quiet held its sway, only the leaves moving, fawning over the wind. He stretched out his hand and walked toward the trees, waving his palm left and right like a blind man.

			The first step, second, third—and then he had no fingers anymore. An instinct yanked his elbow back. Somewhere, a branch snapped and a small animal darted into the bushes.

			Shit shit shit, his heart drummed out.

			“Brielle!”

			“What?”

			“I think I’ve found it.”

			Slowly, he raised his arm again.

			The void ate everything up to his wrist, and this time, he tried not to recoil. He moved his hand to the left, and the cut-off line across his skin bent: whatever was in front of him seemed to be spherical or cylindrical in shape. He circled the thing in the tiny steps of someone walking along a cliff’s edge.

			The doorway was probably wide enough to devour a horse, but not wider. One could easily miss it.

			“Wait,” Brielle said. “Wait, I’m coming.”

			But he had already taken a step forward, and forward-backward-to-the-side.

			Direction didn’t matter anymore, and—

			The sky bled crimson and orange.

			The air that wrapped around him tasted of salt and reeked of rotten eggs. Things resembling trees—multi-necked, multi-fingered foliage in vertical stripes, like someone had stripped the real tree trunks clean and glued brushes to them—pushed the clouds away from the ground’s uniform crust. A bout of wind slapped him in the face, making him turn, and that was when he saw it.

			Less of a tower, more of a giant centipede, standing upright and sprouting thorns instead of legs—if thorns could be the size of a house. Behind, a cloud formation—a tornado?—turned lazily.

			He backed away.

			“What the …” Brielle appeared, breathing in a marathon runner tempo. “What the …. Where are we?” Then, “This is a hallucination. I’m dreaming, I’m dreaming, dreaming.”

			You are you are you are, his mind echoed.

			“No,” he said, “no. We’ve arrived.”

			Right there, twenty feet away from him, next to the tree line, lay the decomposing carcass of a deer.

			Brielle took a few drunken sailor steps and probed the ground with the tip of her boot. “The soil is baked.” She glanced up. “Heavens.”

			“Exactly.”

			“I can’t believe it.”

			“The Mimic Tower,” he said.

			She squinted, raising her hand to the sky, thumb and pinkie outstretched, a trembling, but still a professional gesture. “A thousand feet, give or take. Same as ours. Gosh.” She opened and closed her mouth.

			The thorns, like handles some inconceivable being might use on its climb to the sky. “Lena told me it’s our tower that allows it … to manifest in our world.”

			After a brief pause, Brielle chuckled. He glanced at her: Has she gone crazy?

			“Funny how the brain works,” she said.

			“The brain?”

			“I’ve had a small revelation. Funny.” She ran her palm through her hair. “If it’s all true, then my mistake, Shea—it was actually something good, wasn’t it? If she was right about the tower being a threat. If she was right all along.” Brielle extended her arm toward him. “There’s a freedom in …”

			A distant rumble rolled. Her face changed, and he looked where she looked, at the thing he’d taken for clouds.

			After all, clouds do resemble people sometimes—but, he thought, while they may look like people, they never move like one.

			A naked figure, an overgrown baby, shifted against the sky. Only the top part of the body was visible, everything waist-down concealed by the trees so that it looked as though it waded through the forest.

			Brielle gasped. “It’s a human—a human—a fucking giant.”

			He felt the hair on his head move. “Not a human.”

			“Not entirely human—”

			“The movements, Brielle, look at how it moves.”

			A fluid half-dance, part walking, part sailing …

			“Are you saying it’s a Drakiri—”

			“That, or something related.” Heavens, it’s huge. Did it see them? Was it able to see in the conventional sense of the word?

			“What is this place?”

			… only that we’d arrived from elsewhere. The light’s orange tint, the vertical foliage—like the drapes in Lena’s quarters. Decorating your home in a bow to some vague ancestral memory.

			Realization washed over him.

			“This is where they came from. Their place of origin. She told me Pangania was a way station, that they’d come from somewhere else—here.”

			“Heavens,” Brielle said. “Heavens. Maybe a … a catastrophe happened here, or …”

			At that moment, the air moved. Something ruffled through the brush-like leaves, rising above the trees. The giant’s head turned. It looked at Shea—or rather, two stones rolled under the eyelids until the gaze weighed him down. For a split second, the longest second in his life, there were only those eyes, black, expressionless—or was it that he didn’t understand the expression, that it was so vast he simply couldn’t wrap his mind around it?

			A palm rose from behind the trees, a steady, graceful ascent. Moved forward.

			At first, he kept telling himself the giant was too far away to reach them. Then, Brielle screamed, and something crashed into his shoulder: she pushed him out of the way.

			“No! Brielle, no!”

			But the hand had already closed around her body.

			As though on a picture, dashes of white came through: she hammered her fists on the fingers that could’ve belonged to some colossal monument.

			The sight tore Shea free from his paralysis. “Let her go!” He sprinted, uselessly, after the hand as it moved away at double the speed.

			“Destroy it,” Brielle screamed when he caught her gaze. “Destroy—”

			His foot sank into a hollow in the ground. He lost his balance and fell, stretching out his hands—and as his forearms disappeared, he realized he’d run straight into the other side of the portal.

			The next instant, he was back in the clearing. He doubled over and threw up into the morning dew.

			“Brielle! Brielle!”

			Some sensation returned to his body—all that time, his heart hadn’t stopped playing drums on his ribs.

			He started, swaying, toward where the doorway was.

			The wind changed its tune, and five things stretched out of nowhere in front of him, five tree trunks, five siege engines. A palm reached into the world and, slowly, swung left to right, feeling for something—or someone, crumpling the bush. Then it retracted back into the portal.

			Above, an autumn bird chirped.

			“Brielle! Let her go, you piece of …”

			He darted through the spot, but nothing happened—and, frantically, he waved his hands.

			This time, his fingers remained his own. He glanced around him, at the waking forest, the lazy sunlight. Perhaps the doorway opened, for each person, only once. Or perhaps something on the other side didn’t want him to come through again.

			The bird clung to its bravado.

			He tried for a whole hour, but that was it. The door into the world Lena had told him about had closed.
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			“Brielle, you may go,” the professor had said.

			“But I’d need ten more minutes to—”

			“Your father has arrived. He’s waiting for you in the dormitory.”

			Rumpled bedsheets, a rum bottle in the corner, paper hillocks on the table: now that he was there, she saw her room as though for the first time. He sat on the chair at the window, the wind picking the blooming poplar outside. This was one of his few soft spots—he could watch poplar fluff dance in the air for hours.

			“Hello, Father.”

			He turned, empty-eyed, obviously caught in the middle of a thought.

			It seemed to her she was empty-eyed, too, and that she would stutter the next phrase, chop it into an unrecognizable mess. “Did you come to, to—how had you, ehm—drag me back home?”

			“Hello, Brielle.”

			“So?” She walked to the table, leaned against it with one hand, and started sorting the papers with the other.

			He rubbed his knees. “I wanted to see how you were doing. Whose are these?” He pointed at the trousers lying on the bed like two deflated balloons.

			“You wanted to see if everything was still under control. Well, you had told me I couldn’t make mistakes, and I made none.”

			“I …”

			She waved a piece of paper at him, and he fell silent. “Top scores. And to answer your question—the trousers are Rosi’s. She’s a roommate.”

			“Maybe her father is luckier and she speaks to him more—”

			“Rosi’s an orphan, Father. They admit everyone here, including orphans.”

			He looked down and rubbed his knees again. “Listen, I heard what you said then, back home. I understand. I treated you like you were an extension—”

			“You understand? You understand?” Brielle realized she no longer needed the table as a support. She stepped toward him, pointing at her chest. “You’d let me go, yes—with a present. One little speech about mistakes, and I hid in the bathroom after each exam. Afraid I got a formula wrong, afraid I missed a step in a proof. A carriage passed by, and I jumped on the bed because I thought it was you. For two years straight, Father.”

			“I said it because I didn’t want you to end up like me.”

			“You know what? I don’t care. I’m my own person. I won’t let you—or anyone—control my life anymore.”

			He opened his mouth, but she cut him off again.

			“That’s enough, Father. That’s enough. The door’s right there.”

			He didn’t try to say anything else, and neither did she. In the room with the window overlooking the poplar, seeds floated across the floor, hair clumps of some fantastical creature losing decades in real time.
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			Autumn leaves crumbled under Shea’s feet. The horses, finally free, darted past.

			Make up your goddamn mind already.

			He unbuttoned his jacket. Ice crept under his shirt, but this was okay, this was fine: it was new air, entering his lungs. Destroy it. Such a simple idea, really, such a correct one, free from his own former indecisiveness.

			Go to hell, Daelyn. I don’t want the kingdom, the throne, the golden dance. You can take it all. Take everything. Take my title, my family name, my estate. I don’t want any of this. I don’t need it.

			“You hear me?” he shouted. “Take everything!”

			Brielle had been right—there was a freedom in not having a choice anymore. Shea descended the hill’s slope. The distance clear of the morning’s sediment, the tower gained form, its top leaking thick purple.

			Thirty-odd Drakiri devices, all in one place. He had to hope an implosion of that magnitude would be enough to bring the mammoth structure down—and with it, if he’d understood everything right, the doorway. And this time, there would be no changing one’s mind, no possibility for a flip-flop, no rosewood trapdoor to go back to.

			Forgive me, Lena. I should’ve listened when you talked. I should’ve looked.

			A week after his workshop’s destruction, he’d spoken to the Drakiri at the town hall, the one who’d warned him. Five minutes, the man told him. His sister and Danny had only had five minutes to live from the moment Danny had touched the valve. Shea didn’t know if five minutes would be enough to get out of the implosion radius—or what that radius would be. One tulip had chewed through a two-story building; he could only imagine how far three dozen would reach.

			He expected guards at the entrance, but there were only the artisans, ants crawling into the main gate’s gap-toothed mouth, crawling out. The duke had found his saboteurs; Lena was dead; there was no need to waste resources on guards.

			He’d found her body over there, in the grass.

			Shea reached for his pocket, for her diary, giving himself one more chance to think only about her. Then he squeezed his fist and entered the tower.

			Brielle’s beast had beauty. It had perfect symmetry. The spiral staircase folded into a snail’s shell above his head, and coals burned, scattered across cities on the steep climb. Cities—the impression from his first visit remained like a daguerreotype of a childhood love: settlements built out of pulleys, carts, and treadwheel cranes. The idea of destroying all this—worlds hidden within a world—made the stone weight squeeze around him.

			“Hey!” Shea flinched at his own voice ringing through the empty space. “Hey! Everybody leave, now!”

			He didn’t actually think this would work—but a sprung coil inside demanded release. Two men approached him, wearing cream-colored aprons and worried faces.

			“What’s going on?” the taller one said.

			“Don’t you recognize me?”

			The pair exchanged glances. “You’re Lord Ashcroft.”

			“Yes. Lady Brielle asked everyone to vacate the construction site.”

			“We … we haven’t heard anything to that effect.”

			“The Drakiri devices at the top are about to implode.”

			Worried faces went chalk-white. “We haven’t heard—”

			“Do you hear me now?” He grabbed the tall guy by the arm. “Hey. Do you? Or shall I spell it out for you?”

			The man’s face was two fears fighting: that of making an administrative mistake and another, a deeper one—for his life.

			“What’s your name?” Shea said. “All those people die, it’s your fault.”

			That settled it. The artisan turned to his fellow. “Inform the crew. I’ll spread the word up.”

			“No,” Shea said. “I’ll do it myself. You take care of your own guys. Stay organized, and we’ll all get out of this alive.”

			He headed for the staircase, and under the pain of loss—the one which had happened and the one which was about to happen—euphoria kicked in.

			“Vacate the site.” He waved at another worker walking past him. “Others are already on their way out.”

			“Vacate the site.”

			Heavens, how easy. How laughably easy it was, bending the giant to his will. Same instructions, to anyone he encountered. Soon, it wasn’t even needed: on the staircase’s second whirl, he counted three men rising in wooden cages, probably to warn the workers at the upper levels, and in ten minutes he had to keep to the wall in order not to be pushed over the edge by the steady stream of people rushing downward.

			A domino effect—you see others below, fleeing, your instincts kick in.

			By the time he got to the top, he was walking through abandoned towns: a frozen pulley, an overturned bucket, somebody’s shirt over a grinding wheel.

			The top, however, was still alive, and it was a whole new world.
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			A massive platform, sanded to perfect white under the autumn sun, supported the tower’s jawline.

			He finally understood why his sister had called them tulips. Those bumps in the unfinished wall weren’t Drakiri devices—or egg-shaped things—those were flowers, grown through the stone, ready to bloom. Those were gardeners, standing knee-deep in the purple rolling across the wooden planks.

			Two people, peeking over the edge. One of them turned and waved. “Lord Ashcroft. What’s happening?” He ran—a clumsy half-walk, half-run, a parody of how Drakiri moved. “Why is everybody fleeing? We were told the devices are about to implode—”

			“They are,” said Shea.

			“But they aren’t!” The man stretched out his hands, palms cupped. “We’ve checked every single one. They’re operating as—”

			“How long have you been working here?” Shea looked him in the eye, and the hands dropped. “You’ve made a mistake.”

			“My lord—”

			“This isn’t a debate. You don’t want to take chances with those things.”

			Paranoia. I don’t know about yours—but that’s how our race survives, Lena. That’s how we’ve always survived.

			“We’ve checked every one of them.” Practically a whisper now.

			Shea pointed at the staircase. “Vacate the site.”

			“And you, my lord?”

			“I’ll try to prevent a catastrophe.”

			The man reminded him of the fellow with sad hound eyes whom he’d forced to operate a device a month ago: same baggy trousers, same frightened gaze, same willingness to follow orders regardless of where they led.

			When both workers disappeared down the staircase, he allowed himself to breathe. Was it him, or had the purple thickened? The tulips, are they opening for the sun? He walked up to the device closest to him. “Here, let me show you,” she’d said and touched the dark surface lightly, as though weaving or playing a harp.

			He put his hands on the tulip. Took a second’s hesitation he could still afford. And unscrewed the valve, all the way. He thought he heard birds, but, of course, at this height it was impossible.

			Something hummed through the tower’s arteries. Something woke up within the stone, stirred, and squared its shoulders.

			“Away from the device, now.”

			He turned around. Four minutes forty seconds.

			In calm, measured steps, Aidan ascended the staircase and stepped onto the platform.

			“Away from the device, Shea. Damn—I should’ve known. Any idiot could see you were too weak to handle power.”

			“The tower needs to be destroyed. I’ve been to—”

			“Undo it. Whatever you just did, undo it.”

			“I can’t. And I won’t—not again.”

			“Too weak,” Aidan said, pulling off his glove, “even there, at the beginning, at the capital. When you refused to gas that mob. The plebs.”

			He advanced, rolling the “fingers” of the knotted contraption he had for a hand. “I need this tower.”

			Four minutes.

			“I should’ve killed you and fulfilled the queen’s mandate myself.”

			He made a wide swing, and Shea caught him by the wrist, immediately realizing how futile an attempt it was. It was like trying to stop a horse at full speed. The Drakiri hand must’ve weighed at least three pounds, and Aidan knew how to use it. All Shea was able to do was deflect it an inch; for a few seconds, he felt his head existing separate from his body, a torn-off part of a rag doll. Next came the pain and the wall’s stones, crashing into his forehead.

			He slipped, steadied himself. “Fulfilled her mandate?” He spat blood at the white boards. “The duke would’ve disposed of you, same as he tried with me.”

			Aidan smiled. “I’m afraid the good old duke is unwell at the moment. Something in the food, I hear. He won’t be bothering me any longer.”

			Three minutes. Another swing—this time, Shea ducked, and Aidan’s fist sent crushed rock spraying into the air.

			“Think about your country!”

			“You’re blind in one eye because of your Duma hatred.” Shea stabbed his finger at his bloodied face. “Get it through your head: they aren’t attacking us.”

			“And we won’t be waiting for that, either.” Aidan spun his arm as though preparing to shoot a sling. “From here, we’ll stage a preemptive strike. We’ll attack ourselves.”

			“You’re fucking insane.”

			“Undo it, you idiot!”

			“I won’t.”

			Two minutes. The blow landed on Shea’s left biceps, pain spreading through the body like fire. A spasm made him double over, and at that moment a wave of heat licked his face. He froze. The tulip he’d rigged was opening; it swelled—as though it were a wart the wall tried to push out—and tore itself apart in the process. The heat came from the expanding crevice, and he remembered the skin of his fingers melting against the surface of another device, in a different life.

			He shifted his gaze to Aidan.

			“Time’s up,” his adversary said, raising his fist. “You’re walking away from the greatest power in the world.”

			“I never needed it. You can have it.”

			This time, he didn’t try to block. With his healthy hand, Shea grabbed Aidan’s wrist, deflecting the motion right into the purple crevice.

			The knuckles went in with a screech. Aidan grunted, trying to free himself, and that was when the tulip changed its song. It seemed bigger, a moment later smaller, alternating between two ends of an invisible compressed path.

			The device spat Aidan’s hand out. The arm bounced in a wide arc like a wooden toy.

			Halfway through, the hand exploded.

			With a wail, the wall began to bend, the mist at its base collecting itself into a funnel.

			Aidan was already dead when his body hit the platform.

			Shea froze, staring at the disfigured lump—dreams, ambitions, and memories, under a film of blood and white cloth fluttering in the wind. He had an impulse to drag the body to safety, immediately realizing how pointless that would be. Besides, he had no more time. The next tulip opened, pulled into the implosion radius of the first, and the next one: a chain reaction.

			The beautiful garden his sister had wished for, coming to life.

			Shea dashed toward the staircase, a ripple passing through the boards underneath his feet, and he almost made it—right to the first step, where he felt his body being hauled back into the center of the implosion.

			Not like this. Not like this. Ignoring the white-hot pain in his left arm, he waved his hands like a bird and hurled himself forward.

			Even in free fall, as the darkness sped up past him, he sensed the tremor that shook the mammoth structure: the collapse had begun.

			I did it, Lena. I did it.

			And, to his surprise, the abyss answered. Come home, it said.

			The abyss responded in Lena’s voice—only he didn’t know which of the two anymore.

			Does it matter? he thought, enjoying the numbness that comes with the air battering the body. He let the voice carry him and remembered the dog he’d seen on his penultimate day at the capital, the poor mongrel who’d tried to get at the lamppost. It staggered him how, back then, he’d failed to recognize that desire—to reach something huge but utterly useless.

			A gust of wind spun him around. A treadwheel, a whirl of the staircase. Purple glow from above, blooming for the last time.

			It’s a dance, it dawned on him. Not the one he’d wished for—an illusion, all lacquer, all empty hopes—but something real, something that rendered even his mistakes, his earlier indecision, insignificant.

			“It’s a dance!” he shouted, the wind immediately snatching his words.

			And who knows, perhaps the final pas isn’t the fall.

			Perhaps the real dance takes you through the halls, farther and farther away, until you come across a room with flowers where a girl with hands made for weaving or playing a harp, a black wave of hair rolling down her shoulders, would raise her head and smile at you.

			Welcome you home.

		


		
			INTERMISSION. THE MAN WITH ALL THE GIFTS

			In March, in the market square where the snow had thawed, Aidan saw the man who’d killed half his family.

			He thought he was mistaken at first, that maybe it was winter anxiety playing tricks, stirring up unwanted memories. He strolled over to the root vegetables stand and, without saying a word, pointed at the turnips and raised four fingers to the lady in the white apron. While she worked, he glanced to his right.

			It was Michael. Not the same Michael he remembered, more a worn version, which was to be expected after the two decades Aidan hadn’t seen him. The hair had turned a dirty gray, the receding hairline had crawled halfway up the skull. Michael’s pants were too big for him, and he had a look of urgency about him thieves and turncoats often have.

			He lingered in a very specific spot: next to the empty meat stand. The crates on display had always remained empty, their owner claiming, at various times of the day, either delivery problems or unexpected demand. In reality, this was where people made their first contact with the Red Hill’s intelligence.

			Apparently, Michael had some information to volunteer.

			Past the initial impulse to turn away and hide his face, Aidan realized he was in no danger of being recognized: the last time Michael had seen him, he saw a thirteen-year-old boy in a different country.

			“Your turnips,” the woman in the apron said.

			“Thank you.” Still unable to take his eyes off the meat stand.

			“Will there be anything else?”

			Michael shifted his feet.

			“Will you be buying anything else?”

			“No! No,” Aidan said. “I’m sorry, I need to go.”

			He handed over the money.

			In a side alley, he propped his arm against a wall and vomited. The turnips tumbled out of the bag, rolling across the pavement toward the shadow embankment of the dead-end. A dog barked; a voice from the window above shouted something about “bloody drunks puking everywhere.” A skyraft scraped a line through the clouds.

			He remembered that day at the end of summer, Michael—a younger Michael, still in possession of all his hair—running out of the gate, waving his hands. “Give me my doll, Papa.” Then, a flat whistle drowning out everything else, and an all-consuming pain in Aidan’s right hand, the pain one can’t even begin to suspect exists until it blooms in the body like a poisonous flower.

			The bastard blew me up—and here he is. Aidan rubbed his eyes. If he was going to act, he had to do it quickly. Assuming Michael possessed valuable intel, the Red Hill would give him a new identity after the interrogation. Searching for him then would be the same as trying to find the raft that had just passed overhead.

			Aidan wiped his mouth with the remains of the paper bag and leaned back against the wall. First, you’ll calm down. The hands needed to stop shaking. The heart needed to stop playing a frightened hare. Love required full abandon; hate had an obligation to be coolheaded. Tomorrow, he would take care of everything tomorrow. One day was nothing against twenty-plus years, and he still had time.

			“You can’t let it get to you,” he said to the window.

			The voice behind it responded with a barrage of expletives.

			At home, Nina worked magic in the kitchen—the rest of the house was dark. Without lighting the lamps, Aidan walked into his study, closed the door, and started undressing. A carriage rumbled in the street, and the noise’s roll carried him from one moment to the next. When he came to his senses, he sat on the bed’s edge, already in his wear-at-home shirt. He didn’t register putting it on—or sitting, for that matter.

			Michael’s made contact by now.

			“Darling, supper’s ready!”

			“In a second.”

			The carriage’s wheels rattled away.

			He and Nina ate in silence.

			“Do you like it?” she said, finally.

			He finished chewing, dabbed his lips with a napkin. “Yes, thank you, Dear. The scallops are marvelous as usual.”

			“Hard to believe, given your long face.”

			Have they brought him to one of the houses yet?

			“Is something wrong, Dear?”

			Aidan put the napkin down. “Don’t roll the r. ”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“You can’t roll the r in the word hard. You need a soft r here, or no r at all.”

			“What’s the matter with you?”

			Maybe I shouldn’t wait. Maybe I should go to the intelligence office now. “What’s the matter with me? You’ve been living in this house for how long, exactly? It’s been two years, right? And you haven’t taken an hour to work on your phonetics.”

			“ ‘Living in this house?’ I thought we were in a relationship, Aidan.”

			“I can’t take you anywhere. Whenever there’s a gala, or a reception, or heaven knows what, I must go alone, because you know what they’d say otherwise?”

			She stood and picked up her plate.

			“They’d say,” he called after her, “look, two fucking Dumians out for a stroll.” He tossed his fork on the table.

			Later, he stopped at Nina’s door. He raised his fist to knock, but something held him back. He waited, listening, and the room on the other side seemed to listen to him, too.

			I’m sorry, Nina, I didn’t mean to hurt you, he wanted to say.

			Aidan listened. Nothing came, neither a breath nor a clink of a plate.
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			… his thirteen-year-old self had mirrored the pose, knuckles frozen an inch from a door—but that one opened.

			“Yes?” said the woman in a crinoline dress.

			She smelled of lilac soap, an expensive import—he’d always wondered where this abundance stemmed from; the family wasn’t even new nobility.

			“Is Masha home?”

			“She’s studying.”

			“May I talk to her, please? It’s very important.”

			The woman arched an eyebrow as if she doubted the existence of important matters for someone who was thirteen. “Alright, go on in. She’s in the living room—but you have ten minutes, Aidan, no more. Then she must return to her studies.” She called into the house, “Nata, see that the young man leaves in ten!”

			The slanting sunlight dusted the cupboard, the chairs, the table; it reflected off the oilcloth, making Masha’s face glow, losing itself between the locks of her hair. Yellow gooseberries in a bowl next to her hand, translucent, with delicate veins. The only non-airy thing in this room is me.

			She looked up and smiled—summer must smile in the same way. He reciprocated because he couldn’t help it, regardless of what he was about to tell her.

			“I need to talk to you,” they both said simultaneously.

			“You go first,” he said, hating himself for it.

			“They’re cutting down our tree. I mean, not only it—I guess there’ll be a whole new clearing in the forest.”

			Their tree. Early stars among the leaves, picnics by the fire, swathes of foliage in the distance, like clouds that had sunk to earth—their secret place.

			“Hey, don’t be upset, Aidan. We’ll find another tree, right?”

			He shifted his feet the way the petitioners his father received every Friday did.

			“Wait, did you sneak past Mother?” She never used the Dumish word “mama.”

			“No, she told me I was against the clock.”

			“Sounds like her. How much did you get—five minutes?”

			“Ten.”

			“Oh, she’s generous today.”

			“We’re going away, Masha. Leaving the country, Papa said.”

			That’s it.

			He’d expected questions, maybe a tantrum, maybe tears—she took her hands off the table, hunched. The sunlight brushed her head.

			When the silence couldn’t stretch itself any thinner, she asked, “When?”

			“In a week or so.”

			“For how long?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“You can no more nickname the road’s strands,” she said, “than I can count the feathers once a swallow lands.”

			“And if I leave our home before first snow,” he echoed, “which path will lead me back here once it thaws?”

			She took a gooseberry and twirled it in her fingers.

			“I’ll hang a present for you on the tree before I go,” he said.

			“Our day isn’t for another month.”

			“I’ll do it anyway. And I’ll write to you, Masha, I promise.”
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			He woke because his hand itched. Goose bumps on his skin: Nina had pulled all the blankets to her side. He sat and rubbed his palm, his fingers finding only metal and cold beads of something he didn’t want to look at. The missing part of him itched, it itched like hell.

			It had taken a year before he could pull off his gloves in Nina’s presence, another six months—to start sleeping without them in the bed they shared.

			He assumed the horizontal position again, but sleep had cut its losses and retreated. He stood, wandered around the bedroom, went to the window, went into his study. On the table was a dwarf red lantern next to a stack of letters in a childish, all-too-rounded handwriting; the cleaning lady must’ve taken this little cache out yesterday. “Dear Aidan, how are you?”—“Dear Aidan, I’ve been looking for a tree.”—“I miss you.”

			He put everything back in a drawer, got dressed, and went outside.

			Daniel manned the front desk at the intelligence office—Aidan remembered the name because the guy persisted in wearing a cerulean blue jacket, apparently thinking it fancy.

			“A Dumian just established contact,” Aidan said.

			“We’ve had two this week.”

			“A man in his fifties, baggy trousers, balding. The name’s Michael.”

			Daniel stared at the book in front of him, running his finger along the margin. “He’s from yesterday, isn’t he? They brought him to Pine Square for questioning.”

			“I want to question him myself.”

			“I don’t know …” The blue jacket threw a glance over his shoulder. “Normally it’s the captain who handles the Dumians.”

			Aidan said, “Can you do me a favor?”

			Daniel didn’t respond, but his eyes asked, “What’ve you got?”

			“I have two tickets to the opera this weekend.”

			A pause. “All right. But don’t spill the beans on this one. Here are the questioning forms.”

			In Pine Square, there was an inconspicuous gray brick of a building tucked away behind the old pub. The living situation was akin to a truce: the patrons paid no attention to what was happening on their doorstep, while their chirping, cursing, and occasional screams provided a screen for certain activities in the gray house.

			He knocked. A young fellow who was a porter, an accountant, or an assassin—or all of the above—checked the papers from the intelligence office and waved him in.

			In the vestibule, Aidan took off his coat. Two people stood by the window, chatting and laughing in hushed voices.

			“Gentlemen, you’re needed at the Red Hill.”

			The one closer glanced at Aidan’s hands and said, “Screw it, they’re doing this for the third time this month. What is it now, a military parade?”

			This guy didn’t ask for the papers—he was obviously higher up in the hierarchy, and he’d recognized the black gloves. He nodded to his conversation partner, who silently moved toward the staircase, but Aidan said, “I’ll take care of the defector. Hurry up.”

			I’ve got thirty, maybe forty minutes before they find out I’ve tricked them.

			He locked the front door behind the two men and the “porter” and tore the questioning forms, slowly—each time his healthy hand began to shake, he stopped, inhaled, exhaled.

			The staircase was his childhood home’s staircase, the window at the end, the carriage’s window, and on each step, his sisters died all over again. “Give me my doll, Papa.” Pressing the blood-spitting stump that his right wrist had turned into against his belly, crawling toward the carriage, toward the hands that still clutched the toy. Then, nothing, a blank spot. He hated himself for that absence, as though he’d made a conscious decision to erase his own memory.

			He hesitated outside the door, but just as with a runner crossing the finish line, stopping simply wasn’t possible.

			A window under the roof, a table, two chairs, one occupied. Aidan walked in, crossed the room, and sat opposite the man he’d hated for most of his life. Michael slouched, arms folded across his chest, chin halfway to defiance—he might’ve pulled it off if it hadn’t been for his eyes.

			“Finally,” he said. “Finally. Are you here to debrief me?”

			He knows. Does he know?

			“Hello, Michael.”

			“I’m sorry, have we met?” The man shook his head. “Of course. The fellows who’d talked to me told you my name.”

			The human brain adapts, tries to explain the inconsistencies, does its meager best to interpret the world. Chalks up the interrogator’s weird behavior to tactics.

			“What’s your surname, Michael?”

			He answered.

			“Occupation?”

			“They’d already asked me all this before you came in.”

			“I don’t care what they asked you—from this point on, you’re talking to me.”

			Michael straightened as if he were a soldier called to attention. “I worked for Duma’s intelligence, m’lord.”

			“Meaning, you were part of it?”

			“I ran errands for them.”

			Slowly, Aidan leaned back in his chair. Over the decades, the pain of loss had painted a long shadow for Michael; sometimes Aidan had imagined him as a high-ranking member of the secret service, sometimes—as a mastermind, even.

			But masterminds don’t go undercover as stable hands. His sisters, Maria and Isabel, had been killed by a man who’d run errands, and the thought made him want to howl.

			“How long did you work for them?”

			“Twenty-three years.”

			We must’ve been one of his first assignments. “How did they recruit you?”

			“A jockey at my riding school noticed I had an eye for detail.”

			“Please describe your errands.”

			“What good will it—I mean, listen, I have information about what happened to the emperor of Duma. I know why he’s in a coma. I also know what’s going on with the Queen Mother. This has the potential to shift the balance—”

			“Let’s stay on topic.”

			“But this is the reason I defected,” Michael said. “You don’t realize how big this is. May I talk to someone who’s—”

			Aidan slapped the table. “Your errands, damn it!”

			The artificial hand fell with a thud, and the man opposite winced. “Well, I guess I can be thankful there’s no birdeater.”

			“We aren’t Duma. We don’t use spiders in interrogations,” Aidan said.

			A couple of years back, he’d seen a stolen daguerreotype of a subject of such interrogation—a bloated, gray pile of flesh on a stretcher. He remembered a second picture, too, a close-up of a hand with bite marks on the wrist. Michael was right—he had it easy here. I need to ramp up, but not yet, not yet; first, I’ll let him marinate a bit.

			“Your errands,” Aidan repeated.

			“My latest assignment was gathering intel on General Gorsky …”

			He droned on, recounting his assignments, and with each next date, Aidan found it progressively harder to contain himself.

			“Ever worked as a stable hand?”

			“What? Yes, yes, about twenty years ago.” Michael rubbed his forehead. “Please give me a second. It was a long time back, you’ve got to understand. Yes, a noble family, parents, a son and two daughters. The father wanted to leave the country. May I ask what relevance …”

			“You gathered intel on them, too?” Aidan asked.

			“Of course.”

			“And did they manage to leave the country?”

			“I was ordered to blow up their carriage … I think. Wait, yes, I remember. Yes, they had a boy, maybe thirteen? Twelve? A smart boy, I remember now. I worked for them for a couple of years and loved the boy. Picked up things quickly, very imaginative. I taught him to ride.”

			Aidan sucked in air. “Stick to the topic, please. So you blew them up?”

			Michael scratched at something on the table. “I didn’t want to. I guess—I don’t quite remember. I recall having reservations about it, but …. Okay, what I think happened was, when I’d learned the father was working on obtaining travel permits, I … I tried to stall. The boy, though—the father must’ve told him, and the boy leaked it to the family next door. He fancied their girl, Tanya, I think, or maybe Masha.”

			The missing hand itched. Like in a dream, Aidan asked, “What did the neighbors have to do with anything?”

			“Why, their mother worked in the same branch I did. So the intel had wandered from the father to the son to the girl to her mother, and this was where I lost control of the situation.”
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			“Let go of me! Let me go!”

			“The carriage’s ready,” Father said. “Don’t you understand time? We’re leaving, now.”

			Aidan twisted out of his arms, pushed the front door open, and ran. Down the street, past the golden grain field, into the stroke of dusk held together by branches.

			The sun tickled the trees’ crowns, and he raced through the latticework it projected onto the trail.

			The tree rose in the middle of the clearing like some old growth, gray after winter—but there was a dash of red near the top, and Aidan climbed up, rushing, bruising his arms and legs, tearing his clothes.

			A small crimson lantern with a note tied to it.

			Find your way home once the snow thaws.
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			It can’t be me. It couldn’t have been me. I can’t be responsible.

			She’d written to him; he’d never written back. His right hand was gone, and each time he tried picking up the pen with his left, he saw Isabel’s fingers reaching for the doll. Then, after a while, the flow of letters had dried up, and there was no reason to respond anymore. Life happened, rolled over the gooseberries, plucked all the gifts from the branches.

			“Are you all right, m’lord?” Michael asked.

			“No,” Aidan said. “No, I’m not all right.”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Don’t you recognize me?”

			He did. He finally did, because his face changed, and he moved to push himself away from the table.

			“No need for it now,” Aidan said.

			The man swallowed. “It wasn’t my fault, I was just following orders at that point. I—”

			“What’s my name?”

			“I don’t—”

			“My name!”

			“Aidan. It’s Aidan.”

			Aidan slowly stood and pulled off the black glove. “You know what it is?” He held the Drakiri contraption right in front of Michael’s face, making him shrink back.

			“I’ve got information about the emperor,” the man said. “It’s huge, I know why he’s in a coma and what’s happened to the Queen Mother—”

			“I don’t care about Dumian royalty.”

			“I know what’s still happening to the Queen Mother.”

			“She and her son should both rot, as far as I’m concerned.”

			“But they—”

			“Can and will go to hell.” Aidan walked around the table. “Where do you think you’ll go?”

			Michael whispered something, looking at his feet.

			“Louder if you want me to hear you.”

			“I made sure you survived.”

			“What?” Aidan punched the wall. “Louder!”

			“I placed the bomb in such a way that you’d survive.”

			“Bullshit—you can’t ensure anything with a bomb!” He drove the Drakiri fist through the table, and it fell apart as if it were a dummy.

			Michael didn’t flinch, though. He raised his head and said, “Aidan, I’m sorry, I truly am. If I hadn’t carried out the order, someone else would’ve—but you must understand it was you who’d signed your sisters’ death warrants.”

			“Bullshit.” He’s lying his guts out. Aidan grabbed the chair he’d sat on and hurled it against the wall. In the distance, the pub exploded in an echo of laughter.

			“That girl—and her mother, of course,” Michael said. “Wasn’t your fault, though, you were kids, you didn’t know to keep your mouths shut. Just a lot of bad luck.”

			He plucks the red lantern from the branch and wraps around it the picture he’d drawn, fastening it with a linen cord. The candle inside the glass cage burns—how long has it been since she was here? ten minutes, no longer—he stares into the flame, so much like the yellow gooseberries, like her hair soaking up the sun.

			“You were kids,” Michael repeated.

			He couldn’t remember the corpses, and that was the worst of it. That constituted his betrayal: his life had gone on after he’d blocked out one last memory, out of horror, out of convenience, out of fear of pain. What would he have done, had he known he’d been at least partly responsible?

			He said, “And if I leave our home before first snow, which path will lead me back here once it thaws?”

			“I don’t understand,” whispered Michael.

			“You’re not supposed to.”

			The man made no sound as Aidan walked out of the room. Outside, he locked the door and descended the staircase to the ground floor. There was a tiny kitchen crammed with things that wouldn’t spoil quickly; he opened the cupboard and took out a tray, a bottle of red wine, and two glasses.

			He emptied the vial he’d had in his pocket into the glass to the left. Paused, looking at the crimson liquid. The snow had thawed, but the only path he could choose would lead him to the woman he didn’t know, who’d never tasted gooseberries, who rolled her r’s, who would never think of counting the feathers on a bird’s wing.

			He stretched out his hand, hesitated for a second, and gave the tray a spin, letting left swap places with right, right with left, left with right, until he couldn’t tell where the poison was anymore.

			Aidan studied the glasses, making sure the liquid looked the same. Then he took the tray and went upstairs.

		


		
			BOOK II
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			City of Spires, City of Seagulls

			THE DOGS II

			She’s called the “Queen Mother” of Duma, which, of course, she’s not. Her son only rules the country unofficially, and thus her title is, in fact, an expression of affection for him—if she’s the Queen Mother, he’s the true emperor. This goes to show how relative our systems of designation are.

			Cillian Rand, “World History XII,”

			publication date unknown

			The woman dreamed. An ancient sky from the time humans had crawled across the savannah—a canvas full of signs and living things; against it, a great tower; at its top, a purple furnace.

			The stem opened, parting like curtains to reveal a falling man. She thought it was a man; she couldn’t discern the details, nor did she care. Death does away with gender, among other things. The woman raised her hand to touch the figure, and the picture became a crumbling jigsaw.

			She’d drifted off on the couch. At her feet, the stars were the shards of porcelain: she must’ve been holding a cup, but she didn’t remember it. The shards moved as though the tea around them were a creek, the floor vibrated, the city beyond the window grumbled, conversing with an earthquake thousands of miles away.

			“It has collapsed,” she said under her breath. “The tower in …” She couldn’t recall the name.

			In the vestibule, the dog flap plopped, and her little sun darted in and took a running leap into her arms.

			She allowed the pug’s tongue to sand her cheek, ruffled the fur. “Say ‘mama’ to me. Say ‘mama.’ Why won't you say ‘mama’ to me?”

			Under her hand, the tiny ribs shivered in bursts—she cuddled the dog, waiting for the tremors around them to subside. But when the porcelain shards came to rest, something else changed. The pug bared its teeth at the shadows in the corner of the room.

			“Go away,” the woman said, “we don’t need you.”

			The shadows produced a syringe, waving it lightly, and the little sun jumped off to the floor and cowered behind the couch. From there, it whimpered like a baby.

			“It’s time.”

			“No. No, it’s not, it shouldn’t be.” She felt her sleeve being rolled up. “It has collapsed, and he will do it now. He’ll start the war.”

			There was a slight hesitation.

			“His Grace the crown prince does what’s best for Duma.” The needle entered her body, and the shadow added, “Your Majesty.”
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			The stub in the place of the Owenbeg tower seemed impossible, like a sky split in two, or the sun warped into an unfamiliar shape, or cracked clouds. There was now a dent in the horizon, the fields leading to it a miles-long fireplace, trees’ bones for logs, hillocks for ash piles. The oversized crumbs of the circular wall for coals. A whirl of the giant staircase jutted out where the creek used to be, a road to heaven cut short.

			And the fireplace fumed. That was what made the man feel tiny—not the destruction’s scale, but that eight hours later, smoke still coiled from the ground.

			The man and fifty other castle servants advanced toward the tower’s remains. In a scorched land, the only guide was sound. People reacted differently to injury: many cried for help, many wept, some, in delirium, shouted the names of their loved ones. The procedure remained the same: slide the metal rod under the stone, lift the stone, call on the others if the load proved too heavy. Light a torch. Wait. Someone would come and take care of the body.

			The man tried his best to think of them as “bodies,” lest his hands shook and the ash from his sleeve got into his eyes when he wiped them. But a moment from his childhood kept returning to him: how he’d been playing outside the hut when his father came and took away his toy. “Need some help, Sonny.” A cow had broken through the pasture’s fence and tumbled down the mountainside with its back fractured.

			The animal was still alive. While they hoisted it onto an improvised sleigh, it didn’t stir once. One of its eyes stared at the sky, blinking. It was the blinking the man remembered—a calm, mundane act on the brink of death.

			Cows know when it’s time to die. They know enough to accept it.

			A new sound came from ahead. A male voice kept repeating a short word, perhaps a name, neither weeping nor shouting, as though simply stating a fact.

			The man picked up the pace.

			Definitely a name. Lea? Lena?

			An arm protruded from between two stone blocks. The man straightened and waved his hand. “Andrew! Conor! Need some help!”

			Need some help, Sonny.

			When they’d freed the body, he kept silent. In ten minutes, a sled came, and he was once again slipping into his memories: his father’s arm around his shoulders after they’d hauled their gruesome load into the backyard. “Don’t cry, Sonny. Don’t cry. Life’s life.” Father was killed on the front lines during a petty border dispute two years later, and that memory, a bitter, burnt one, turned out to be the moment that remained.

			“Hey,” the man called to the figures pulling the sled away.

			“Yes?”

			“Where are you taking them?”

			“What, the bodies? To the castle.”

		


		
			Part V

			A TRAP FOR SMALL ANIMALS

			People say three things about Dumians: their hospitality knows no bounds, they only ever drink tea, and they build big. The hospitality thing is somewhat undermined by the conflict that’s been simmering since the Poltava dispute (though it has had no effect on the skyraft fuel importation from Duma—or the exporting of skyraft engines), and if you visit the Dumian capital, you’ll find they consume as much coffee as tea.

			They do build big, however. When it comes to weapons size, they tend to go for monumental.

			Cillian Rand, “World History XII,”

			publication date unknown
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			Warmth tickled her cheek—sunlight on a Sunday, Brielle thought. She would open her eyes, and there would be poplar fluff in a descending carousel, curtains billowing out of the summer window, the sun’s fingers shaping hot wax into clouds.

			Hands lay on her shoulders and shook her.

			“I don’t want to wake up,” she said. “Please. Not yet.”

			The hands shook—no, jolted her.

			“I don’t want to.”

			Brielle tried to cover herself with the pillow—only it wasn’t a pillow; it was a thing that had stayed underwater for too long, lukewarm, moldy, porous. She opened her eyes, squeezed them shut to wipe away the blood, opened them again.

			No pristine white of the bed linen, no dust bunnies wandering across the floor: the ground on which she lay resembled clay pottery with razor-carved shadows. She coughed and rose halfway, only for pain to pierce her left arm, shoulder to wrist.

			“Fuck. Fuck.”

			Concentrate. You need to concentrate. Is it a fracture? She squeezed her forearm, and the pain shot up—but she didn’t faint; a bruise, then. She managed to get on all fours the same moment a tremor spun the world into a somersault. The world crashed into her cheek.

			When her vision came back, she groaned. Where am I, where the hell am I? The cloud cover was peanuts whipped into a mush. Awareness returned slowly. A memory floated up through the pain, and she gasped and crawled backward, using her healthy arm and her feet to put distance between herself and what wasn’t there.

			Stop it.

			The giant was nowhere to be seen.

			When another wave of tremors rolled in, Brielle stretched out on her back. The earthquake snarled somewhere deep and died while she counted off the seconds out of professional habit. At three hundred and sixty, she propped herself up on her elbow and stood.

			The ground in front of her had collapsed, leaving a jagged edge past which smoke climbed, and with baby steps, she tottered toward the precipice.

			At the bottom lay an enormous body, all bent like a doll with triangle rulers for bones. It seemed, because of the sheer size, that the body was the pit. Steam poured out of the holes in the ground; part of it rose and part drifted low.

			How it had let go of her, how it fell to its death, how she fell—the memory was one blank spot.

			Then the shock ebbed. The portal, the portal, it had carried her from the portal. She looked where she hadn’t dared before.

			There, half a mile away, behind a cluster of tree things. A centipede standing upright—at least she thought that was what a centipede looked like under its exoskeleton. She remembered thorns, but only a couple protruded from the Tower’s body now, the places where the others used to be marked by pale patches.

			“Did you do it? Did you destroy it, Shea?”

			Were the worlds actually linked—could the collapse of the Owenbeg tower have echoed throughout this place? For some reason, she thought back to the conversation between her and Shea in her quarters, how she’d thrown a teacup onto the table—one should never throw porcelain, it’s a bad omen. Nursing her left arm, she hurried around the pit.

			The portal might still be open.

			Yes, an earthquake happened. Yes, the Tower’s thorns fell off. Yes, the giant perished.

			What did they call those bottle-shaped dungeon rooms from which there was no escape? Oubliettes? Maybe that was it. Maybe she was in one.

			Stop it, stop, stop; you shouldn’t have thrown that cup.

			She ran through the forest to the shuffling of the brush-like foliage, fighting to block any thought until she saw a gap ahead. And when a wave of stench rolled in, she felt raw, unfiltered happiness—she’d never imagined she would be happy to see something as horrible as a decomposing deer’s carcass.

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you. Thank you.”

			She dashed to the trees on the other side. Nothing happened.

			Ice branched out in her neck, sank into shoulders, spread through her stomach. She walked around, slower this time, arms outstretched, a sleepwalker in a strange land.

			How did the rhyme go? “One step to the right, one step to the left.

			One step to happiness.

			One step to hell.”

			Right now, she would’ve given good money for “hell.” The clearing was thirty paces wide, each of them leading nowhere. Brielle slumped. Her tear ducts stayed dry as paper, so she clawed at the baked ground instead. After a while, she stopped and stared at a part of her nail lodged in the soil. Her body became light, like before fainting. Perhaps it was a heart attack, perhaps—the brain’s defensive reaction; in any case, it allowed her to concentrate. Brielle rose, took out a handkerchief, and bandaged her finger.

			A bald spot grew in the seemingly impenetrable cloud cover to the—east? West? South? Through the opening, the shade of cinnamon could’ve equally been late afternoon or dusk. Come to think of it, the lighting hadn’t changed since she’d gotten there.

			Three days without water before her body tries drinking itself, assuming she doesn’t bump into another giant by then. There must’ve been water underground, otherwise the trees wouldn’t be able to grow. Perhaps I could dig a …. She glanced at her bandage. No, she couldn’t.

			Three days. On the fourth, the deer would get company.

			There was only one place left for her to go, one that might provide her with—if not a means of escape, then at least of survival. It was also the place nobody sane would choose as a destination—but she was Brielle, chief engineer of the largest defensive structure in human history; hadn’t some of her choices up until now bordered on crazy already?

			She started toward the Mimic Tower.
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			Time returned from eternity’s far end, giving life to small things, to light things: a vein that throbbed in his left temple, a bug that crawled up the back of his palm. The sunshine pulsed between the outlines of pillars, and it reeked of rotting leaves, gutter, and medicine.

			Shea blinked. Pillars outdoors meant he lay under a covered gallery, which in turn meant he was in the castle’s courtyard. A haircloth blanket hid half his body. He tried to lift his arm, but his bones seemed to have gained at least ten pounds—and when he stirred, pain in his side momentarily blinded him.

			“… bodies,” a female voice said.

			Bodies. His senses returned, which wasn’t good: everything felt as if he was on the wrong end of a telescope. Someone’s pumped me full of morphine. His left side took shape, turning into a single raw spot, but the sensation was still abstract—more a concept of pain.

			“Anyone out there? Did it collapse?”

			The vocal cords produced three caws.

			“Ashcroft,” the same person who’d mentioned the bodies said. “The duke’s looking for that bastard who caused all this.”

			All this sounded good. It sounded like something big had happened. Shea squinted, trying to discern anything past the pillars, but there was only the mashed potato of sunlight.

			“How about a little mercy? These people have returned from hell.” A man this time.

			“Of course, they did, otherwise I couldn’t question them.”

			“I’m a medic, I’m sworn to help each and—”

			“Cut it,” the woman said.

			Fiona, the majordomo. That’s her.

			“Why isn’t the duke here himself?”

			Fiona paused. “He’s in no shape for it right now.”

			Shea silently screamed: the pain in his side sharpened, but he didn’t have the luxury of lending it a voice. If the old creep had survived Aidan’s poisoning attempt, mercy toward a saboteur would be the last thing on his mind.

			Boots drummed on cobblestone, a drum roll, a pause, a rustle. A drum roll, a pause—Fiona was doing something, probably examining the other injured. The gallery’s shade was his only protection and a temporary one at that. Shea made the effort to turn his head. He lay next to three people, their bodies wrapped in blankets like birthday presents: they appeared unconscious. To his right, the iron-reinforced door led into the castle, but even if he somehow crawled to it, he had zero chance of opening it in his present condition.

			“The ones with the covered faces,” the medic’s voice said.

			“What about them?”

			“You don’t want to peek under the cloth. I mean it.”

			Covered faces. It was a long shot, but still. Shea stirred, freeing the flaps of the blanket from beneath him, and flung his right arm like a whip—his palm landed on his rib cage. A baby learning to handle a toy, he pulled the rag up to his forehead.

			He must’ve fainted, because the next moment, the boots clattered at his ear. A muddy shape emerged, moved closer, became the outline of fingers: Fiona reached for the blanket. Shea clenched his teeth. His side burned now, and he didn’t know how much longer he could take it.

			The hand hesitated: one second, two, three. Then it drew back.

			“Some are unconscious,” Fiona said. “I’ll return tomorrow morning.”

			The boots drummed again, subsiding.

			So that’s it. If I don’t get out of here before morning, I’m done for. As he thought that, his vision blinked, as if he’d glimpsed something out of the corner of his eye. The flash had lasted for a moment but left an impression of being in two places at the same time.

			He gasped.

			“Oh. You’re back.”

			Another series of steps, a heavier gait this time. Fingers felt his forearms, palpated his abdomen. The medic obviously bought the trick, too—maybe he hadn’t been there when they brought the survivors under the gallery. A wild thought occurred to Shea, to ask the man to help him escape, although that would’ve been pure suicide.

			What came out in the end was, “How many dead?”

			Instead of a response, a needle entered his arm. No, tell me, I need to know. As the soreness dissipated, Shea heard seagulls’ cries—only stretched, drifting through time, rolling in, rolling in waves. He remembered the city in the Red Hill’s shadow, the dog and the window. The waves had been people then, and—

			Those weren’t seagulls: those were the moans of the wounded. Strangely enough, it had a soothing effect on him: it was the sound of people being alive.

			How could he still be alive?

			The morphine worked its magic, spreading through his tissues, branching into his capillaries: a traveling circus on the road to delirium. Halfway there, he asked, “Is Brielle alive, too?” The medic either didn’t hear or didn’t understand him, and blindly, Shea tried to grab him by the hand. I must stay awake, or they’ll find me—but the seagulls vanished, then the shore, then the sunlight.

			When he woke, he could no longer discern the gaps in the blanket.

			His body still behaved; the morphine still numbed it. He removed the cloth from his face, and sure enough, it was night already, diamonds whole, diamonds ground to dust. How much time did he have left? Five, six hours?

			A dog barked at the edge of the dark. He jerked to his feet and regretted the movement: a spasm bent him in two. The pain gained substance, concentrated, trickled down into his waist.

			Shea groped around the sore spot, around a cold, glassy, vibrating something.

			“Medic! Medic!”

			He bit his tongue, cursing at himself. Careful, you idiot, you’re a wanted man now. But what did they put in you? Fingers on the glassy object, he stumbled forward a step when his vision blinked again, the flash staying a second longer. This time, he was sure he’d seen something during that brief lapse, and a feeling visited him of being shoved blindfolded into an unfamiliar room.

			“Oh dear,” a woman’s voice said. “Oh dear, oh dear.”

			He looked around, and for a moment all his concerns—along with the physical suffering—ceased to exist. He’d wandered out from under the gallery; bodies lay strewn about the courtyard, broken twigs of legs and arms stretching out from under the blankets. Torchlight reflected off teeth clenched in sleep, maybe clenched forever. A younger voice whimpered, joining the woman's.

			Heavens, how many? Two, three—he lost track around twenty, started counting again. In the darkness, the shapes merged and entwined, and he staggered toward the nearest body. The blanket rose and fell at irregular intervals—alive, then. The next one was alive, too. Perhaps there were no corpses, or perhaps they’d already been buried.

			A man lay exposed to the night: nightmare must’ve whipped him badly, making him toss aside his only protection from the cold. Now he stretched his hands and feet toward the cloth like a baby who reaches for its mother; the body fought both to wake up and stay comatose. Fire had aged him, turned twenty into fifty, peppered the scalp with bald spots. Shea knelt to pull the blanket over him, but the man squirmed and kept sticking out an arm or a leg. It seemed impossible to cover him completely, as if Shea himself was asleep and needed to perform one of those tasks that no longer make sense when awake.

			“Please lie still, I want to help you …”

			Shivers set in, only he didn’t know whether it was the cold, the morphine wearing off, or if it was the way he would be from now on. He sobbed, and the fellow he tried to cover opened his eyes, shifted his blank gaze to him, and produced a flat scream.

			“Please, please.” Shea struggled to grab the man’s wrists and press them against his chest, but the writhing became even more erratic.

			Somewhere, a bell chimed. Torchlight flooded the courtyard, boots advancing from two directions, armored hands grabbing Shea and pushing him to the ground.

			“He can’t die,” he muttered to whomever twisted back his arms. “That man. Please don’t let him die.”

			Nobody pummelled him like they’d done when they’d taken him to the duke’s quarters: there was no need, it was all official now. At some point, dragged through the castle’s corridors, he experienced the flash for the third time.

			The walls and the floor disappeared, replaced by a burnt horizon. A wave of animal fear squeezed his throat, and like a marionette on tangled strings, he struggled in the hands of the men holding him.

			The sky fermented, going from watery orange to rotten peach around the Mimic Tower, taller than the Owenbeg castle, taller than the Red Hill, tall enough to touch a skyraft at its highest altitude.
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			The guards had brought him to the infirmary in the castle’s eastern wing, unnamed unlike Kayleigh’s. The window was locked behind metal bars; perhaps the accommodation was meant for mental patients.

			Night had retreated into the hairnet of wall cracks and into the creases of his jacket hanging over the back of the chair beside the bed. He’d taken care not to close his eyes for hours following the last flash, so when a ghost of the past entered the room, he thought exhaustion had quietly tricked him into falling asleep. A moment later he realized the woman wasn’t Lena.

			Does she have to see me like this? He considered sitting, but the pain in his side ruled against it. “Hello, my lady.”

			Lena’s mother stopped at the bedside. “Mr. Ashcroft,” she said. “I’ve no suitable words for what you did, I doubt anyone does, so I’ll just say this: ‘thank you.’ ”

			“Thank you for what, my lady? For the dead and maimed?”

			He became all ears, waiting for her to correct him, tell him there were no dead—but instead she said, “I don’t think you appreciate how many are alive because of you. It was you, right? They say it was you.”

			In the doorway, a figure of a guard appeared, lingered, disappeared. Two teeth of the steel hinges jutting out, but no door: the idea wasn’t so much to prevent him from escaping as to keep him under observation. And where would he escape to, anyway? How ridiculous was it, to peek into another world, survive Mother Nature’s laws, and then die at the hands of the Owenbeg mob? How did he survive?

			“It was me,” Shea said. “And that’s why you shouldn’t be here, my lady. The duke—or Fiona, or whoever’s in charge right now—will probably have me hanged tomorrow.”

			She lowered herself onto the corner of the bed. “No, Mr. Ashcroft. I’ve no idea what they’re planning to do with you, but I do know they’re expecting the queen.”

			Daelyn. His thoughts darted back and forth like a hare looking for cover. So, the nation’s mother is making an appearance to judge me personally.

			She said, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry.”

			She reminded him of Lena again, of the Lena who’d suggested they leave Owenbeg together. Their feet would dangle from the edge of a caravan’s wagon, and the trees would be full of sunlight …

			Don’t go, don’t fade into memory, let’s watch the pines and the sun, let’s wait for the ocean, the waves and the sun’s honey and the bay that sings when I take you to the pier and kiss you and ask you if there’s a place for me in the house where gnomes expect us in the secret garden.

			He looked at the woman who’d lost her daughter and still came to comfort him, and he wondered if those gray eyes could’ve brought down the tower by sheer willpower alone.

			“Don’t be sorry for the guilty party, my lady. I appreciate you coming here, though. I mean it.”

			“I didn’t come only for you.” She stared at her hands. “I can’t talk to anyone about her—not really. People offer their condolences, but they’re the ones who never met her or didn’t truly know her. Do you understand?”

			“Perhaps I didn’t know her, either. I didn’t find out what a beautiful painter she was until the end.”

			“And not only that. She studied history, she spoke Dumish. She could read music. She was unique.”

			Behind the window, something moved against the sky—a bird? Yes, a bird; it perched on the sill outside. “The work she did for the duke—do you know if there was maybe a gallery she curated, a painter she supported? I never asked her.”

			“She didn’t like talking about her life here.” She offered a sad, wise smile. “I actually planned to ask you.”

			They studied each other.

			“She wanted to buy a house,” Shea said, “two stories, a turret, and a porch. In the village. I would show it to you, but …. You said you were sorry, my lady, but the only one who should be sorry is me. She didn’t need to die, I needed to.”

			“It’s the delirium speaking.”

			Yet she paused, just long enough for him to realize—yes, the idea had occurred to her, too. Of course, it had. “Delirium,” she repeated. “You should rest.”

			The bird on the windowsill cocked its head. Slowly, so as not to wince, Shea sat up. “I’ve entered the portal. I’ve been to the other side.”

			Her pupils dilated.

			“I saw the Mimic Tower.”

			“You’ve been there,” she whispered. “You’ve actually been there. What does it look like?”

			“Like a graveyard for nightmares.” Shea leaned forward. “Listen, my lady, listen, I keep seeing it. The Tower. Could I have gone insane and not noticed?”

			She moved her head from side to side the way people do to shake off the daze. “ ‘See it’ as in you hallucinate it, Mr. Ashcroft? You’re seeing the Tower at this moment?”

			“No. Maybe. I’m having flashes, intense flashes.”

			“You’re taking morphine, aren’t you?”

			He nodded.

			“Have you ever been on pain medication before?”

			“Once, in my childhood—but only for a short while.”

			“Whatever you’re experiencing, it may be your individual response to morphine—or a concussion, or a reaction to extreme stress. Or all of the above.” She paused. “Then, of course, there’s the other explanation.”

			“I did everything she wanted me to do.”

			Lena’s mother put her finger to her lips.

			He lowered his voice. “I destroyed the tower.”

			“Oh, Mr. Ashcroft, Mr. Ashcroft.” She straightened her dress over her knees. “Lena showed you the book, didn’t she? There has been a tower before Owenbeg. There will always be a tower—at this level of technological development, the prospect becomes the reality. Another one may emerge in ten years, or twenty, or in the next century.”

			“Or somebody is building it right now.”

			“Well, it’s not that bad. I’m sure your intelligence would know—hard to conceal a construction project of this magnitude.”

			The evening the rioters had marched on the Red Hill came back to him, and Shea thought again: the worst always happens in blind spots. He couldn’t remember how the dog’s howling sounded anymore, but he remembered the feeling.

			“You’re asking the same questions Lena did. She lived in the future, my little girl. Never had enough time for the present—it was my fault, I didn’t teach her to …” She broke off. “Did you know she visited Duma a year ago, when the construction was already underway?”

			“Duma? What for?”

			“You did find her diary, didn’t you, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			A guard cropped up again in the doorway.

			“Yes,” Shea said. “I can give it to you, my lady.”

			She visibly struggled with herself. “No. She wanted you to have it.”

			“Time’s up,” the guard said. “Please leave.”

			“I’m sorry.” Lena’s mother stood. “I’ll try to visit once more, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			It occurred to him he’d never asked her name.

			The bird took off from the sill. Shea lifted his shirt, felt for the glassy object, and dug his nails into the flesh; the room swirled and went dark. It’s okay, I have time, I still have time. They’re waiting for Daelyn. I don’t need to take care of it now. Heavens, if I only had a mirror, if I could at least look at it!

			Pain was a baby, and babies could be lulled. He reached for his jacket, took Lena’s diary out of the pocket, and, flinching, whipped the pillow into a small mound. The blood in his side beat a steady pulse, but sometimes one suffering can act as an anaesthetic for another: he was finally able to read her thoughts.

			The word “Duma” first came up on the twentieth page.

			“It heats to the boiling point during the day …”
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			21st of my month of guessing and searching. My apartment heats to the boiling point during the day. The landlord could only give me a room under the roof, and the floorboards are so dried out I’m afraid they’ll dissolve into dust. The paint on the windowsill curls like eggshells. I have to keep the window open all the time lest I asphyxiate.

			But there’s a silver lining in everything, I guess: I made a friend today. He’s a gull, or perhaps it’s a “she”—never knew how to tell gender with birds. I’d left a plate of fish on the sill yesterday, and come morning, he (Let’s say it’s a he; I’ll call him Dante.) was right there, having a little feast. Gulls are scavengers, so no wonder. Isn’t it weird they’re here, so far from the sea? A city of seagulls, almost a picture out of a fairy tale. Anyway, I petted Dante, and he didn’t fly away, even after finishing the plate. Maybe he likes it here. Or maybe he’s simply used to having his feathers stroked.

			I wouldn’t mind if someone patted me on the shoulder. The chances of running into people from Owenbeg in Duma’s capital are close to zero, but still, I shudder every time I think I catch a familiar word. How stupid is that? And to top it off, I don’t know if she’s really here, or if she exists at all. Mother seems convinced she lives here, but then Mother believes a lot of things. Am I a fool for risking so much without evidence?

			I’ve been here for a few days but haven’t written anything—I needed to gather my thoughts. Part of me is glad I came here. This is no Owenbeg—the walls outside soak up the sun like sponges, and my building is so tall the people are ants at a distance. Another world? Maybe. With the gulls and the sunshine and the sweat, I swear I smell the sea here.

			I frequent a shopping arcade in the district they call, rather poetically, the “Cloud Village.” At dusk, one can mistake the lamps hanging from the roof for glowing bats, and there are signs with names from different lives. Tea in the morning, under the glass sky, cookies in the evening.

			22nd of the same month. The landlord doesn’t know any woman named Cara. When I asked him about Drakiri in general, he withdrew from the conversation. The official line here is, there are no races or nationalities—the entire country is one big family. Can’t say whether the statement holds, but the crowds do look more uniform and then there’s something I’ve witnessed myself.

			Between eight and eight thirty in the morning, a crazy fellow comes to sit outside the front door of a house across the street. I hear him through the window before I see him. He doesn’t stay long—by nine, when I’m ready to head out, he’s usually gone. He seems harmless, but lashes at passersby now and then. Their reaction? There is none, no spitting, no cursing, no shoving. They turn away and keep walking.

			23rd of the same month. A woman in the shopping arcade I buy vegetables from proved more talkative than my landlord. She owns her own farm, comes to the capital twice or thrice a month, and so cares less about the rules. Says Drakiri used to sell handicrafts two stalls away from her, but then they moved, and she has no idea where.

			Handicraft. This is what we’re reduced to, nomads dealing in knickknacks and trinkets. Deadly tech, too. I’ve never been to Pangania, but I heard there are many remnants of structures there—abandoned, crumbling, they’re still standing. People came, saw what we had, didn’t understand it, tried to destroy it. But although the death toll was in the tens of thousands—they had the numbers to accomplish that—they couldn’t do much to the buildings. Only hurt themselves. It’s a long fall from that to selling things at a stall.

			I guess one could call me crazy, but I need to find Cara—I need to know if it’s true, the picture in the book, the story, the Mimic Tower. Mother says Cara has the knowledge. I had another dream today, of someone being carried by a giant creature under a red sky. Other creatures were present, too, and their eyes emitted beams of light—walking watchtowers, walking nightmares.

			24th of the same month. A person had followed me to the arcade. I lost them in the crowd and hid in a cramped, dim tea place (the owner definitely skimps on lamps). My stalker didn’t show up.

			I had to order food to avoid getting kicked out. The server who brought my plate stopped to chat, and she’d heard of Drakiri traders in a certain marketplace. I asked her for the address.

			25th of the same month. Dante didn’t make an appearance this morning. It’s my fault—yesterday I’d eaten at that tea place and didn’t bring him anything.

			The landlord serves breakfast, and for the first time since I’ve been here, I ate downstairs. The dining room smells of old rugs, and there was a candle on my table, strategically placed to conceal an oil stain. But I need to stay away from the arcade’s glass sky for at least a couple of days. Hopefully this will throw my stalker, whoever he is, off the scent.

			Later, in my apartment, I waited at the window. A flock of gulls dotted the clouds.

			Where are you, Dante?
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			He stopped reading when, from the feeling of it, the sore spot in his side swelled to the size of a fist. Shea sat, then stood, then sat again, three steps in an exercise routine for misery. Scalped walls, a bed, a chair, a nightstand. The window brought dimension to this flat picture, painting splashes of sunlight on the floor, and through the glass stained with the finger marks of previous “tenants,” he could see all the way to the village at the foot of the castle hill. A cart crawled up the central street in a fake serenity.

			Why had she left him the diary? Was it a purely sentimental gesture—but then why him and not her mother? Of course, it was entirely possible his brain tried to find a reason where there was none, grasping for something that would justify his survival.

			No.

			No, it wasn’t just that.

			Was he missing something?

			When the flash came, he was ready: he grabbed the bars on the window, striving to focus on their texture. The crimson and orange skies, the black finger—he reminded himself he wasn’t there, that his feet were planted on the floor, that the metal under his palms was real. Drop by drop, the gray room returned.

			After evening out his breath, he hobbled to the doorway and stuck his head out into the corridor.

			Two figures, both sacks of muscle borrowed from a bad heroic poem: one sat on a bench against the wall, the other stood looking, as far as Shea could tell, at nothing in particular.

			“Hey. Hey, I’d like to see a doctor.”

			The guy standing turned and stared at Shea without seeing him.

			“Go fetch a doctor, I have something …”

			A spasm seized him, making him double over. That prompted a reaction: out of the corner of his eye, he saw the figures moving. A door creaked open, and someone raced toward him as he slid down the doorway frame, gasping for air. Hands supported him under the arms, turned him, whisked him back into bed.

			A medic, perhaps the one who’d presided over the unlucky ones in the courtyard, perhaps a different purveyor of suffering, pressed a needle against a vein on Shea’s right hand.

			“Wait, there’s something in me,” Shea said. “There, on the left …”

			No response, only the morphine. Then, black.

			He floated face down a few feet above his bed in his room in Musk Valley. The door opened, and like on that evening in their childhood, his sister entered with a tray; only now, what lay on it didn’t smell of warmth or bakery. Gloves and pruning shears never do.

			“Lena.”

			Same as the medic, she didn’t answer.

			“I survived, Lena. I survived. Tell me why I’ve survived. Tell me what I’m supposed to do.”

			She gave him the hint of a maternal smile he remembered from somewhere, and he found himself plunging headlong through every important moment, every family album-worthy piece of their life together, with perfect clarity one can only experience in a dream. He tried clinging to it all, but the more he did, the more it slipped away as if sucked through a hole in his body, as if someone were turning him inside out like a shirt.

			I wish you were here now …

			Your voice comes to me more often than your face does …

			There are so many stories I wish I could tell you, simple and funny and sad ones …

			Do you remember us looking at starlight …

			You told me once you could read hands …

			I’ll come home, and I’ll tell you a story.

			He knew then it was over. “I can’t talk to you anymore, Sis. I think half of me did come home, but it’s not this half.”

			She nodded: I understand.

			“I’m sorry, Lena. For everything.”

			Instead of responding, she gently slapped him, causing him to spin in the air until his left side was facing her.

			“What are you doing, Sis?”

			She pointed at him, then at the shears on the tray.

			“Sis, what do you …” Shea craned his neck, straining to see what she saw—and choked on a scream.

			A huge purple flower, stalks melting into petals, petals bleeding into stamens, grew from his side.

			“The thing in you,” Lena said. “You don’t need it anymore. Weighs you down. You need to get it out. You need to get it out, now.”

			Back in the infirmary room, the kerosene-fueled light from the doorway drew the surroundings in thin lines: apparently, morphine injections made him sleep through large portions of the day. Fighting the urge to vomit, Shea felt the bedsheets—the spot under his wound was hot.

			You need to get it out. He stood, steadied himself against the wall, and trudged out. Farewell, Sis. I’ll do as you say.

			There was only one guard left, snoring on the bench with his chin buried in his chest. The light trickled from a kerosene lamp next to his hand, as if the fellow had caught a glowworm but dozed off because the effort had exhausted him. Down the hallway, a door stood ajar, leaking scents of fresh bandages and alcohol.

			When Shea reached for the lamp, the guard snorted and raised his head. He scanned the corridor with wide eyes, but he clearly didn’t see anything: he was still asleep.

			“It’s okay,” Shea whispered, “it’s okay. Just a dream.”

			The man’s eyelids twitched, his head rolling back on his shoulder. Shea waited, fully expecting the mountain of muscle to straighten up in front of him any second; when that didn’t happen, he took the lamp and faltered toward where the smell of bandages came from.

			The door led to an emergency room. In the darkness, syringes and speculums more resembled torture devices. He found pliers—he thought they were pliers—and weighed them in his hand. Somehow it seemed the heavier they were, the more effective they would be. He placed the lamp on the table. Gripped the flesh around his wound. Pressed the pliers against the bump.

			The spasm that followed almost made him pass out again. He dropped the instrument and sank to his knees, biting down on his fist.

			On his other palm, covering the head and heart lines he’d never believed in, pulsed a purple shard. It must’ve splintered off one of the devices when they imploded. How could I not have noticed?

			He chuckled, half at the pain and half at his own incredulity. How could he, indeed? When your senses are busy screaming “survival,” you don’t pay attention to a wasp bite. Shea withdrew his hand, and the shard hovered: a tulip’s petal, too small to levitate a hundred-and-eighty-pound body, large enough to slow a fatal drop.

			The memory returned like a headache.

			He fell, leaving behind—behind or above him, the direction no longer mattered—embers of the little worlds. Stone blocks gritted against each other, teeth of a madman. He was dropping through clouds of dust now, and in that fog, a ghost whizzed by, a treadwheel crane that had toppled over from its roost. Everything should fall with the same acceleration, even the bones of dying giants. The crane crashed into the inner wall somewhere below. I’m falling too slowly. I must be going mad. His heart pounded, and he only had strength for this one thought: I must be going mad. Then, nothing.

			In the room smelling of bandages, Shea collapsed to the floor.

			“Was it you, Sis? Was it your parting gift? But if so, it was all for naught.”

			Voices rose in the corridor, snarling with the energy of a woken drunkard, but before anyone had the chance to enter, Shea stretched his hand toward the hovering shard, closed his fist around it, and shoved it into his pocket.
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			The next day, back in his cell, he watched the village below transform as if the buildings along the central street retreated in time. Heaps of raked leaves dissolved, flags unfurled from the balconies and sills. Fiona showed up at the head of a group of castle servants, knocking on doors, distributing what must’ve been fresh clothes.

			Shea had tried returning to the diary but had to put it down after reading the same sentence five times. Something akin to grim exhilaration overcame him: whatever would happen, it would happen today. The duke’s people had finally cleaned his wound and bandaged him, though their generosity didn’t extend as far as to give him a cane.

			The flashes stopped, perhaps because he’d removed the tulip’s shard—something to be thankful for, anyway.

			He saw the duke. Shea was returning from the lavatory when, at the hallway’s end, he noticed a figure in a hospital gown; the gown had replaced the night-robe from the last time they met. The moment dragged on as they both waited for something. Shea couldn’t discern the other’s expression behind the sun’s dust, but it occurred to him he might as well be looking in a blurred mirror.

			The duke turned and left. He’s here, in the same infirmary. Of course—the castle had no other medical facilities. Strange how the thought hadn’t crossed Shea’s mind before. Two adversaries who’d failed their common master, trapped in the same limbo, expecting the same judgment.

			And it arrived in the form of a shadow that crept between the window bars, gobbling up the hill and the castle first, the village second. The royal skyraft swam low, heading for the pier, and the hum from the engines made the stone floor go into fever shakes.

			Shea looked again when a wave of noise came, clicking and whispering. A cortege under ostrich plumes entered the village’s street. Guards, glistening like pieces of glass; the bunting of the ladies-in-waiting’s dresses; even a jester in a striped jacket. Daelyn was right there, in the middle of a circle of armored horses—she’d chosen the saddle over a carriage seat. She wore no diadem, and it was a bad sign: she’d always been particular about donning a headdress to the smallest receptions. She had thin hair. No diadem meant she no longer cared, or rather, cared only about one thing.

			He paced his “cell,” wall to wall. The queen’s people will be here—in ten minutes, twenty? Below, the cortege moved out of sight, taking with it everything that could serve as evidence of the passage of time. And once time disappeared, in the new stillness, impulsively and to his own surprise, he reached for the diary again.
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			25th of my month of guessing and searching, part two. I understand now why they call the market “Patchwork,” with those curtains, sequins, wreaths, purple and red candles—the square looks littered with candy. I’d call it the “Drowned Market,” though, or “Unearthed Market”—it occupies a sort of depression, stairs leading in, stairs leading out, and the people look like they’d been excavated together with the stands.

			That said, I felt almost at home: once the colors and sparkles block out the city, you’re basically at the settlement’s central square on the Equinox. Every third merchant called to me, and I had some grog, real grog from a mug—as refined as Dumian tea is, I’d still missed it.

			I asked a Drakiri couple about Cara, but they both denied knowing her, or of her. The woman began to pack their stand as soon as we finished talking. A young seller of wooden cats (does he make them, too? He’s barely twenty) took me aside and explained the Drakiri at the market know their clientele, and someone new asking around almost always means trouble. Kind of goes against the whole “Duma is a big, happy family” thing, but is Owenbeg any different?

			So when I found Cara, I was already a tad wiser. No names. She sells trinkets—bracelets and such—but mostly lampshades, beautiful handwoven lampshades, birdcages of lampshades, willow hearts of lampshades. And she’s old, incredibly old; that’s how I was able to find her. She looks the same age as Mother, but heavens, the hands. There’s a woman in the settlement who’s a hundred and five, and her blemishes are big enough—Cara’s have grown to the point they coat the backs of her palms like a skin disease. I’m sure she gets questions about it all the time, but not from those who understand, not from the other Drakiri.

			Carpets formed a tent over her stand, and the lampshades behind her were all lit by candles.

			“Can I show you anything?” she asked.

			Shadows are often more complex than the objects that cast them: as beautiful as her lampshades are, any number of talented craftsmen could produce them. I had to go through half of her smaller wares before I found what I was looking for. A beaded bracelet. Trying to appear as casual as possible, I took it, counted out the money, and left. My heart went crazy, and I had to stop myself twice from breaking into a run.

			Back at the apartment: yes, it’s a match. It’s a match! She’s the one. I can hardly believe it, but she’s the one.
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			She’s the one—but the one what? The next page offered the sketch of a bracelet as if in lieu of an explanation, depicted with loving attention to detail, tiny crosshatched shadows and all. Two arms of beads connected to a clasp with the engraved letter C riding on stylized waves.

			Shea thumbed the paper, and a daguerreotype slipped out that until then had remained wedged between the pages. He caught it: it was a copy of a book cover, a disturbingly familiar one.

			Something huge, old, and suffocating …

			But also conjuring up images of the sun’s bunnies on beautiful hands …

			The folio Lena had shown him at the festival, the one with the illustrations of the Mimic Tower, had the letter C in place of the byline. Same two neat waves. He whistled, holding the daguerreotype next to the drawing of the bracelet. Would it make that woman, Cara, a possible author? Could it be a hoax, considering the book’s purported age? Apparently, Lena hadn’t thought so.

			He tucked the diary under his jacket when steps rang in the hallway.

			“My lord,” a voice called from the corridor.

			Give me a couple of minutes, he wanted to say, give me a minute to read another page.

			“I know,” Shea said. “Lead the way.”
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			Upon entering the great hall, disorientation hit him. Rosewood panels lined the previously naked stone walls, drowning the space in the familiar dusk of the Red Hill’s administrative offices. Two rows of benches, fitted with crimson cushions, stretched to the throne dais: royal justice required comfort for its witnesses. There was even a pulpit, complete with wooden stairs and a canopy. It stood before the benches, but away from the throne—it was unclear where it had come from, the capital or someplace in the castle’s bowels.

			Shea fiddled with the tulip’s shard in his pocket. A tulip, and a diary next to his chest. Pieces of others’ lives on loan.

			The guards flanking him nudged him toward the pulpit. An improvised defendant’s stand, then. Limping, he complied and, from his new vantage point, studied the hall. Despite the “great” label, there was no more than thirty feet between the entrance and the dais.

			Fiona led in people, villagers but in non-village clothes, who immediately clogged the massive doorway—she had to nudge them to get them to move. A few seconds of sitting in silence passed before, in the hallway, little bells rang: porcelain tableware must’ve slipped off a tray. A brush began dragging the shards across the tiles; whoever it was, they worked slowly, as though unsure of what they were doing. The villagers exchanged looks.

			A sweep, a pause.

			A sweep.

			A sweep, louder this time.

			Louder.

			… And then it was over. A shrill voice behind the walls half-cried, half-sang Daelyn’s name, setting everything in motion. A man Shea hadn’t noticed before, standing on the dais, dusted the throne in short, neurotic strokes. Royal guards in cloaks poured in, taking up positions at the entrance, and the villagers switched seats as though someone were playing chess with them as pieces.

			The duke walked in and navigated his way down the aisle—it was obviously supposed to be a strut but turned out to be a shuffle. He hadn’t recovered yet. He threw his body onto a bench in the front row, looking ahead of himself. The voice outside the hall gained overtones, recounting the queen’s titles, and Shea realized he was squeezing his fist. He let it go.

			Daelyn’s entourage entered, dispersing toward the benches—unlike the villagers, they knew what to do. They’d rehearsed it all: it wasn’t their first trial.

			And when she appeared, he had to steady himself against the pulpit. Get a hold of yourself. The queen looked ahead, same as the duke, but moved with precise, learned grace. The old man might’ve learned it, too, at some point, but decades of conversing with sycophants make one careless. They were the same age—the duke had mentioned them having a common teacher of astronomy—but she seemed twenty years younger.

			As Daelyn passed the pulpit, she allowed herself a single glance at Shea, and that glance was blank.

			It’s over. For a few seconds, he went deaf. The queen’s entrance had a more profound effect on him than Shea had expected: his mind folded in on itself, blotting out even the shrill voice that still droned on somewhere. Between the worlds and towers, it was the simple things that slipped through one’s fingers: the queen had trusted him. She’d trusted him. She’d given him the keys to the thing that mattered most to her.

			A fall from grace, a fall from heaven, a fall from sanity, a succession of falls.

			Time compressed for him again, like when he’d lain incapacitated in the courtyard. When he came back, he heard a familiar voice and realized he’d dozed through the opening speeches.

			The man who used to be the commander of the palace guard, now Minister of Internal Affairs, stepped before the throne. “Thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak, Your Majesty,” Darren said. “A correction is in order: the minister here—former minister, that is—has committed not one, but two heinous crimes. And he had a history of disloyalty prior to that.”

			Daelyn raised her head. “Two crimes?”

			Shea knew she spoke for the first time by the way all the whispering died. The queen’s voice wasn’t powerful or high-pitched; it was the extreme effortlessness with which she uttered words, as though she’d always been supposed to say them.

			After a brief hesitation, Darren raised two fingers. “Minister has destroyed the tower, and he’s poisoned the duke …” He coughed in his hand before continuing, “The duke of Owenbeg, our host here.”

			So, they aren’t going to demote the man yet—rather, they’ll use him to frame me for attempted murder. They’ll get rid of him in due time, of course. Chess pieces. They could all be pieces on a board: the queen, her knight in the Red Hill’s black jacket, the old rook one might sacrifice or discard at will.

			Who am I, then?

			Shea straightened. “Am I allowed to speak in my defense?”

			He looked at Daelyn—she looked at Darren and nodded.

			“Go on, my lord,” Darren said.

			“What I know is, the duke tried to kill me,” Shea said. “Twice.” He squeezed his knuckles against the pulpit’s side. “But I certainly didn’t poison him.”

			When a new voice joined in, he couldn’t identify the speaker at first. The duke sounded like a child trying to imitate a grown-up, vowels slipping into a cracked falsetto. “Then who did?”

			“Do you even care? It was Aidan.”

			A gesture from Darren, and the duke’s gaze dropped to his feet. “Oh,” Darren said. “Oh, Lord Aidan. How convenient Lord Aidan went missing right after the tower’s collapse.”

			A shirt fluttering in the wind. “Aidan died,” Shea said.

			“Means we may be talking three crimes here.”

			“Let’s stay focused,” said the voice from the throne. “The tower.”

			Darren swerved on his heels. “Yes. Yes, of course, Your Majesty. We have reports of Minister telling the workers to vacate the site before the collapse, insisting the Drakiri anti-gravity devices were about to implode.”

			“And did they?”

			“They did, Your Majesty. But we’ve questioned every artisan who’d been at the tower that day. There had been zero signs of an upcoming implosion. We’re clearly talking sabotage.”

			They’re fond of throwing the word around—and of course they’ve questioned everybody they could get their hands on. He’d felt so smart sending the workers away, “bending the giant tower to his will,” that he’d given no thought to the fact every second person he’d bumped into would remember his face.

			Then again, he hadn’t thought he would survive, either.

			“Sabotage—is that also the chief engineer’s opinion?” Daelyn asked.

			“We couldn’t locate her, Your Majesty. We assume she was in on the plot.”

			“And what was that plot, exactly?”

			“To further foreign interests, of course. Duma never wanted the tower to finish construction, and the minister struck a deal with them.”

			Shea’s heart skipped a beat, and the faces in the hall merged into a uniform mass. “This is a setup. You all know it’s a setup!”

			“Any evidence?” Daelyn said in the same voice, as though not addressing anyone in particular.

			“Oh, yes, Your Majesty, we’ve got evidence.” Darren nodded. “In fact, we’ve got plenty.”
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			The light from behind the double-winged door spat out a trio. Guards led a woman down the path the duke and the queen had taken earlier. The sparse lighting made it difficult to guess her age, but she limped the way old people do, and when she passed Shea, he understood why: wet red marked her trousers at the hip. Was she at the tower, too? She could’ve lain next to him, under the gallery—and he wouldn’t have known.

			The woman stopped before the dais.

			“Tell us your name and occupation,” Darren said.

			“Tatiana. I worked undercover here in Owenbeg on behalf of the crown prince.”

			The hall stirred and whispered. A Dumian spy! Poor Patrick wasn’t so off base, after all.

			Darren turned to the queen. “We’d long suspected covert activities at the construction site, Your Majesty, but lacked the proof.”

			“How did you catch her?” Daelyn asked.

			“I was injured in the collapse,” the woman said in the same way someone would say, “I woke up and ate breakfast.”

			She continued, “Made me talk in my sleep. In my mother tongue, I’ve been told.”

			“Where and when did you meet Lord Ashcroft?” Darren asked.

			“Right after he arrived, during one of his inspections of the construction site.”

			Shea leaned forward. “I don’t know you. I’m seeing you for the first time in my life!”

			The woman glanced at him.

			“Really?” Darren smiled. “How many times have you visited the tower, Minister?”

			“I don’t recall.”

			“But safe to say, more than once? And if you can’t remember how often, how can you claim to remember everyone you have—or haven’t—seen there?” He gestured to Tatiana. “Please continue.”

			“There’s nothing to continue. We talked.”

			“What about?”

			“The weather.”

			“We did not talk!” Shea said. “And why would that be of any significance, anyway?”

			The duke raised his head. “Because you’re a Dumian sympathizer, always have been, always will be.”

			Someone in the back rows stood. “He didn’t burn the prince on the Equinox Eve.”

			“Hear, hear …”

			“So here’s the motive, Your Majesty,” Darren said. “Lord Ashcroft’s attitude toward the Dumians has been an open secret, and here we learn he was in communication with the spy. Which brings us to another point—the consensus is, Dumian agents were behind the latest riots at the capital. Knowing what we know now, it becomes clear why Minister didn’t gas the crowd attacking the palace—he’d been working with foreign elements all along.”

			“Are you mad? You’ll just keep feeding them this nonsense, or what?” Shea leaned forward over the pulpit’s edge. “Do you think they believe you—believe in nonexistent—”

			“Traitor!” came from one of the benches.

			“Oh, I haven’t finished yet,” Darren said. “Right before the aforementioned attack, you’d come to me, Minister, remember? You tried to convince me behind the queen’s back to deploy the palace guard in the city—as I understand now, in order to weaken the Red Hill’s defenses.”

			This isn’t happening. Shea’s wound flashed, and the pain made the alienation condense. Are they going to pin a couple of unpopular decisions on me, too? He looked at the Dumian. “Tatiana, right? Your name is Tatiana? Tell them, tell them again we never discussed anything.”

			She turned to him, her eyes asking, Do you think it would matter?

			Shea pointed at Darren. “I didn’t come to you—it was you who came to me, you bastard! You wanted to discuss tactics without informing the queen, so don’t you dare!”

			Everybody started talking at once, Darren, the people in the front rows, the people in the back, even the fellow who’d dusted Daelyn’s throne. Shea thought he heard Fiona’s voice. The duke struggled to his feet, propping himself against the bench.

			“Silence, please,” Daelyn said. “Silence.”

			The wall of voices rose and fell. The hall did revert to its preceding state—but not because of her order. Something forced its way into the soundscape, a raw fundamental that carried the insistence of a string accidentally plucked after the rest of the orchestra had finished playing.

			The windows. The glass oscillated, buzzing like a bee swarm, and people took notice. Darren and the duke glanced around. Daelyn turned her head toward the window next to the pulpit, as slowly and regally as she could, and her gaze swept Shea. This time, it wasn’t blank.

			The duke said something.

			“No, it’s probably an earthquake.” Darren raised his palm. “Everybody, stay calm …”

			The pulpit shivered under Shea’s boots, dragging back the memory of the tower’s tremors, and a half-formed idea stirred and took root. The tower hasn’t fallen, it’ll keep falling over and over again. And there must be a reason I survived.

			A man in a simple linen shirt—perhaps a servant, perhaps someone from the court who’d happened to sleep through the beginning of the proceedings—appeared at the door. “Skyrafts! Dumian rafts approaching from the border!”

			The silence stretched until a male voice broke into a guttural scream; that did it. In a matter of seconds, a pair of streams collided: royal guards trying to get to Daelyn, the audience trying to storm the exit. The two men who’d accompanied the Dumian spy joined the chaos. Darren pushed people aside, perhaps to clear a path for his master; someone punched him in the face, and he fell. At the same time, the duke pulled the queen across the tide, toward a wall. What is he doing?

			Oh, he must have a secret door here somewhere. Shea contemplated following them when the puzzle finally came together. The Owenbeg’s monster had collapsed, but he’d accomplished nothing—at best, postponed the inevitable. There would always be a tower, Lena’s mother had said, and the words made perfect sense. Hadn’t he committed the same mistake when he arrived in the duchy? Dealing with the problem at hand, never catching a glimpse of the big picture? She, however, she’d dreamed big.

			Lena had left him her diary on the off chance he would survive, to show him there were people with deeper knowledge of the Mimic Tower. Knowledge meant possibilities: maybe, just maybe, a way existed to end the nightmare for good, to ensure the Tower would never reappear, no matter what. The woman who’d written a damn treatise on it would be the one to ask.

			The tremors intensified. He hadn’t survived. He was still falling, a figure frozen between moments. He had no right to happiness anymore, hardly a right to intimacy, only the right to finish what he’d started. He owed it to her, and he owed it to himself.

			He swung his body over the pulpit’s side and landed on the stone floor, feeling next to no pain—the adrenaline took care of it. Funny how life is a series of friend-foe permutations. The spy everyone had forgotten about, who stood there quietly watching the chaos, was his ticket across the border, to Duma and, potentially, Cara. Assuming Cara hadn’t moved anywhere. Assuming she still lived. Those were a lot of assumptions, but he accepted them; it was a better deal than the one he’d felt he had two days ago.

			Incidentally, fleeing to Duma was also his only alternative to the gallows.

			The spy calmly sized him up when he grabbed her by the wrist.

			“Do you …. Tatiana? Listen to me! Do you have a way out of here? Someone in the village who can extract you? A horse?”

			She asked nothing. She instantly understood and nodded, then gestured with her eyes toward the crowd splashing against the exit. Shea pulled the tulip shard out of his pocket.

			“A piece of a Drakiri anti-gravity device.” He pointed at the window.

			This time, she shook her head. “Are you insane?”

			“I fell from the top of the tower before it collapsed. I’m not sure this thing can generate enough pull for two, but we’ve got nothing to lose, have we?”

			“Are you asking for asylum?”

			The same male voice as before screamed again, and a dozen throats picked it up.

			“I suggest we discuss terminology outside.”

			The nearest stained glass depicted a couple under a tree; a moment later, they were separated forever, raining down in a waterfall of splinters. The wind sucked at Shea, pulled at his ears like a neighborhood bully. Across the sky, evening had already moved in.

			Beside him, Tatiana craned her neck to peer out. Clutched her hip.

			“How badly are you injured?” Shea said.

			“A cracked bone, I think.”

			“A pity I didn’t steal some morphine.”

			“No. I want to stay sharp, I can take it.”

			He held out his hand on which a purple butterfly rested. “Let’s go, then.”
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			Shea had imagined they would float feet-down like a couple of fairies, and the air yanking his legs caught him by surprise. The hand he clasped became wet, threatening to slip out.

			“Make a fist, Tatiana! Make a fist!”

			She either didn’t hear him or was as good as paralyzed. The rock face flowed past, accelerating.

			Panic gripped him. “Tatiana!”

			Fighting the pain and the air’s pressure, he closed his free hand, too, around hers and jolted her.

			“Fuck.” Her voice came through chopped.

			“Make a fist.”

			She did, and he shifted his grip to her wrist.

			“Tatiana—your arms—and legs—into an X shape.”

			He spread out his body, hoping he’d become a feather, suspecting he looked more like a person tied to a rack.

			They were lucky enough to crash into bushes—although luck was a relative notion. Shea heard Tatiana call his name before fatigue locked him in a soundproof box. Having endured a fall while trying to repair the damage from the previous one, his body rebelled. He’d overestimated his assets: taking short strolls to the lavatory wasn’t the same as mounting an escape.

			Then he felt her hand again, gripping his now.

			“Get up. I dropped the shard, I can’t find it anywhere.”

			“Forget … about it. Shea, call me Shea. I’m not doing another jump, not in this lifetime.”

			“Get up, Shea.”

			He did and, for a second, balanced on one foot. The Dumian rafts—five dark tumors for which the sky ran short of afterglow. An invasion force? Was Aidan correct in his paranoia? But even on the day of the Red Hill riots, there had been twice as many ships.

			The duke—or Fiona—had pulled all the guards to the castle, and half the village was in attendance for the show. Still, Tatiana took a trail that skirted the houses, past the backyards reeking of compost and damp wood, along the path on which the sunset beaded its meager treasures.

			The ground twitched: the rafts, hidden by the roofs, were getting closer.

			By the time the fences had petered out and they reached a lonely shed on the village’s outskirts, Shea had exhausted the rest of his resources. He waited for Tatiana to unlock the doors, to lead out and hitch up the horse.

			The sky grumbled, and without warning, they found themselves in shadow. He raised his head to what looked like calcified gusts of smoke. The raft crawled over the shed toward the castle, and a whirlwind of white swept down, which at first seemed to Shea to be falling birds. He stretched out his hand, as though into a dream, letting the unreality of the moment wash over him. A scrap of paper landed on his palm.

			“Duma considers the arrival of the queen at the border an act of aggression.

			“We won’t stand for it.

			“Remove yourself and return to the Red Hill, Your Majesty, or we will be forced to retaliate.”

			The raft slid into a lazy curve, but it was too early to tell whether it was skirting the hill or actually changing course. A head stretched out of the castle’s window, lingered, probably trying to gauge the same thing, disappeared. Have they noticed us?

			Shea plopped down into the cart. “Tatiana, we have to get out of here!”

			“Watch our rear.” She mounted the horse and sent it into a gallop.

			He sat with his back to her, facing the castle and the receding village. The skyrafts had turned around, which made it appear they were in pursuit of the two runaways. The goal had been to issue the warning—for now; now was the time to return. The cart rattled, causing the Dumian war machines to dance about like moths, and sleep rolled over Shea in waves.

			He was lucid enough, however, to realize the rafts’ course didn’t align with theirs.

			“Hey!” Tatiana snapped the reins. “Stay with me. Any movement on the hill?”

			He tried his best not to slur. “Where are you taking me? I thought we … were going to the border.”

			Another wave came and went.

			“People go to the border when they have a suicide wish.”

			The pain threw him flat onto the cart like a piece of luggage. “Damn, I think my wound’s gone septic.”

			“Hang on.”

			“For the ninth … time: Where are you taking me?”

			“To the tower.”

			He didn’t have the strength to ask why. Above them, a retreating raft buzzed past. Stay awake. He slipped, then pulled himself back to the surface. Had that string of gray been there before? It stretched from the foot of the castle to the village, but the cart’s leaps made it difficult to tell whether it moved.

			“Tatiana.”

			“What?”

			“They … they’ve sent people after us.”

			The reins cracked.

			Stay awake, damn it! He would close his eyes, and the next time he would open them, the horses and the knives would be within arm’s reach; losing what little control one had over reality meant inviting the nightmare.

			The last skyraft overtook them.

			“I don’t want to slip.”

			But the scent of freshly cut grass from the fields drugged him, the diamonds of the first stars mosquito-circled above his head, and the moon pulled him in.

			You warned me and I didn’t listen, Lena. I’m sorry you had to die. No, not like this—I’m sorry you both died and I lived. I’ll retrace your pilgrimage to Duma, I have to do what you did, but that’s a reassuring thought. You know how they say that everyone we get close to changes us? Perhaps, to a certain extent, I carry a shard of you in me same as I carried that tulip.

			“Wake up. Wake up, Shea. Time to disembark.”

			How long had it been? Ten minutes, more? The moon had ripened, same as his pain. A stretch of black blocked out the stars: of the thousand feet, two hundred at best remained, but those two hundred were enough to cover the sky. Tatiana had brought them right to the tower’s front steps.

			She helped him out of the cart, and he chuckled at himself. “You said you had a fractured hip. You Dumians have metal rods for bones, or what?”

			“Depends on the province. We need to go in—we’ve got ten minutes, tops.”

			One foot on the stairs, he glanced back: the torches looked deceptively innocuous, small flames bouncing like hammers of a piano.

			He followed Tatiana inside.

			Somebody had torn the limb off. Somebody had shredded the painting, leaving only the frame. Beneath the jagged edge, the moon traced the skeleton: the spiral spine, eye sockets of the ballista portals, an earring of a pulley.

			“We’re lucky the third level survived.” Echo tripled Tatiana’s voice. “I’ve got a glider hidden there.”

			“A glider?”

			“Yes. The border must be cordoned off for Daelyn’s visit, but we aren’t crossing it—we’ll fly over it.”

			Shea kept close to the inner wall, leaning against it every ten yards or so to catch his breath. The abyss sang with a dead man’s voice. Around him, the orange was gone, same as the burning tinder’s warm yellow—the new colors were those of a mortuary. What had looked like “towns” now resembled black nests abandoned by an overgrown bird.

			When he slipped, she offered him a hand.

			“Tatiana. Tatiana! Do you believe in fate?”

			“I’m Dumian, remember? We don’t do superstition. I believe in the gentlemen with torches who’ll be here in five minutes.”

			“I think I might be becoming Dumian, too. The pain’s subsiding.”

			“It’s the threat of death, Shea. Keeps you on your toes.”

			“Are you always this positive?”

			“I’m a realist, not a dreamer.”

			“Shh. Light ahead.”

			A lone yellow spot swam out of the darkness. They huddled against the wall at the same moment as voices broke the silence below. Animal instincts leave you with two options—to hide or to flee.

			He and Tatiana reached the decision simultaneously.

			“Go, go, go.”

			The spark drew closer, replaced everything else, became a lantern. He cursed. The glow from a procession. “Wives, fiancées of the foremen who’re staying for the night.” The medic hadn’t told Shea if anyone had died at the tower—now he saw the answer. There was no plaque, no inscription, no improvised shrine: just a stick wedged between stones with a lantern hanging from it, a single light for a single life. For someone, the reminder of home had turned into a grave candle. Guilty, guilty, guilty, the light said.

			Tatiana crouched in the shadow. “A little help here?”

			“Yes,” he said automatically, staring at the lantern.

			Together, they plucked a block out of the wall and pulled out a bundle twice Shea’s size.

			“I’ll go there.” She pointed at the ballista portal up ahead. “You watch the assholes below.”

			“What am I supposed to do?”

			“Throw rocks at them.”

			Somehow, Shea expected their pursuers to still be on the ground level—the torches danced two staircase whirls below, and as soon as he peered down, the air hissed over his shoulder. The lantern, he realized. He was a silhouette against the light. He started back and pressed himself against the wall.

			“Tatiana! Get it moving, they’re here and they’ve got crossbows.”

			Loud cursing came from below, followed by the stomping of boots. Without waiting for more, Shea turned and raced for the portal.

			“Almost done,” said the shadow crouching on the platform.

			“Thirty seconds and it won’t matter anymore.”

			“Strap yourself in and grab the control bar.”

			His injured side didn’t appreciate the harness one bit, and he squeezed the metal beam hard, half out of fear of falling and half out of irritation with his own body.

			“Now, pretend you’re a horse.”

			“Meaning?”

			“Run forward as fast as you can.”

			I knew it was a bad idea.

			The voices behind them came into focus, losing the echo.

			“Go, Shea.”

			Darkness will take care of the vertigo, he thought, then, once his feet found the void—no, it won’t. Crossbow bolts whizzed by.

			When he’d fallen from the top of the tower, he’d known he was coming home—not so much now. Below, a thread of lights, no more than dots, broke the black in two. The border—but heavens, how far away.

			“Breathe,” Tatiana said. “Breathe.”

			Shea did, and it got easier; he felt himself getting lighter. He saw the sky again, remembered there was a sky.

			“If you dreamed up this escape,” he said, “how aren’t you a dreamer?”

			She didn’t respond.
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			Brielle knew now the Mimic Tower was a mockery. One can mock anything, from friends and neighbors to kings and queens—the Mimic Tower was a mockery of her.

			She climbed an abraded path to the plateau on which the abomination sat. From a distance, however grotesque, it appeared to be an extension of the earth as monumental edifices sometimes do, but up close it became a drawing by an amateur with a rudimentary knowledge of linear perspective.

			Architecturally, the Tower shouldn’t have existed. It narrowed downward in a club shape—as if someone had made a mistake in the calculations. Wind should’ve toppled it, let alone the earthquake from before.

			I must be going insane. However, as she got closer, Brielle realized it wasn’t only the form that was off: boulder-sized dents thinned the Tower’s base, places where stone or whatever the material was had chipped off. The nightmare hadn’t simply shed its thorns; it had taken a beating.

			A few bushes grew on the slope, decorated with paper-dry black berries. She tried eating a couple, only to spit them out when they burned her mouth. She immediately berated herself: she needed to be careful, conserve water, not squander it.

			There was something at the top of the Tower. It looked like a thin stroke at a distance, but the closer she got, the more it resembled—a human figure. Brielle’s heart, already racing from the climb, sped up a notch, but she couldn’t afford to hope yet. Hope was such an unfaithful lover.

			Eyes on the figure, she almost fell when she stepped onto the plateau, and then the only thing she could think about was the horizon.

			If some possibility of getting water in the wild had lingered, now it was gone. Infinity had always remained a theoretical concept to her—until this moment. The flat sky and the land beyond the plateau’s edge were reflections of each other, as though a knife had sliced through the world, cutting off, glass-clean, the hills and mountains. Squat rock stumps rose like islands from a sea, and forests—did they warrant the name at all?—were ripples.

			There could be no goals, no destinations in this vast nothingness. Except the place you’re about to enter.

			A strange thought visited her: the figure at the top was her.

			She was about to look up again when the ground in front of her came alive. It took her a moment to realize a shadow the size of a house crept onto the plateau. She turned. The face, an overgrown baby’s. The hairless chest. The giant leaned on its palm, dragging its torso over the edge. It looked as if it had knots under its skin, and those knots rolled—the bones adjusted themselves, sliding into place, each click jolting the body. The monster she’d assumed dead reassembled itself before her eyes, and it moved, it crawled forward, its expressionless gaze fixed on her.

			Brielle ran. A black doorway marred the foot of the Tower, and she made a dash for it. Just as she barged into the cramped passage beyond, a rumble came, and the floor vibrated the way living tissue does. Is that walking nightmare hitting the wall? Another rumble. Yes, it is.

			She counted the seconds until silence turned itself inside out. Then, to her own surprise, she took a step back toward the entrance. Shaking legs, shaking hands, shaking everything, she peered outside.

			The giant felt around the Tower’s surface. The baby was looking for its mother’s tit, and that air of innocence rendered the image all the more horrifying. Brielle pressed her palm to her mouth and backed away, one foot after the other in a mechanical chore. Her head hit the ceiling—which made her turn to face what she’d gotten herself into. It wasn’t a passage: it was a tomb. At its end was a funnel of sorts with a hole barely wide enough for her to squeeze through. She squinted, trying to discern whether there was any light inside.

			She could crawl back out if need be—in theory. Or she could try to find another entrance, which meant going outside. Her heart tap-danced at the thought, and she was in no mood for music.

			Don’t be a fool, Brielle. Don’t be a fool.

			She went in.

			Don’t be a fool, a fool, a fool. The stone scratched her clothes. The stone pressed on her ribs. She inhaled the stone. She crawled, favoring her bruised arm, her own breathing squeezing out other sounds. The first six feet—roughly her height—were okay, before the tunnel began to narrow.

			It was getting harder to drag herself in. Brielle gritted her teeth and remembered the town she’d wanted to design, at the other end of the copper road. Sketches in a drawer she’d never shown anybody. It occurred to her to close her eyes: crawling only required touch, and eliminating the vision helped her focus on what wasn’t there.

			For a few seconds, it worked. The sky, the sun, the wind. The world isn’t closing in on me, she thought—but working illusions is hard when the air’s a soup laced with one’s own breath. Another rumble came, muffled this time, and it was that hollowness of sound that reminded Brielle how thick the stone mass above her was.

			Her mind went blank, the body switching to pure reflex. Maybe she screamed, maybe she kicked. Maybe she turned into a scared animal clawing its way out of a trap.

			At some point, the space ahead expanded, the air streamed back, and she tumbled onto the floor. The heart pumped blood against sanity’s dam, and, on all fours, Brielle automatically crawled a few feet more.

			A round, black drum of a room. No doors, stairs, or hatches, only five more holes, same as the one she’d squeezed through. The ceiling was too low for her to straighten. Oddly, her left arm hurt a lot less—she must’ve dislocated something back then, and now the crawling had fixed it—but her head throbbed. She smiled because she was too exhausted to panic.

			A tiny opening above leaked watery light, and the light blinked. Brielle tapped her finger on the floor: ten seconds, blink, another ten seconds. A machine, then. Something that would tell her what this place was about—if only she could escape the death trap for small animals.

			Stop it. Stop. Don’t you dare think about death, oubliettes, water. You need to keep enough presence of mind to survive. Concentrate on other things.

			How many whirls did her tower’s staircase have? About fifty steps in one whirl—but somewhere, forty, somewhere, forty-five. She sat against the wall, pulling her knees to her chest, pressed her cheek against them, closed her eyes, imagined the tower, and started counting the steps.
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			They left the glider in a ravine sewn together from the night’s crop: shadows, rustles, creatures in the grass. Tatiana pulled on Shea’s hand, and he followed her like a club-footed cub, his side flashing with pain.

			“Come on, come on, they crossed the border after us.”

			He didn’t respond. Suffering makes one into a recluse, makes it easy to shut up. A bush, a hare darting from underfoot, her arm, a piece of the sky.

			Lena’s diary—is it there? Do I still have it?

			He stumbled, and she helped him keep his balance.

			“Quick, Shea.”

			Behind them, the beat of the horsees’ hooves had turned into a roar.

			Perhaps it’s better if they catch us. Isn’t any end of anguish a good end? Isn’t any place where no one knows you a prison?

			Pain dragged thoughts between millstones.

			“Just a little further, I already see …”

			See what? He focused on his feet, learning to walk all over again. He wondered if he was losing the rest of his faculties, too.

			The hooves’ beat behind lost its coherence. That was when the wind tried to swirl them around, and a skyraft landed in front of them. After that, a merciful emptiness came, making the pain disappear.
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			Birds fell from the sky—no, they were scraps of paper—no, it was dust in the lamplight. He shook his head, trying to clear away the drowsiness. A couch swam into focus, some cushions, wooden wall panels: Dumian passenger cabins turned out to be twin siblings of the Red Hill ones. A wild idea occurred to Shea that he’d never disembarked the raft bound for Owenbeg, and it had all been a dream.

			But his left sleeve was rolled up, and the skin on the back of his elbow itched: someone had given him morphine. He didn’t remember it. Voices pulsed in the corridor to the clatter of boots; fanning shadows broke the yellow from under the door; the cabin’s wood panels ground against each other.

			Outside the window, the night sky pushed out the earth: the raft rolled, sliding into the landing curve. When the doorknob clicked, he scrambled to his feet. An officer entered with a lamp and, ignoring Shea, waved his hand under the couch, checked the cushions, made circles with the tip of his boot as though ironing the carpet.

			Looking for explosives. How far have we traveled already? We must be near some important military installation.

			The man switched to the wall panels. He hadn’t closed the door, and the one to the cabin opposite swung open, too, a window within a window: behind was the other half of the sky, a morning’s child. The roll continued, and a strip of brown swam into view. The center of it was occupied by a black growth.

			Primitive people might’ve thought it the higher power’s tent pole, a gift, or maybe a bane; a modern person would think someone had indulged in one too many drinks before drafting the architectural plans.

			The Mimic Tower. The nightmare, the vertigo, the nausea made real. Shea started back, stumbling over the couch. The officer turned away from the wall panels to give him a glance that said, Is everything all right?

			“Don’t you see it? Don’t you see it?”

			The fellow peered through the door and shrugged. “Tower.”

			Then the raft changed course again, and the monster ceded the scene to spires and ripples of roof shingles. Roofs, as far as the eye could see, a sea to the Red Hill’s pond: the Mimic Tower had manifested at the outskirts of the Dumian capital.
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			Shea rushed down the gangplank.

			Tatiana already waited outside, chatting in joyful Dumish with two fellows dressed like bellboys. The Mimic Tower propped the sky on the raft’s starboard side.

			“Do you see it, Tatiana?”

			She smiled. “We’ve built our own, yes, Mr. Ashcroft. Didn’t you know? Haven’t your spies informed you?”

			He finally noticed the scaffolding around the Tower’s body. Why would a nightmare need scaffolds?

			He jabbed a finger at it. “Tatiana, what do you think it is?”

			“Like I said, our tower. We have engineers, too.”

			He squinted. And then he understood. He’d believed the flashes had disappeared, but they’d simply transformed: either the morphine had done irreversible damage to his brain, or he’d gone insane from the stress, or it was the other world, bleeding through the hole in his side.

			The Dumians had constructed their own tower. Apparently, it was right there, in front of him, wrapped in the scaffolding’s cage, but he couldn’t see it. In its place, he saw the monstrous edifice that made his stomach churn.

			Shea bent forward, propping his hands on his knees. Spasms tugged at his body as though he were a string puppet.

			“Shea, Shea, are you all right?” Tatiana.

			He waved at her. “I’m sorry. I … I feel like shit.”

			“Air travel,” said one of the bellboys.

			Air travel, sure. Past the initial shock, Shea’s mind kicked back into gear. Whatever he was seeing, whatever he couldn’t see, there was another tower behind the phantom. How the hell didn’t we know? We must have spies in this city, it can’t be that …. He remembered—“Lord Ashcroft’s attitude toward the Dumians has been an open secret.” Oh, they’d known. The queen, the duke. Most likely even Darren, as demeaning as that sounded. They all knew; it was just that nobody had cared to inform him.

			His personal blind spot.

			I need to put an end to it, I need to find that woman from your diary, Lena.

			The organic growth swelled in the scaffolding. He made the effort to look away. “We’re doing a fine job matching each other in matters of war. I wish we were as good at peace.”

			Tatiana’s smile, which had begun to return, faded, and she nodded the way she had in the duke’s great hall.

			A carriage picked them up at the bottom of the pier. Black curtains were down on the windows—the Dumians were following protocol, but in fact, they did him a favor: his heart picked up its normal pace, his breathing evened out. He could only guess, by the rise in the background noise, that they entered the city. The hubbub, the clatter of other carriages, the cracking of rug beaters. When the horses stopped and he got out of the carriage behind Tatiana, he was on his way to becoming his usual self—that is, until he had a chance to look around.

			The street went on until it blurred into a haze. The walls rose to the point of vertigo, the top stories breathed white where light had baked itself into the stone, glazed the windows, coated the green roofs. He stopped thinking about the Mimic Tower; he tried to count the spires and lost track.

			“Welcome to Duma,” Tatiana said.

			Aside from a few figures in the distance, the entire street stood empty. He heard seagulls—this time, for real: black ticks crossed the blue right above his head.

			Tatiana followed his gaze. “Haven’t you heard? It’s their city.”

			He remembered Lena’s diary, how she described the Dumian capital as “a picture out of a fairy tale.”

			“But we’re nowhere near the sea, right?”

			“The story goes”—Tatiana took Shea by the elbow and nudged him down the street—“there was once an emperor who loved his wife like a sailor loves the shore. One of his wives, anyway. The woman had always dreamed of seeing the ocean, but state affairs and all, they never made it. When she was dying, the emperor ordered seagulls to be brought here.”

			“What do they feed on?”

			“Everything. Garbage, mostly—they look regal, but they really are flying rats. How are you feeling?”

			Shea said, “Like there’s a hole in me, and like the morphine’s about to kiss me goodbye. But I guess the head’s clearing up.”

			“Good. That’s good.”

			They stopped, and she drummed her knuckles on an impenetrable-looking gate nine or ten feet high.

			“Where are the people?” he asked.

			“There’s been certain—unrest among the population. Certain concerns. We’ve cleared this street for your arrival, just to be on the safe side.”

			“Concerns about what?”

			“You wouldn’t believe it.”

			The gate opened into a rectangular stone well with walls made of dark bricks. In the middle, hemmed in by a lighter pavement, behind beggar birches rising from puddles of their own discarded yellow belongings, stood a two-story house.

			“What is this place, Tatiana?”

			“This,” she said, “will be your accommodation until you’ve recovered enough …”

			Three figures stepped out of the shadows.

			“… for questioning,” she finished.

		


		
			Part VI

			A TRAP FOR LARGE ANIMALS

			Nobody can say exactly who invented the skyraft; to the best of my knowledge, four groups of people, separated by language barriers and great distances, came up with the concept at about the same time. And while many areas have seen improvements since then—the increased use of the treadwheels in construction would be one example—the raft’s design has remained a constant.

			Could it be that human engineering thought has peaked out? Or have we, by chance, touched perfection?

			Cillian Rand (ascribed to, source unknown, date unknown)
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			26th of my month of guessing and searching. I had this irrational fear Cara wouldn’t be at the market today. Honestly, I wanted to go back yesterday.

			But she was there this morning, at the same spot. I paid some attention to her lampshades—picked up a couple, marveled at the craftsmanship, even tried one on for a joke. That made her smile.

			“What is it you want?” she said. “You’re not here to buy.”

			I told her the truth, that I wanted to know about the Mimic Tower. I couldn’t read her reaction—when you get that old, one’s exterior probably turns into scar tissue around emotions, though what do I know?

			Anyway, she didn’t respond, so I continued. I said I’d been having these dreams of giant creatures under a red sky. That got her worried, I think, because she turned, causing one lampshade behind her to fall. I guess that doesn’t happen very often—candles would’ve burned the stand down a couple of times already if she were always this careless.

			“Don’t worry about dreams.”

			I said I rarely dream, which, for some reason, made her laugh.

			“You have no idea, dochko. You have no idea.”

			“Dochko”—a diminutive of “daughter,” that’s what they call little children in Duma.

			I explained about the tower in Owenbeg, how they would soon reach the thousand-foot mark, how they’d started using the tech in the construction. Her face hardened, went blank, making me realize it hadn’t been before: there had been all those wrinkles, hints of expressions, tiny footprints in the snow.

			“The Mimic Tower is not your concern. You don’t want to understand it or know what happened in that place from your dreams. The knowledge is not for you.”

			This threw me off balance, and—I’m ashamed to be writing this—I began recounting my achievements in life. Like a schoolgirl. The more I talked and the more she studied me, the smaller the “achievements” seemed.

			“Go home or go back to sleep. Only don’t do both,” she said when I was done, and I couldn’t get another word out of her. I had to leave because people were starting to gather.

			I’ll try again tomorrow—but I need a strategy; why didn’t I bring the folio Mother had restored? It might’ve been just enough to tip the scales. I need something to convince her I’m serious.

			I need something to convince her.

			27th of the same month. Two kinds of arachnophobes exist: those who, finding themselves in a room with a spider, would trace every movement of the hairy legs, and those who would try their best to forget the tiny devil’s even there. Turns out, I’m of the former variety. Today, I went to the spot where I’d sensed the tail, in front of the arcade.

			My stalker was there. He loitered around, apparently waiting for me—then he took off, and this time, I followed him. On wobbly legs, of course. Two alleys down, he knocked on a door and disappeared inside. He has such an everyman face; he could fit, with equal success, into a circus or a funeral parlor.

			I can’t visit the arcade anymore. Tea under the glass sky, that’s over for me now. The best moments in life are transient, and I’m such a fool—I should’ve bought a scarf, a necklace, a trinket, doesn’t matter. Something to remind me of this place. I should’ve read all the names on the signs.

			Dante has returned! Dante, my Dante, feathers on the wings rough as roof tiles, fluff on the neck soft as sunshine, you’re back as if nothing had happened, but it had, it had, I can’t look out the window, I’m afraid of being seen, even at this height, I’m afraid of the other windows now, of walking nightmares, of the future.

			Dante, my Dante.
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			After the riots at the Red Hill, a third of the population had fled Queen Daelyn’s city. Shea saw them the next morning through the carriage’s window on his way to the palace; these were almost uniformly older people. Men and women in their seventies or even eighties waded through the streets wearing clothes that had gone out of fashion half a century ago—he remembered one in a jabot and a black doublet. How much varnish had the artist scraped off to drag these characters into the light of day?

			Shea couldn’t understand why these people fled. At eighty, how long do you have left? Wouldn’t it be better to endure what remained of life at one’s home, whatever that home might be?

			Only now, having fled himself, did he realize that for a refugee, home didn’t exist as a concept.

			The needle slid out of his vein.

			“There.” The man with large, warm hands gave him a pat on the arm. “I think this is our final injection. How do you feel?”

			“Like a prisoner. Otherwise, fine, thank you.”

			“Good, good.”

			Without another word, as though he’d gone through the obligatory part of the travel phrase book, the doctor closed the velvet medical bag, turned, and headed for the door.

			“I want to talk to Tatiana,” Shea said to his back.

			He paused. “Soon. I hear she’ll be debriefing you—but I didn’t tell you that.”

			“I’d like to speak to her now.”

			The doctor balanced on his heels as if considering whether to answer, but finally shook his head and disappeared behind the door.

			Shea sat on the bed and kicked the empty chair next to it. He’d been a fool in love with his own tunnel vision—only thinking about the Mimic Tower and Cara. He thought he’d glimpsed the solution during his trial, but he never considered the stakes. Why had he assumed the Dumians would welcome him with open arms?

			The barren house reminded him of the one Lena had shown him, with the gnomes. The floorboards creaked, the walls bore sweat stains, the paint stuck in small islands to the staircase’s railings—but vestiges of luxury hung in the vestibule, two portraits, masterfully done, perhaps of the ex-owner’s family.

			The more Shea peered at the paintings, the more it seemed the surrounding silence was about to explode.

			Lena had once told him, “The second tower appeared overnight,” and it was this “overnight” that drove him insane. If the portal opened, would he know? Would he hear it over the usual layers of the street cacophony? Would the Dumians get him out, or would the same giant that had taken Brielle come for him?

			The first day, he’d waited for someone to interrogate him. By evening, he realized no one would.

			The outside was a dark, empty well—even the three from his “welcoming cortege” had disappeared. On the enclosing wall, bricks stuck out in places, and he tried climbing them but got no farther than a couple of feet. Above, serene and out of reach, the clouds were cotton lumps dipped in ochre.

			He circled the premises. A balcony jutted out from the house’s eastern wall—but as far as he could tell, there were no doors leading to it from the second floor. Back inside, on closer inspection of the plaster, he spotted a weird-looking patch. It was almost human-shaped and darker than the surrounding area. It occurred to him to scrape it off with a fork. How demeaning is this, a former minister poking at the walls with a wooden utensil? He probably could’ve made a comedy routine out of it, had his knowledge of Dumish extended beyond the three stock phrases they taught incumbents at the Red Hill.

			He resorted to brute force. A dozen kicks, and the faux wall gave way to a crisscross of planks; a dozen more kicks took care of the planks.

			The balcony marginally reduced the distance to the outside world—trying to clear it with a jump meant another week of morphine injections. At the evening’s orange edge, a flock of seagulls left their spire to chase the clouds, and below, the wind picked up, flinging leaves against the bricks, searching, too, for an exit.

			When Shea had first seen the Owenbeg monstrosity, it appeared a stretch of the evening against midday; now, the Mimic Tower’s silhouette was a slice of the night. A thing the city had dreamed of and only barely managed to remember. The thing it would dream about again.

			He still saw it. Shea rubbed his eyes, but the real tower didn’t emerge. Will he eventually start seeing other apparitions, too, giants instead of houses, rock formations in the streets, crimson skies? I’m going insane. As if the damn seagulls weren’t bad already.

			The gulls bothered him, too. Tatiana’s story bothered him. Yes, it was a beautiful tale, easy to believe—people tend to believe in beauty, just as they tend not to question misfortune—but really, how fast can one relocate enough wild birds to populate a city? That emperor’s wife must’ve been dying for a long time.

			Shea looked away from the Tower and leaned against the railing. A figure moved in a window of the house across the wall: a young woman with a shawl over her shoulders, putting a tea kettle on the fire. He remembered his home at the capital, the creek of the street, the dancing, the curtains, the mandolin—and then, immediately, the bodies in the courtyard. Brielle.

			The woman glanced in Shea’s direction. She must’ve known what this place was—all the neighbors must’ve known. She quickly turned and disappeared.

			The next day, he found a gap in the wall behind a vine. Some five feet away, daylight spilled, now and then obscured by a silhouette: a street brimming with murmurs, images, sweet smells of bakery with just a hint of gutter. Life flowed on, carefree and unaware.

			By the third day, he’d resigned himself to waiting.

			Every morning, the beggar birches greeted the dawn a handful of leaves poorer, and a fellow with the constitution of a doorman brought food, always the same: dried meat, boiled potatoes, plus, in a weird nod to Shea’s status, a silver-gilt tureen with beet soup.

			The “doorman” and the doctor had been his only visitors—until the day Shea got his last morphine injection.
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			Outside, the gate screeched like an annoyed cat.

			He had no idea what he’d been thinking the moment before. The living room had one chair, and as though following stage directions, he sat on it, took a deep breath, exhaled through his mouth. Calm down, calm down.

			He’d half-expected three or four armed people plus the doctor—in his mind’s eye, Shea had chosen him as the interrogator, despite the man’s bedside manner and his statement to the contrary. Perhaps it was the dispassionate nature of the professions: in both, having feelings toward the patient constituted a crime.

			What he got was Tatiana.

			The night no longer in the way, the morphine’s veil tossed aside, she’d become a middle-aged woman with a tired gaze and bags under her eyes.

			“Hello,” Shea said.

			Instead of responding, she walked to the center of the room and stood there, examining him. In her right hand, she held a rolled-up piece of paper.

			“Hello, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			Some hope had lingered that the lack of furniture would work in his favor—now that hope was gone. Even with him sitting and Tatiana standing, it was clear who controlled the room.

			He placed his palms on his knees. “So much for the famous Dumian hospitality.”

			“The house isn’t to your liking? Perhaps Owenbeg dungeons would be a better fit, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			“I’d like to see the crown prince.”

			“You know well enough that’s not going to happen. But you can answer some questions.”

			“Did I do something to you, Tatiana?”

			She humphed.

			“Who sent you?” Shea said.

			“Someone you wouldn’t want to meet. But you will if you don’t talk to me. So talk. Start with the disposition of Daelyn’s forces.”

			“I absolutely refuse to volunteer this kind of information. I can tell you what the weather is like at the Red Hill at this time of the year, how about that? We could draft a tourist guidebook together.”

			She produced a wry smile, for a second blending with the image he’d constructed from conversations and moonlight during their escape from Owenbeg. “Very nice. You’re not going back, Shea. Daelyn won’t take you back.”

			“I’m aware of that.”

			“Oh, but I don’t think you are.” She unrolled the paper she held in her hand.

			Shea’s own face glared at him. The queen’s people hadn’t skimped on the artist: the oil-painted eyes were full of reproach as though, too, urging him to talk.

			“Dead or alive, Mr. Ashcroft. Probably dead. But you can have a life here. Listen, we already know …” Tatiana listed names and places. “You simply need to corroborate it.”

			“I won’t do that.”

			“The queen—or the duke—would kill you. Don’t you find your loyalty is a bit misplaced?”

			“You’re allowed to use the word ‘idiotic.’ ”

			“Okay: your loyalty is idiotic.”

			“Why did they send you?” Shea said. “Did they hope I would confide in you just because we had a little adventure together?”

			Tatiana froze, and he realized the truth: she hadn’t been asked. She’d volunteered. You’ve betrayed me, he wanted to say—but had she, really? He was right; they’d only known each other for a day. That, and they’d used each other.

			“I’ll talk only to the crown prince.” Shea rose. “That’s what I think is going on: I think you were supposed to obtain certain information for your government—or maybe the military. And let me guess: you failed. And I’m your ticket back into your superiors’ good graces.”

			Tatiana kept silent.

			“So you’re afraid of them,” he said.

			A twitch of her eyebrows told him the confidence had left her, but only halfway—an empty glass or not, the steel bottom remained that had prompted her to refuse morphine to “stay sharp.”

			She smiled, accepting his point. “All the more reason for you to be afraid, too.”

			“It’s not about fear. I won’t be able to look at myself in the mirror if I …”

			Tatiana’s face became a mask. “If you tell us what we need to know, the prince is prepared to offer you …. Shea, we can give you a new home, maybe even a place at court.”

			He briefly considered her proposal. Then, he realized a couple of things. First, she cared. The degree remained debatable, of course, but she wouldn’t have tried to weed out all emotion from her voice if she didn’t think it would weaken her position. She wouldn’t have called him Shea, either.

			Second, despite her attempt to portray the situation as though some mysterious, powerful Dumians had given the order to question him, she would’ve never been able even to mention the prince if the man himself weren’t interested in the interrogation’s results.

			It was his turn to examine Tatiana.

			“So?” she said. “You won’t talk.”

			“I will—to the crown prince.”

			“Shea.” She took a step toward him. “Please believe me: I’m trying to protect you. They won’t let you near the prince until they’re sure you’ve severed your ties with Daelyn. Don’t you understand? No one cares about the queen’s armies—we’re well aware of their disposition. It’s about you, saying it. They need to be certain you’re not a spy.”

			“I’m not. But if you want to play it safe, I’m afraid the only sure-fire way is to kill me.”

			“If that’s what it takes, they—”

			“Cut it, Tatiana. I’m not a fool. There’s no ‘them.’ I used to be a minister, and people of my station—”

			“Former station.”

			“… of my former station aren’t popping up here wholesale. Tell the prince that if he wants something, he’ll have to get his hands dirty.”

			She kept silent. He did, too.

			Finally, she said, “This is your last chance.”

			Shea shook his head. As she strode to the door, Tatiana didn’t look back once.
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			A presence pulled him from his sleep. At first, he thought he’d returned to the Drakiri home world, but the bones of the ceiling beams were witnesses to the fact that miracles don’t happen.

			Shea turned his head.

			Next to the bed now stood a coffee table and a chair. On the black canvas, an oil lamp’s tongue painted a white uniform tunic, red trousers, epaulettes.

			“I heard you wanted to see me, Mr. Ashcroft,” the crown prince said.

			I’ll be damned. Am I still dreaming?

			He looked young for his forty years, perhaps younger than Shea himself. One arm rested on the table, the other hung like a whip, relaxed, over his thigh. If there was any tension, it hid in the curious, intelligent eyes.

			He said, “The offer that the lady—”

			“Tatiana, Your Grace,” a baritone said from a place the lamp’s light didn’t reach.

			“Thanks, Mark. The offer Tatiana made still stands. However, there is one thing we must know beforehand.”

			Shea coughed.

			“Mark, please, give him some water.”

			A hand gripping a glass extended from the darkness, as though its owner had anticipated the request and prepared everything in advance.

			Shea took a sip. “Thank you … Your Grace. I understand you’re interested in the disposition of Daelyn’s forces, but I cannot—”

			“Oh, no.” The prince produced a short, melodic laugh. “Forget it. Couldn’t care less about your gangs of boys and girls with sticks.”

			“What do you—”

			“The only thing I’m interested in, Mr. Ashcroft”—the epaulettes swayed forward—“is the tower.”

			Why wasn’t I prepared for this?

			The man smiled only with his lips.

			They knew I wouldn’t disclose any military information. That must be it. Tatiana’s “interrogation” was a ruse so that he could catch me off guard.

			And it worked.

			“Your Grace, we need to begin,” a third voice said.

			“You have to understand, Mr. Ashcroft, that I don’t enjoy what comes next.” The prince stood. “Traditions are everything here. Unfortunately, my dear father instituted a few which are particularly difficult to stamp out. I’m trying, though. Believe me, I’m trying my best.”

			He stepped aside, and two figures took shape. Male figures in simple, loose clothes designed to conceal whatever needed to be concealed. One of them grabbed Shea’s hand and turned it palm up as if meaning to foretell the future.

			“Please don’t move, my lord. We wouldn’t want to make it painful for you.”

			So this is the baritone, Mark.

			The other produced a jar. Inside, a lump of absolute blackness stirred, and swelled, and shriveled, and scratched the glass with its bristles. Fuck. Sweat coated Shea’s entire body like a shroud, and he wriggled, instinctively.

			“Stay still. It won’t hurt you,” Mark said, “unless you lie.”

			The man took out the spider and placed it on Shea’s exposed wrist. Eight tufts of hair probed his flesh, assuming positions, while the fangs stiffened over the pale-blue wickerwork of veins. He winced.

			“Stay calm or it will kill you.” Then— “There, there. Breathe.”

			Is Mark addressing me or this thing?

			He’d heard about Duma using birdeaters in interrogations—the rumor went, they could sense changes in the pulse and skin perspiration. He’d always dismissed that as an example of cheap sensationalism. Now, the cheap sensationalism stared at him with a scattering of oil dots.

			His gaze shot to the windows, but they might as well have been bricked up: there was no exit from this place. The yard and the street must’ve been swarming with royal guards.

			“Why did you use the anti-gravity devices?” the third man said.

			Okay, focus. Focus. Whatever you tell them, don’t let them learn about the Mimic Tower. Shea sucked in air. Did the fangs move closer to his veins?

			There’d been a beggar in the central marketplace, at the corner of the avenue that led to the Red Hill. He never sat, always leaning against a wall, whistling the same tune—and constantly flipping a coin. Perhaps he was trying to bewitch Lady Luck. Maybe he was insane.

			Heads for keeping the door between worlds closed, tails for sending an army through. You never know what people will do when confronted with knowledge. So whatever you tell them …

			“A mistake in the calculations,” Shea said. “The foundation’s diameter wasn’t sufficient to support the tower’s height.”

			The fangs probed the air; froze.

			Mark nodded. “He’s not lying, Your Grace.”

			“Interesting. Very interesting. Daelyn has always invested in engineers—who would’ve thought.” In the shadow, the prince brought his hand to his lips. “But didn’t you see how Mr. Ashcroft paused before answering? Two, three seconds? I wonder if you asked the right question.”

			“Whose mistake was it?” the third man said.

			“The chief engineer’s, Brielle’s—but it was the duke who’d rushed her.” So far, so good.

			“We heard she’d gone missing. Did her disappearance have anything to do with the mistake you’re talking about?”

			The birdeater tapped a vein with its leg, and Shea fought the impulse to shake it off, leap to his feet, barricade himself in the corner. He told himself to concentrate on the part that was true, rather than on what he tried to conceal.

			“No.” At least, not directly.

			“Do you know what happened to her?”

			I’ve no idea where the giant had taken her. “No.”

			The spider on his wrist crept forward an inch. Imagination showed Shea the fangs cutting through the veins, the critter eating into his body, crawling through his arm toward his heart.

			“I repeat,” the third man said. “Do you know what happened to her?”

			Shea gritted his teeth: navigating by half-truths was becoming increasingly difficult. “No.”

			The birdeater swayed on its legs and squatted down as though getting ready to pounce.

			“I don’t know!” he yelled. “I don’t know what happened, do you understand? I don’t know where she is now, whether she’s alive, I know nothing, damn it!”

			“Get that bloody thing off him,” the crown prince said.

			“Your Grace?”

			“Enough. Get it off him.”

			Mark slid his palm under the birdeater, quickly lifting and dropping it into the jar. Bristled legs stretched out to tap the glass—perhaps trying to return to its prey.

			“You should’ve given us a couple more minutes, Your Grace.”

			“I can tell if a person’s lying better than any spider.”

			The prince lowered himself onto the chair, propped his elbows on his knees, and held out his hands to Shea, palms up.

			“Mr. Ashcroft. I’m truly sorry for what came before. Shall we?”

			The curious gray eyes studied him. Shea sat, covering himself with the blanket, and the darkness swung, suspended at the end of an invisible pendulum.

			“Give me your wrists.”

			He complied. The prince’s fingers were ice, and Shea looked right at him. With their hands interlocked, the seconds dragged past.

			“Mr. Ashcroft, why did you destroy the tower?”

			Think only about what you’re saying. The semantics don’t exist, the syntax does. The context is not real, but the sentence you’ll pronounce is.

			He realized the spider might’ve been the safer option.

			“The tower was dangerous for both realms.”

			And you don’t need to know which ones. Shea relaxed his shoulders, and little by little, his heartbeat steadied.

			The prince’s eyes bored into him. Then he let go of Shea’s wrists and leaned back.

			“You see, Mark.” The same closed half-smile as before crept onto his lips. “We’ve had luck. We’ve had all the luck one can wish for.”

			“Your Grace?” Mark said.

			“Don’t you understand? Destiny dropped a man of peace in our lap.” The prince turned to Shea. “We’ll wait outside. Get dressed, Mr. Ashcroft.”
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			The gate stood open, and a carriage waited in the street. The moon cast the clouds of molten lead, paying little attention to the spires, which rose in black silhouettes, more an absence now than a presence. In the shadows, crickets conferred. The city had found its equilibrium, its rooftops and gutters both washed clean by the night, the rare smoldering windows looking like fireflies in glass jars.

			The crown prince and the two interrogators stood by the carriage, talking.

			“Where’s everyone?” Shea asked.

			“Meaning, Mr. Ashcroft?” Mark glanced around, as though seeing the street for the first time.

			The prince said, “He means soldiers.”

			“Yes—I thought they would be everywhere.”

			“I travel light.”

			“Please take care to always add ‘Your Grace’ when addressing Sontse,” the man who wasn’t Mark said.

			Shea opened his mouth, but the prince interrupted him. “I think we can drop useless formalities after our meeting today.” He put his boot on the foot iron.

			The interrogators moved to follow him.

			“No. Mr. Ashcroft will ride with me, and you gentlemen will have to find your own way home.”

			“Your Grace!”

			“I understand your concern, but he’s not going to kill me. He doesn’t strike one as a man with a death wish, no?”

			“As you say, Your Grace.”

			“Get in, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			Skull-like houses flowed past the window, doors for mouths, timber frames for cheekbones—but when the street ended, it gave way to an avenue that seemed to stretch into the sky, that the nails of moonlit poplars barely kept from taking off. “Dumians build big,” Shea recalled the saying.

			“What’s that word they called you, Your Grace?” he said. “Son-something?”

			“Sontse. It means ‘the sun.’ Stupid, I know.” The prince looked at his hands. “I’ve been waiting for a person like you. Someone who understands that raising monstrosities screws up the balance.”

			“Will you lock me up?”

			“Heroes don’t go to prison, Mr. Ashcroft—but they make for excellent symbols. I hope you understand you’ve prevented a war.”

			“Prevented? I’m sorry, but I’ve seen it, Your Grace. Your little construction project.”

			The prince’s gaze shifted. “Mr. Ashcroft, we weren’t acting when we built it—we were reacting. Neither side benefits from the other gaining the upper hand. Now that the Owenbeg tower has been destroyed, ours will be dismantled.”

			Right—that’s why there’s scaffolding around it and I keep seeing the nightmare. I need to find Cara, and fast. A year had passed, and nobody could guarantee she was still selling lampshades at that market Lena wrote about.

			“Are there any Drakiri districts in the city, Your Grace? Or maybe settlements in the countryside?”

			The prince raised his head. “Why?”

			He had the same gray eyes as Aidan, Shea realized—and those eyes, curious as ever, scurried across him. I made a mistake, I made a mistake. Why on earth did I ask him?

			The eyes waited.

			“There was a woman I knew, a Drakiri. She died at the tower. I thought maybe she had a family here I could get in touch with.”

			“She lived in Owenbeg? Why would she have a family here?”

			“It was just a thought.”

			The prince assumed the same posture he had at the end of the interrogation, when he’d grabbed Shea’s wrists—elbows on his knees, hands outstretched.

			“Mr. Ashcroft. If there’s something you’re not telling me, now would be the time to be honest.”

			“I am being honest.”

			“Listen, regardless of how people feel about me, I’m not the only one calling the shots in Duma. My father is in a coma, but he’s still officially the emperor—and some elements would love to see this situation drag on forever.”

			“ ‘Elements’ as in ‘the military’?”

			“You used to be the Minister of Internal Affairs, you understand. I’ll do everything in my power to protect you, but I need your help.”

			Does he know I’m hiding a piece of the puzzle—or simply suspect it? How much truth can he really read?

			Had the interrogation ended?

			“I gave you all I have … Your Grace.”

			The prince squinted, then exhaled and leaned back. “We’ve arrived anyway.”

			Outside, the cherry trees had surrendered the space to a veranda behind yellow arches. The light from the streetlamps snaked along every curve and around every tile, making it seem the building glowed.

			“Shouldn’t the State Opera be closed at this hour?”

			“Normally, yes, Mr. Ashcroft, but not tonight. Tonight’s a special occasion.”

			The lights pulled the Red Hill from memory, the honeycombs of windows, the clouds at sunset, the night’s promise in the mandolin chords and the smoke from the braziers by the food stalls. Shea thought again he’d lost claim on these recollections, lost the key with which to unlock them. They weren’t his anymore; they belonged to someone who’d died together with the Owenbeg tower.

			“To answer your previous question, Mr. Ashcroft,” the prince said, “I really don’t know whether there are any Drakiri in the city. There ought to be, but I don’t know where. There are no settlements in Duma, no—am I pronouncing it right?—drikshaws. We’re one big happy family.”

			He stepped out of the carriage, lightly, like a bird.

			People in liveries greeted them at the opera’s entrance, and on the second floor, the prince pushed open the door into the auditorium’s jewelry box, all its drawers and compartments filled to the brim.

			Once they entered the balcony, a heavy, opaque sense of expectation set in. All heads turned—but the prince waited, examining the audience. Finally, he waved his hand, and the human mass exhaled as if he had them tied to a string. The curtains parted, same as on that distant day in the ruined city; and same as on that day, something cylindrical rose from the stage, this time more resembling a fractured femur.

			A palm lay on Shea’s shoulder, a finger pointing to the empty opera box opposite. “See that loge, Mr. Ashcroft? It’s reserved for one person, and one person only—my father. That’s what I am and how I am. Even at the State Opera, some places are off-limits to me.”

			“Queen Daelyn built a tower,” sang a tall man on stage—or at least Shea thought he did: the name Daelyn was definitely there, as for the other words, he couldn’t understand Dumish if his life depended on it. But the phrase, real or imagined, pushed him deeper into the memories.

			He said, “I know what you’re going to say, Your Grace. That’s me on the stage.”

			“Yes. You’re a sontse too now, Mr. Ashcroft. The destroyer of weapons, a sontse of peace.”

			They must’ve prepared two versions—a garden-variety one about the tower falling and one with a hero, and we both know the latter wouldn’t have worked without me.

			At the curtain call, the conductor pointed his baton at the balcony—and the prince rose, beaming, waving, nudging Shea to rise, too.
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			Shea’s quarters in the Dumian palace were a jigsaw puzzle of rooms under a polychrome ceiling. Wine-dark wood ate the light, and to compensate, smoldering kerosene lamps stood on every table, every cabinet, every windowsill, wires crossed over the embossed glass chimneys like folded wings—as if a family of insects had crawled in while nobody was watching.

			The heavy palette of the rooms, the lamps, the scent of perfumes he didn’t know, voices talking somewhere in a foreign language. What was he doing here? This wasn’t the Red Hill, this wasn’t the duchy.

			A boy entered the room, yawning and carrying a tea tray. They all drank tea here, religiously—the crown prince had asked if Shea wanted a cup before leaving him to an attendant, then the attendant proposed to bring some after showing him the apartment. No Drakiri powder, but so much sugar in each serving he wasn’t sure it was legal anymore.

			“Thank you,” he said when the tray’s contents clinked like chimes. “I’m not thirsty, really. Could you please get me a map?”

			The boy straightened, staring at him with sleepy, innocent eyes. Shea sighed and pretended to unfold something.

			It took him five minutes of playing charades to explain what he needed, but in the end, he was studying the borders of Dumian districts.

			The boy had had the good sense to fetch a tourist map Shea could read. He found a Patchoulis Street, a Patchy Lane, even two Patchers’ Squares, but no Patchwork Market Lena wrote about. Perhaps the moniker was an informal one, or the powers that be had renamed the place. He rubbed the paper between his fingers—it felt new. He considered asking for an older map but decided against it after imagining the next round of the gesture game with the boy.

			For now, the shopping arcade where Lena had first learned about the market remained his only lead.

			The smell of foreign perfume followed him into the bedroom, and Shea pushed aside the curtains and opened the window. He couldn’t see the Mimic Tower from here, but the city appeared even more colossal, distant lights of the windows and the spires’ silhouettes obscuring the horizon.

			The rain had started at one past midnight, right after the opera had ended, and brought with itself a temporary relief: bad weather made humans crawl into their homes, away from the construction site. Not that they wouldn’t pick up the threads tomorrow.

			He lay on the bed. Someone coughed behind the wall—a recurring and, because of that, inherently lonely sound, like a person trying and failing to start a conversation. Shea rolled over on his side and covered his ear with a pillow, but the noise persisted.

			The minutes trickled in step with the rain whispering outside, and he listened to the coughing until he couldn’t take it anymore.

			The corridor could’ve been an avenue in its previous life, streetlight-like stands holding the gas lamps, the cloud-painted ceiling, hand basins, slit vestibule windows, yellow where people didn’t sleep. The only thing missing were the park benches. The coughing came from behind the neighboring apartment’s door, and Shea stopped next to it and leaned forward. There was a flap at shin level for a small dog, perhaps a pug or a poodle.

			A female voice pronounced three words clearly in Dumish. One was “mama”; one could be “sag,” “say”—Shea wasn’t sure. The third word sounded like the nickname they were fond of calling the crown prince around here, sontse, but with a different ending—sontsko?

			“Say ‘mama,’ Little Sun,” the voice said. “Say ‘mama’ ”—followed by a coughing fit.

			“Hello?” Shea drummed his knuckles on the door. “Is everything all right, m’lady?”

			Silence set in, then: “Who is it?”

			“Ashcroft, m’lady. Shea Ashcroft.”

			Footsteps crackled on the floor tiles, moving closer. Not a young person’s gait. “How can I help you?”

			“I thought maybe you needed help.”

			The woman produced a sentence in Dumish with the word “sontsko” stuck in the middle—muffled and probably not directed at Shea.

			“Do you need help? Is there someone with you, m’lady?” he asked.

			“Yes. No. You should go back to sleep. Everyone should be asleep at this hour.”

			She spoke without an accent, which implied the imperial family or a member of the inner circle. He turned to leave when he heard, “Are you a friend of Rudi’s?”

			Rudi, Rudi. The crown prince.

			“I’m his guest, m’lady.”

			“Then it’s okay. Okay. You only need to be careful if you’re his …” She trailed off in Dumish.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“Nothing. Did I say something?”

			“You—”

			“Go to sleep. It was all just a dream.”

			Shea knocked on the door again, but this time, the response was silence.
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			He woke with the thought: it has begun. The awareness hadn’t returned in full, and he didn’t know what exactly had begun, but the dread was real—a raw feeling, juicy to the point of rotting, devoid of rationale. It finished fermenting as the sounds outside grew louder.

			He’d heard it all before.

			The gulls’ creaks layered over a sea of voices. Fighting the morning cold, he limped to the window and opened it. The street below stood empty—but somewhere near and out of sight, the city hummed, reminding him of an evening two months and a lifetime away.

			“My lord.”

			He flinched and turned: a pale-faced page gawked at him from the doorway.

			Shea took his jacket from the pile of clothes on the chair. “What are you doing here? How did you get in?”

			The page held up a key. “Open any door,” he said the way people say “sorry.”

			A master key! These bastards have master keys here. “Don’t do this again, you understand? Don’t barge in unannounced.”

			“Your presence required.”

			“Where?”

			“Immediately.”

			Shea slipped his hand into his jacket’s sleeve, unsure whether to slow down to convey his irritation, or speed up because the noise outside had gotten a notch louder.

			It took them three staircases and four long hallways to get to the ground floor. The palace’s entrance hall was chock-full of bodies in indigo tunics and caps: ranking Dumian military. What the hell is going on? Had they dragged out all the officers they could find? The page had his hand in a death grip, tugging him down the grand staircase into the blue amid which the white uniform stood out like a gull in a flock of pigeons.

			“Shea! Shea!”

			The crown prince gestured to him, and the crowd enveloped Shea, carrying him forward. He’d lost the page.

			“Mr. Ashcroft.” The prince grabbed him by the upper arm. “The mob is marching on the palace.”

			“Excuse me?”

			An officer—a general, judging by the epaulettes similar to the prince’s—blurted a sentence that ended with “Sontse.”

			“Yes, you may barricade the exits. Ah, hell.” The general stared at the prince until he repeated the order in Dumish.

			“Zabarricadi, zabarricadi,” echoed through the hall, and immediately people ran by carrying massive wooden beams as if they were trying to chase an elephant.

			The prince signaled Shea to follow him, and they strode away from the entrance and up the grand staircase. Halfway between the landings, a young man with huge, scared eyes caught up with them.

			“You’ve sent for me, Your Grace?”

			“Yes, Alexei. You’ll be interpreting for me.”

			The fellow batted his eyelashes, and the prince stabbed a finger at Shea. “For him, Alexei. I need Mr. Ashcroft to stand where he needs to stand, I need him to wave when he needs to wave, and he has to look authentic—which he can’t do if he doesn’t understand what the hell is being said, now can he?”

			Shea took stock. Contrary to what he’d said in the carriage, the prince looked nothing like a man pushed around by the evil military; in fact, he seemed to maintain an impressive control of the situation.

			“Yes, Your Grace,” Alexei said.

			On the next landing, no orders were necessary: the valet simply unlocked the tall glass doors.

			The wind slapped Shea in the face, and gulls rose from the trees in the distance. In this place and time, the birds eerily fit in: the balcony hung over the palace’s entrance, and standing on it was like standing at a ship’s bow—only he didn’t know whether that ship was about to sail or sink. The palace wings hugging the plaza below were cliffs and the plaza itself, the water, so far away he couldn’t discern the pavement.

			The crown prince stopped a step short of the edge. The railing barely reached his knees, and an officer rushed forward to catch him by the elbow, only to be curtly waved off. Shea looked back at the five generals standing outside the doors with the effect of a group of schoolchildren. He thought he heard a thunder’s echo, but a moment later realized it was something else.

			… a huge, condensed mass of arms, legs, and throats, rolling toward him, the scent of blood, a lieutenant shouting something unintelligible, twisting her body trying to peek into the russet sky—then, a shadow falling across the terra-cotta roof tiles.

			Time moves in a circle just to mock us.

			Water sloshed between the cliffs and began to fill the basin.

			“This is your chance to earn your keep, Mr. Ashcroft,” the crown prince said. “After all, I’m led to believe you have experience exactly with this sort of thing.”

			Half a smile.

			The movements slowed; the crowd’s roll stopped; the rumble fragmented, the pieces tumbling and coming to a halt. Then, a voice from below shouted a word in Dumish, with dozens of throats picking it up. Three syllables washed over the crowd, and in mere seconds, the whole plaza chanted.

			The crown prince stood with his head bowed, as though doing penance—or posing for a sculpture. He had his hands clasped behind his back, and Shea saw him counting off on his fingers.

			At ten, he raised his chin.

			The chanting stopped.

			“Thank you,” Alexei translated. “I thank you all for coming.”

			“It’s a difficult time for us all, and by showing up, you display both unity and strength. That is good. Our country will need that in the months ahead.”

			The prince let the thought sink in.

			“I know you’re afraid,” Alexei said. “I know many of you openly opposed my decision to build our own tower—and recently, to send skyrafts to Owenbeg. The war didn’t break out. The world’s still there, Duma’s still there. Dumians don’t start wars, but we always defend our interests. Daelyn saw it, she saw our resolve and ran back to the Red Hill with her tail between her legs.”

			The prince leaned forward, risking a fall.

			“You wallow in the illusion she had peaceful intentions? That her ‘visit’ to the border with half the royal court meant nothing, that their tower had been conceived solely as a defensive measure? What some of you don’t know is that the skyrafts came home with a cargo. The person who’d overseen the construction of the Owenbeg weapon—the one who destroyed it.”

			The plaza went dead silent, and without turning, the crown prince made a beckoning sign behind his back.

			“You need to stand next to him,” Alexei whispered.

			Do I have a choice in this? Shea jerked when he thought he glimpsed people below wrapped in the blankets from Owenbeg’s courtyard.

			“Ask yourselves—if it wasn’t a weapon, why would anyone, let alone Daelyn’s own subject, want to destroy it?”

			“Sontse!” a voice called.

			He timed it. My interrogation, the opera, relocating me to the palace, all done mere hours before this. He knew this would happen today, and he timed it.

			“As for those who feel like fleeing and abandoning your homeland—remember, Duma has always remained a blessed place on earth. What better proof of that than a former enemy standing right here, right now, on this balcony?”

			“Wave,” the prince said quietly. “Smile and wave, Mister.”

			The crowd roared, and Shea clenched his teeth. He should’ve felt power, some elation at least—but he’d never been this helpless in his life, not even that time he’d seen himself mocked onstage. He couldn’t refute the accusations, not with his vocabulary of three sentences in Dumish. One thing he could do, though: he refused to wave.

			“Steady,” the prince said in the same quiet voice, like a cat’s purr. “Steady as she goes.”

			“Sontse,” came from the human sea in the plaza, and soon, they were chanting again: this time, that weird, affectionate moniker. The “sontse” waved, turned, and walked out of the balcony, one of the generals taking his place: it was time to hand over the show.

			In front of the glass doors, the prince paused. “Mr. Ashcroft, are you coming?”

			Inside the palace, the excitement had died down: half of the indigo caps were gone. The sunlight filtered through the windows in the east, fashioning short-lived patterns out of the circulating dust.

			“That went better than expected,” the prince said. “Thank you. You could have a very lucrative life here, you know.”

			Shea still had the square in his mind’s eye, the figures wrapped in blankets, and had to strain to focus on the words. A lucrative life. Like during that first time Brielle—dear, poor Brielle he’d led to her death—had taken him on a tour of the tower, he wondered if he could be happy here. Could he learn the language, marry a Dumian, take a position at court? In a flash, he saw himself in a white uniform like the prince’s. Or maybe he could open a workshop somewhere, or buy a house in the countryside and plant a field of tulips …

			“I’m living on borrowed time, Your Grace. And besides, I wonder what I must do to obtain such a life.”

			“Oh, not much. Not much. The thing you were building in Owenbeg, it wasn’t only for shooting down rafts, was it?” The prince tapped his upper lip. “Why were you employing the anti-gravity devices?”

			“I told you, Your Grace, the chief engineer—”

			“Yes, yes, I know, the chief engineer made a mistake. See, I don’t buy it. Anyone but Daelyn’s people.”

			Shea swallowed, hoping the other didn’t notice it. “I’m telling you the truth.”

			The prince began, “Are you sure?”

			“Shush, shush,” echoed ahead of them, the officers up the staircase turning away from something. Then Shea saw what this something was: a woman sailing down the steps with a pug under her right arm. For a second, it seemed to him she was a Drakiri, that same glide-walk, too confident a posture …. There was also a bit of Daelyn about her. An officer glanced at her, and the one next to him immediately slapped him on the elbow.

			The woman looked sixty, still beautiful, tall, her gray hair arranged into a semblance of a tiara. She approached Shea and the crown prince and asked something in Dumish.

			“Nothing is happening,” the prince answered in Shea’s language. “Everything’s fine now.”

			“Strange, I thought I heard shouting outside. It scared the little guy here to death.” The dog yawned. “Oh well, I’ll take a walk then.”

			“Not a particularly good moment for that, Mother. And we’ve talked about this, haven’t we? Your doctor thinks you should rest more.”

			“What nonsense.” Effortless, accent-free—Shea knew that voice from somewhere. “I don’t need rest. What I need is fresh air.”

			The crowd exhaled in the plaza, and the indigo caps on the staircase moved with a newfound purpose, half running up, half down. The woman turned. Seizing the opportunity, the prince reached for her hand with a suddenly gentle motion, as though trying to catch a butterfly. “Please, Mother, not now. You can’t leave the palace right now.”

			She said another sentence in Dumish.

			“Mother, please. We have Mr. Ashcroft here. He doesn’t speak the language. Mr. Ashcroft, let me introduce you to Queen Mother.”

			Shea kissed the large fingers overgrown with veins, finally remembering the dog flap and the coughing behind the wall. “I think we’ve met already—at least in conversation, Your Majesty.”

			“I would’ve noticed.” She looked at the pug. “Sag mama, sontsko. Say ‘mama’ to me.”

			“I don’t believe the little guy will talk today,” the prince said.

			“You reckon?”

			“Just a guess. Would you excuse me?” He took a step toward the staircase and placed his palm over her hand when she tried to follow him. “I’m going to fetch your doctor, okay? Please stay with Mr. Ashcroft.”

			He strode off, and Shea and the queen studied each other. The general outside hollered a phrase the crowd dutifully repeated.

			“You’re married to that tall girl, Marienne, am I correct?”

			“No, Your Majesty, I’m … not from here. I’ve just arrived in Duma.”

			“Oh. And here I thought you were one of Rudi’s friends.” She scratched behind the pug’s ear.

			“I’m rather a guest of your son.”

			“Sag mama, sontsko,” she said to the dog.

			“We talked about it last night, do you remember? I was at your door.” She seemed lost, and she obviously did not remember.

			“It’s not Marienne, but you are married to a lady-in-waiting, aren’t you?” she asked.

			“I’m from another country—” He broke off.

			The crown prince returned with a man in tow who, after a brief round of greetings, focused right on the dog. “How has he been?”—“His Grace has intimated the little fellow looked tired.”—“Should he be up at this hour?” The Queen Mother said nothing, like a person who sees through a ruse but plays along; she simply shrugged and allowed herself to be escorted away.

			The prince kept silent, his eyes following the pair up the staircase.

			“Your Grace,” Shea said, “I’m terribly sorry for the question—”

			“We don’t have institutions, if that’s what you’re asking. We don’t incarcerate innocent people.”

			“Is nobody looking after her, then?”

			“Normally it’s fine. It’s the ruckus that lured her—frightened her.” The prince chewed on his lip. “I’ve already told you, Duma is one big family, and this is the heavens’ honest truth. We found out a century ago that everybody was happier if we didn’t pay attention to … differences. But with someone like my mother—”

			“It’s only possible not to notice at all.” That’s why your officers were turning away.

			“She exists in everyone’s blind spot—which has its pros and cons. Mostly cons. I’ve tried assigning a personal assistant to her, I have, but he always lost track of her. I think you can guess why.”

			“He did his best not to notice her, too.”

			The prince shook his head. “She taught me to paint, can you imagine? Did my first paintings with her. She would start in the upper right corner, and I, in the lower left. And now, half the time she thinks that dog is me. You can’t realize how much I …” He paused. “Doesn’t matter. We’ll continue our conversation tomorrow, yes? You know which one.”

			Then, without saying another word, he walked away.

			The crowd roared once more before falling silent.

		


		
			[image: ] 3 [image: ]

			Framed by the autumn’s drizzle, the entrance to the shopping arcade was a portal to a warmer life: orange glow, smiling faces, the smell of tea and cinnamon. This was the third one Shea visited, and the only one that triggered the feeling of déjà vu: there was something of Owenbeg’s lanterns, guiding lights the wives and fiancées had carried, in the lamps hanging from the roof. Funny how we search for the same thing in this mammoth city, how our fates still run parallel, Lena—yours in the past, mine in the present.

			As soon as Shea dived under the arcade’s ceiling, the rain intensified. He strolled past the windows that separated him from the ghosts of people holding hands, the glass turning embraces and entwined fingers into a kaleidoscope. Halfway between these pieces and fragments were the things he himself had lost.

			Only one tea place looked dark enough from the inside to match Lena’s description. Candles lit the tables, and the servers wore black: the owner strove to drive home the impression that half-light equaled coziness. Shea found a free table and lowered himself onto the chair. The pictures on the walls depicted apples on a plate, a mill by a river, a house under a faded canopy. She’d wanted a house, to spend evenings outside, to listen to voices from the second floor. Could this be the table you sat at, Lena? He traced with his finger the tea rings.

			A damp cloth pushed against his hand, and the girl server uttered a sentence, probably apologizing for not having cleaned up sooner. She worked with short, confident movements, keeping her gaze down.

			After she’d finished, Shea said, “I don’t speak Dumish, but I’ll have a cup of whichever brew you’d recommend.”

			“Which tea?” the girl asked with a heavy accent, stressing the word “which.”

			“Green, please. But what I need is information.”

			She leaned back and shouted, “Teresa!”

			Another server waltzed in, patting her colleague on the arm: You can go, I’ve got this. “Green tea, right?”

			“A pleasure to hear the sounds of the motherland,” Shea said.

			“My family emigrated when I was twelve.” She had a grating laugh, and she pronounced “twelve” as “twelf.”

			“I’ll have green tea or any other, my lady. A question: a Drakiri woman came by here a year ago—last summer. Tall, beautiful, black hair?”

			For a moment, it felt like the tulip shard was back in his side.

			“Maybe. I don’t quite—”

			Shea said, “Someone told her about a group of Drakiri merchants in a certain Patchwork Market, but I couldn’t locate the place on the map. Do you have an idea?”

			The girl slowly shook her head. “Perhaps Miriam talked to your lady.”

			“And where would I find this Miriam?”

			“She no longer works here.”

			“The market—you really don’t know, or you don’t want to tell me?”

			She bit her lip.

			“You know, I just had a small epiphany,” Shea said. “Patchwork—what a neat euphemism. Let me guess: people call it that because a lot of foreigners trade there. You aren’t allowed to say the word ‘foreigners’ around here, right?”

			After a hesitation, the girl smiled. “Duma is one happy family.” She held up her hands and gave an exaggerated shrug as though participating in a pantomime, obviously trying to turn the whole thing into a joke.

			“It’s really an open secret,” a new voice said.

			The woman who walked up to Shea’s table wore black gloves that reminded him of the late Aidan. She was Drakiri-tall—but her movements were unmistakably human, a somewhat labored gait, a hint of a limp.

			“I just want to find someone,” Shea said. “And I don’t care about secrets. I’m not from here.”

			Making use of the opportunity, the girl server beat a retreat.

			“Everything’s fine,” the woman said. “I’d love to help out a traveler. The market is between …” She named two streets. “It’s closed today. You’ll have to visit tomorrow.”

			“Thank you.” Shea studied her. “The person I’m looking for is called Cara. A Drakiri. Would you happen to know her?”

			“No,” the woman said simply, returning his gaze—and for the first time since arriving in Duma, he didn’t feel it necessary to restate the question.

			“Thank you again, my lady.”

			“What for?”

			“For being truthful with me.”

			The rain had gone back to drizzle, and he headed out into the street. Outside the arcade, he turned to look at the place she’d liked and, for a second, the “names from different lives” clicked: a scattering of letters, playful, stern, confident, insecure, with hard edges, with dreamy and romantic swirls. It seemed, had he found the correct angle, stood in the right spot, had the light and shadows fallen as he needed them to, the words on the signs would coalesce into something she’d said, a note from a life on the opposite shore.

			I miss you.

			A couple loitered next to the tea place he’d just left. The bulkier of the two reminded Shea of the “bouncer” he’d met in Oakville. The man shot a quick glance in his direction, the way people do to make sure something’s still there. Shea walked, and as a corner of a red brick building was about to hide the arcade from him, the couple took off.

			A tail, then. What were the chances of having someone follow him in the exact same spot as Lena? Maybe I only thought I read your diary—maybe I’m a character in it. And if I am, do you know my ending? He walked faster, trying to merge with the stream of people on the pavement.

			When he looked back, two heads bobbed on the crowd’s waves.

			A voice gasped. His stalkers pushed their way through. This wasn’t about tailing him anymore: it was a pursuit. He quickened his pace again, bumping into foreign faces—one only noticed the slight differences in appearance when the mind was on alert. To his right, every other door stood ajar, promising false shelter.

			He had to stay in the open. Ahead was a fresh bakery stand, warm scents mingling with the sweat of the city. He shouldered aside a few potential customers, took all his money out of his pocket, and handed it to the saleswoman. Her eyes widened; she asked a question in Dumish. Without answering, Shea tipped over a box of pastries, grabbed the box next to it, and threw it into the middle of the street. Shook off the woman’s hand and proceeded to hurl the remaining boxes onto the pavement.

			She shouted; the crowd, homogenous until now, split. Some tried to collect the baked goods, put them back into the boxes, others snatched what they could. Some tripped over the hunched people, cursed, kicked. A congestion formed in a matter of seconds, and Shea’s pursuers were stuck somewhere behind it.

			He darted into an alley and ran. He squeezed between two houses covered in decaying paint—above him, tall black walls aimed their chimneys at a strip of blue—entered another alley, turned the corner into a street littered with pieces of bunting as though autumn had held a festival there. Three intersections later, he allowed himself to lean against a wall and breathe. Nobody seemed to be following him.

			A door half-opened in the building opposite. In the crack, two eyes appeared: a human's and, below it, a cat’s. The eyes watched him as if belonging to a single being, immense in the darkness, lying in wait.
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			Click. Click. Click.

			A mechanical beat seeped in. On her knees, trying not to scalp herself on the stone, Brielle approached the crack in the ceiling and pressed her eye against it. There were only gray stripes, swimming, and she lowered her head again.

			Around her, six identical holes—again, large enough for her body; but no light filtering through. And no airflow, she established after putting her hand to each of the openings. She found a shard in a dune of stone crumbs on the floor—another reminder of the beating the Tower had taken—and marked the wall next to the hole she’d crawled through. Then she poked her head into the opening to her right. Went in.

			This time, playing a trapped animal was easier—or perhaps this trap was meant for bigger prey. Her left arm was getting better. Brielle even began to whistle and whistled until she hit hard rock: the tunnel bent at a right angle into absolute blackness. She considered her options, shuddered, and backed out.

			She got lucky with the next hole. After the first few feet, the stone surface curved upward under her palms, and she extended her elbows to avoid slipping.

			Her head rose above the floor level. The passage led to another room, vertical and vast, climbing into the kind of gloom that comes with candlelight—only there were no candles, and it wasn’t a sudden bout of agoraphobia that made her flinch.

			In front of her, a contraption resembling a heart hung from a metal thread, slowly rotating and swaying a couple of degrees to the left, a couple of degrees to the right, like an abandoned children’s swing. It had a mirror at the bottom, and with each turn, the mirror caught the sun through a slit in the wall, sending a bleak beam into the drum Brielle had escaped.

			She climbed out and circled the heart. There were no handles—and no purpose. The lone piece of glass danced, carrying sparkles from one emptiness to another.

			Brielle had once seen a sleepwalker while spending the night at a friend’s house. She’d woken past midnight, not quite knowing why; she lay in bed, but sleep didn’t return. Finally, she ventured out of the bedroom and, halfway down the hall, stumbled across a figure in a nightgown. Brielle remembered herself screaming: the figure opened and closed a wall cabinet, again and again. Not taking anything out, not pausing to glance inside, just pulling the door panels apart and immediately slamming them shut.

			The mirror spun, catching the sun, setting it free, getting hold of it again. A cold wave licked her. She’d seen her share of useless mechanisms, but mostly at toy fairs. Until now, this place had appeared alien, yet understandable—she could categorize everything, hide things in the appropriate drawers: danger, nightmare, disaster, ruin.

			She couldn’t categorize that. The oubliette’s hole widened, gaped open, breathed out moss and death.

			How had Father put it on the evening he’d let her go? You can’t make mistakes. The first mistake I hear of, I’ll come and drag you home myself.

			“Could you drag me home now, Father?”

			A mechanical heart spun in an empty room. The sunlight carried the same orange tinge as when she’d arrived: the world’s clock didn’t seem to have moved a minute closer to midnight. Perhaps time ran at a different rate here; and if so, there was no way of knowing how much of it had passed in her world.

			Her memory continued to spin, too. Hadn’t he also said, I didn’t want you to end up like me, that one time in the dormitory? She’d always wondered what he’d meant by that, but now it ceased to matter. She knew why she remembered him. Ashes to ashes. He was long dead, and soon, she would be, too.

			Shadows zigzagged across the wall behind the suspended mechanism: stairs, ascending. Should she count them? Brielle looked up; just as the tower was the only destination in the desolate world, the only place to go once inside was the top, where she’d seen the figure. Maybe it would all make sense once she reached the top.

			[image: ]

			The green rooftops separated the palace’s gray from the dissipating clouds to the west. A man stopped Shea at the entrance—“The crown prince wants to see you”—and led him up the grand staircase. On the third floor, at the end of another street-like corridor, the man pushed a double door that had more gold on it than two halls of the Red Hill combined, opening it into a room with a massive redwood table. The balcony windows brought in the smells of autumn’s brandy: smoke from the burning leaves, damp earth, the rotting perfume of forgotten things.

			The crown prince lifted his gaze from the papers. Daylight outlined his usual white uniform, one hand on the table, the other on the back of the chair, a royal album daguerreotype come to life.

			“Mr. Ashcroft, come in.”

			Shea complied, the man who’d accompanied him remaining outside.

			“How may I be of help, Your Grace?”

			“That would be my question. I heard something’s happened.”

			“Meaning?”

			Half a smile, measured, hung out to dry. “You very well know what I mean.”

			“People were following me. Which was, honestly, a surprise—I thought I was, how did you put it, a sontse of peace?”

			Walking maybe a little too languidly, the prince circled the table, dragging his fingers across its surface. “I’ve warned you, haven’t I? That I would need your help to protect you.”

			Shea said, “Protect me from whom?”

			“I’m not sure yet. That general or the other, or one of their assistants. Should they file a report, I will know, of course—until then …” He waved at the paper pile. “I don’t control the army. I’m not the emperor, not while my father’s still technically alive. And the military, they think in labels. Had you disclosed sensitive information—any sensitive information—you would’ve been a ‘defector.’ Guess who you are right now.”

			“A spy.”

			“Give me something, Shea. Anything. Help me help you.”

			Shea remembered—Are you a friend of Rudi’s? “I would, Your Grace, if there was anything to give.”

			“What were you looking for in the city, then?”

			The rotting scents from outside seemed to intensify.

			“How do you know I was out if you didn’t send the goons?”

			“I assume you haven’t met them here at the palace.”

			“I wanted to get some air.”

			“And if I asked the guards when you went out, and they told me it was early in the morning—you would maintain those four or five hours were all getting air?” The curious eyes became bottomless, and finally, a full smile appeared—but a mechanical one, living a separate life from the rest of the face. “Say, you were looking for Drakiri, weren’t you?”

			Cold crept up Shea’s neck, and he glanced back at the door. Does he know? Yes, he knows. He wondered if he could escape the place and laughed at himself for the thought. He could continue playing dumb, deny everything, but the value of such an approach diminished rapidly. “We’re both sensible people, Your Grace. Let’s talk straight, shall we? I’d say you control the military. Yesterday, during that speech on the balcony—you had every officer on a tight leash.”

			The smile widened. “About time. About time we’re honest with each other. You can’t imagine …” The prince broke off and chopped the table with the edge of his palm.

			“I’ve been honest with you, Your Grace.”

			“Oh really? You come to my home, eat my food, sleep in a bed I gave you—and you lie to me, you try to mislead me every step of the way.”

			“I didn’t …”

			Hitting the table was a signal: behind him, Shea heard soft footsteps. He turned, expecting to see the guy who’d brought him here—instead, two epauletted generals entered the hall. And heaven knew how many more stood ready to storm the room.

			“Am I a joke to you?” The prince raised his voice. “Hey! I’ve just received an extradition request—signed by a certain, ehm, Darren? The name ring any bells?” He grabbed the papers and shook them in the air. “You keep saying you have nothing to give me. How about the real purpose of the Owenbeg tower?”

			He took a step forward, and Shea ordered himself to freeze. He could hear the generals breathing behind his back. It’s a pack of wolves, and the only way to deal with canines is to stand your ground.

			“It was supposed to provide an elevation point for our ballistae.”

			The prince said, “I repeat—listen carefully—am I a joke to you? As soon as I’d found out you were using the anti-gravity devices in the construction, I ordered an expedition to that peninsula—Pangania.”

			“Pangania is an island.”

			“It’s a peninsula, always has been, always will be. Anyway, we’ve recovered eighty darn things, but only forty made it here—you know why? Two of our rafts imploded. A lot of people died, Mr. Ashcroft, good people, loyal Dumians. Don’t you feel we owe them the truth, you and I? We were planning to follow your lead and install the devices in our tower—when yours blew up. So what was it? An experiment gone wrong?”

			One of the generals grabbed Shea by the arm, but he shook him off. “We weren’t—”

			“Did you attempt to lift it into the air?” The prince leaned forward. “To create a flying, shooting bastion? I can tell when you’re lying, Ashcroft, keep that in mind. I don’t need your wrists—or the spider for that. I’ll repeat what I’ve told you before: you could have a lucrative life here. Tell me what you want. A position in my court, skyrafts painting your name in the sky, your own personal Owenbeg to run?”

			Beyond the windows, the city was caught in an afternoon daze, having already forgotten about the pregnant clouds in the distance. Cities have no memory—and how I wish so did people.

			“So much for peace, Your Grace.”

			The prince’s face hardened. “You misunderstand me.” He stabbed a finger at his chest. “Unlike my crippled father, our great emperor, heaven bless his soul—unlike him, I have a vision—that one day, the whole world, not only Duma, will become one family.”

			“Through war?”

			The generals shifted closer.

			“Did I build the Owenbeg tower?” The prince tossed the papers he’d been holding onto the table. “Did I? I want a world without towers. But with you, with your folk around, we can only ensure that by building our own.”

			“We need fewer people willing to change the world, and more who are content with living in it.”

			“Oh, so your people are content with just living? Let me give you some context, then.” The crown prince pointed behind Shea’s back.

			A trio of uniformed men led in Patrick.

			He’d lost weight, and his figure had become even more hunched—it seemed he, like a caterpillar, curled in on himself. He wore no shackles, but his escorts squeezed him from both sides, making it clear his arrival hadn’t been voluntary.

			Patrick kept silent, eyes on the floor in front of him. Is he even aware of my presence? Did they torture him, or was I the catalyst for this, this state? The surreal meeting in Poltava, in the rain, could’ve happened yesterday.

			“We found him a mile from the border,” the prince said in a flat, near-hissing tone. “Please tell Mr. Ashcroft what you told me.”

			Patrick winced, his gaze still fixed on his boots; Shea thought again his figure would be a good fit for a crowd of mourners.

			“The Drakiri in Owenbeg refused to work at the tower,” Patrick said. “They were convinced we would bring about the apocalypse.”

			“Thank you. You’re dismissed.”

			At the word “dismissed,” Patrick raised his eyes. It was as though all along, without looking, he’d known where Shea stood. And he was an empty vessel—no anger, no hatred, no bitterness, just an acknowledgment. The prince’s men turned him around and ushered him away.

			Am I at least partially responsible?

			The general who’d grabbed Shea’s arm said something.

			The prince wiped his mouth. “Exactly.” He half-sat on the table, his other leg outstretched. “Elevation point for ballistae—hardly an apocalypse, is it? We have other ways of getting what we want, you know. We can round up every Drakiri in this city. It’s their devices, they must have an idea of what you wanted with them. It would be darn difficult, for sure—we have no foreigners in Duma, no criminals, no mentally divergent—but we can do it, we can smoke these nomads out. And you, my friend, we’re more than capable of making you talk.”

			Shea stifled the impulse to lick his lips. “The problem is, you’ve nothing to threaten me with, Your Grace. You can’t take things away from me—I’ve lost everything already.” So has Patrick, though. “You think I’m afraid of dying? Yes, you got to me with the spider, but only because you’d caught me off guard. You won’t get that edge again.” In three movements, he unbuttoned the shirt on his chest. “Come on, go for it. Fucking glue me up with your birdeaters.”

			“Tough, I’ll give you that. What you fail to realize, my friend, is that the critters’ poison doesn’t kill you. Or rather, it does, but we always intervene. We can stretch it out real long until you sing.”

			Don’t you shiver. You can’t show a sliver of weakness. “How are you better than your father then, who instituted the procedure?”

			The prince laughed melodically. “The old man never had enough imagination for such things. The spider was my idea—and dare I say, it worked beautifully. In the last five years, we’ve extracted more confessions than during my father’s entire tenure.” He clapped his hands. “But whatever you think of me, Mr. Ashcroft, I’m not a violent person—and a pragmatist at any rate. A voluntary statement is always more detailed than a coerced one. Now that we’ve spoken honestly, you have till tomorrow. After that, it’s the spider and a whole new world of pain.

			“Get him out of here.”

			He sauntered back to the chair at the head of the redwood table, and if not for the papers scattered across it like ice floes in spring, it would’ve been as though he’d never moved and Patrick had never been here.
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			In Shea’s quarters, the family of insects had changed places: one lamp had relocated from the cabinet to a chair, and two that had occupied a windowsill now stood on the floor. Someone had conducted a search.

			Despite what the prince had said about giving him until the next day, Shea expected Mark and the other interrogator to turn up at his doorstep with a jar of swelling bristles. Instead, a page brought him a serving of meat and vegetables. Downstairs, on the grand staircase, the situation became clear: there were soldiers at every door and every window, probably on the pretext of protecting the royalty from the violent remnants of yesterday’s demonstration. It was apparent he wasn’t leaving this place anytime soon.

			The corridors stood empty: most residents must’ve known about the march on the palace and had left in advance for their countryside houses and estates. With both wings closed off, Shea found a single unguarded door in the entire building: it led to the roof—or rather, to a grove of chimneys. The odors of the decaying season didn’t reach up here, the air cold and clean as on a mountaintop. Horizon cooled behind the spires, which the distance thinned to the consistency of milk froth, and the sky carried a deep blueberry hue. There was no escape into that blue. The only way was down.

			The aerial perspective had no effect on the Mimic Tower, a black suture on a wound that could open any time. He had a feeling he would see it even if he’d traveled back to the Red Hill or run to the other side of the world. He wanted to scratch his eyelids—or scratch out his eyes.

			Out on the roof’s rim, an old man in baggy trousers scattered around pale pieces: fish, gull fodder, Shea realized, but the gulls didn’t come. As if the birds, so out of place in this city, were a hoax, and this guy refused to let go. The pointless charge continued until the alms basket on the man’s arm became empty; he retreated to a chimney, opened a trapdoor next to it, and disappeared inside. The panel blended in seamlessly, and if one didn’t know it was there, one could pass it a dozen times without noticing.

			A blind spot. Shea turned and ambled back toward the entrance to the roof, his eyes fixed on his feet. What had it been that the crown prince said about his mother?

			“She exists in everyone’s blind spot.”

			The door with the dog flap stood ajar, a wallpaper rooster staring at him through the gap.

			“Your Majesty, may I enter?”

			He waited for a response and when none came, went in. The vestibule was deserted: no clothes on the coat racks, one pair of shoes in the corner, a mirror that reflected only the wall opposite.

			In the living room, the curtains were drawn, and the Queen Mother sat at an empty coffee table. The pug lay motionless at her feet next to a bowl of liquid—Shea’s first thought was that the animal was dead.

			“Your Majesty—”

			“Shhh. He’s sleeping.”

			“Sorry, Your Majesty.” He pulled up a chair. “May I ask you something—when was the last time you went to the city?”

			“Excuse me, but have we met?”

			“I’m Ashcroft, Shea Ashcroft.” He remembered the name she’d mentioned before. “Marienne’s husband.”

			“Good, good.”

			“I wanted to suggest a stroll. Nothing fancy, just to stretch your legs and mine.”

			He felt sick. Yes, he wasn’t doing any actual harm—still, the queen suffered from an illness, and he was about to take advantage of that.

			She said, “My doctor advised me against leaving the palace. We have an outdoor garden. I go for walks there. Do you know it?”

			He wondered for a moment if he should lie to her. “I don’t, but anyway, no garden is a substitute for the real thing. You have a beautiful city. Don’t you miss it?”

			“My doctor advised me against going out.”

			Outside in the corridor, voices barked, making him freeze—but the sound rolled from left to right, dissipating.

			“Your doctor is concerned,” Shea said. “Rightfully so, however, in this case, neither he nor you have anything to worry about—I’ll be accompanying you.”

			After a pause, the queen replied, “He only lets me out of the palace on special occasions.”

			She said it in a calm, composed tone that sounded so much like Daelyn—even when the words couldn’t have been in greater contrast.

			“He who? Rudi?” Having received no answer, Shea sucked in air and steadied himself as best he could. “Isn’t there a secret exit?”

			She cocked her head. “I beg your pardon?”

			“A door to the outside, a passageway, a corridor. If we want to leave the palace, Your Majesty, we’ll need to be discreet. As you said yourself, we’ll be going against your son’s wishes.”

			“Does Rudi know about this?”

			He’d been dreading the question, of course. He licked his lips and looked at her. The way her son and her doctor had treated her, like a liability—or a hazard? The way she’d advised him to be careful if he was a “friend of Rudi’s.” There was something there, a dimension he didn’t yet understand, and a vague feeling emerged—maybe it was the proverbial human intuition he’d never relied on.

			Knowing full well he might be signing his own death warrant, Shea said, “Rudi should know nothing about it.”

			A clock somewhere kept going with the persistence of a possessed thrush. But the Queen Mother didn’t gasp, didn’t jump to her feet, and she didn’t call the guards.

			“We’ll have to take Rudi along. He gets lonely easily.”

			After a moment of stupor, Shea realized—she was talking about the pug. He exhaled, maybe too loudly. “Of course. Of course, Your Majesty! Rudi’s coming with us.”

			The queen’s dog stretched and yawned: it was alive, he thought with relief.

			Outside, they walked in silence for a while; afraid to test his luck, Shea kept his mouth shut.

			“So there is a secret exit?” he finally asked.

			She didn’t answer.

			“Your Majesty?”

			“The dolphin ate a whale,” she whispered.

			He had no idea what that meant, and the situation was too delicate to ask. At the end of the corridor, a man appeared, glanced in their direction, lowered his head, disappeared. I’ve fallen into the blind spot. They turned into an adjacent hallway, descended a set of stairs, passing bleak windows.

			She didn’t say anything else, only patted her pug. Shea followed her, around the corner, under an arch, down another flight of stairs. They ended up in a corridor with plain, teal-painted walls that seemed to go on forever, paneled doors to the left, paneled doors to the right. The queen stood next to one of them.

			“I knocked,” she said, as if continuing a story. “A noise stopped on the other side. I knocked again, and that’s when I became afraid, please understand, I got scared. I raised the candelabra and smashed in a door panel.”

			She went silent.

			“You mean … you mean this door, Your Majesty? You, you broke it at some point?” Had they been moving toward the exit, or down her memory lane? “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”

			She patted the pug, and Shea tried the doorknob.

			“It’s locked. Is there something … anything behind it?”

			“I smashed in the panel,” the queen repeated.

			Shea gave the door a kick, and it swung open into a room with a dressing table, a wardrobe, a double bed, and four shuttered windows. If there was an exit here, he sure couldn’t locate it.

			The Queen Mother shook her head slowly. “I saw Rudi …”

			“Your Majesty, it’s okay.” A fool, following an ill woman. “It’s all in the past, all over.”

			But she strode to the windows and touched the plaster between them, a portion of the wall opening into the daylight.
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			Slowly, feeling around in the darkness in front of her, Brielle went down on her knees and stretched out on the stairs. She hadn’t climbed more than fifty feet, but her body ached as if it had been five hundred: all the accumulated stress was finally making up for lost time. The stone under her fingers was damp, and to her own disgust, she thought about licking off the moisture. Thirst turns people into animals. I’d advise against becoming one, though, Brielle: you’d make a pretty lousy specimen. No survival skills and a head full of numbers.

			She promised herself she would lie there only until her eyes adjusted to the dark. For now, other senses took over: the draft from the hall below touched her hand; the mechanical heart still did its click-click-click at the edge of hearing. Was there a smudge of pale white up ahead? Perhaps. For another five minutes, it didn’t matter. She lay her head on a step.

			Soon enough, she’ll know soon enough whether her journey had a destination. She listened, and little by little, the clicking from below began to resemble an actual heart’s pulse.

			Heartbeat.

			Heartbeat.

			… and her, caught between the moments.

		


		
			Part VII

			FRAGILE WORLDS

			Historically, the post of Minister of Internal Affairs has been the most volatile one at the Red Hill: rarely has anyone held it for more than four years. Foreign Affairs, now that’s a different story. If you ask me, this betrays an obsession with things like “prestige” and “strong international presence.” To such considerations, the welfare of one’s own people apparently takes a back seat.

			Author unknown, source unknown, date unknown
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			28th of my month of guessing and searching. I’m wearing the beaded bracelet I bought from Cara. It’s beautiful, like a small-scale rendition of the bunting from the settlement. Looks nice on my hand, gives me a memory of a warm feeling. Not a lot, but I’ll take it.

			Today, her stand was closed. People told me Cara was out buying willow twigs for her lampshades. Apparently, she doesn’t wish to procure them at the market, or maybe there’s a vendor she favors. I’ll return tomorrow—and perhaps it’s not such a bad thing. Gives me more time to prepare my case.

			On my way back to the apartment, I met a Drakiri street mandolinist. The guy was sitting on the edge of a fountain with his instrument pressed to his stomach like a baby in a sling. He scribbled on a piece of paper. He looked so out of place, I asked him what he was working on.

			His “writing” turned out to be tablature. “I had an idea, needed to catch it before it flew away.” I cautiously inquired about his accent, and he’s an émigré, a former subject of Queen Daelyn.

			Now, I can read tablature a little, not as well as sheet music, but still. I tried humming the melody, and he almost dropped the mandolin—in a minute, we were humming a cappella together; I shouldn’t have done it, of course, it was silly, it could draw attention, but I needed it after talking to Cara, and anyway, the square was empty save for a woman with flowers on the corner. We serenaded the fountain, and it threw pale confetti into the air.

			Afterwards, he insisted I take the tablature. “The way you sang it, it can’t get any better. I won’t be able to top it.”

			I took it, but I also bought him a replacement: the lady on the corner was selling tulips. I don’t think he’d ever received flowers from a woman, and he promised to write another song about it.

			Dante, you’ve been waiting for me, my Dante, your neck like a mandolin’s, your feathers like strings. Will you sing for me? I’ll sing for you once I’ve learned the melody from that tablature.

			You and that bracelet I bought are what bind me to this place. I’d had the arcade, but I lost it. Maybe I’ll visit it once more, at my own risk, before I leave.

			But first, I need to decide what to do with Cara.
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			A boy ran down the street—or rather half-ran, half-waddled: the exercise clearly wasn’t part of his daily routine. It didn’t feel like he was playing or rushing to complete an errand, either. More as though he was trying to get out of the way. People watched the boy with their elbows propped on the sills, leaning out as he passed them. A woman yelled after him.

			In his wake, the street calmed, but it wasn’t an easy kind of calm. The spectators didn’t retreat inside, waiting between the breathing curtains. Shea brought his face to the window, trying to catch a glimpse of where the boy had gone; around him, the inn’s dining hall paid zero attention, intent on continuing with its shuffling, clinking life.

			He jerked back when a full regiment of guards entered the street.

			Damn it. He stopped himself from pulling his head into his shoulders. Still, the dining hall took little notice: a couple of heads turned. Who knew, perhaps the sight was nothing unusual around here between four and five in the afternoon.

			The guards disappeared in the same direction as the boy.

			Across the table from Shea, the Queen Mother patted her pug. “They’re looking for us.”

			He opened and closed his mouth. He’d expected anything—a blank stare, a comment on the weather, “sag mama” addressed to the dog—anything but this. “Your Majesty, I …” Perhaps she passed through an island of lucidity, like when she’d warned him about her son.

			Shea waited, but nothing else came.

			“Your Majesty, maybe it would be best if you returned to the palace.”

			“I understand everything,” the queen said. “You think I don’t?” She tapped the pug’s nose. “We won’t go back.”

			The pauses, the chopped sentences—as if she was lucid, but distracted by a parallel conversation. His brilliant idea seemed less and less brilliant: how the hell was he supposed to search for Cara with her in tow?

			A server folded himself in two next to them, snapping a match to light the lone tea candle in the middle of the table, and the Queen Mother said something to him.

			Shea silently cursed: a fresh pair of armored figures appeared in the street, strolling up to a woman who, nibbling seeds, still leaned out of a window. The dining hall’s noise drowned out anything quieter than a passing skyraft, but it seemed they struck up a conversation. A group of kids exited the neighboring house and stood there gawking at the guards.

			The server materialized with an anonymous, unlabeled bottle to bleed into the queen’s glass.

			“It would be safer for you to return,” Shea said after the man had disappeared back into the hall. “Honestly, I don’t even have a plan for getting out of this establishment.”

			“Sag mama, sontsko,” the queen said to the pug. “Oh, you want to leave?”

			She took a sip, produced a coin, and slapped it against the window, right between two frosted letters of the inn’s name. At first, nothing happened, and Shea was ready to ask her to lower her hand before she aroused someone’s curiosity—until one of the boys in the street turned his head in their direction. A moment later, he whirled toward the inn.

			Pale light fanned out from the front door, and the boy made his way to their table; approaching the queen, he held out his hand with a practiced gesture. She placed the coin in the tiny palm, said a single word, and he departed, the entire exchange having taken mere seconds.

			“What did you tell him?”

			The front door swung open again.

			“To find us a carriage.”

			Genius. Is she really that ill?

			One guard threw back his head in a manner he obviously thought theatrical. It looked as though someone had pulled him by the hair.

			Shea raised his glass to sample the drink: cheap and sour, like most house wines. It was probably the wrong place and time—but the question snaked its way out. “Your Majesty, why won’t you return? Is it because they’re trying to keep you in the palace, or is there something else? You’ve warned me about your son—”

			“Have I told you about that boat trip when we’d seen a whale?” she asked.

			“You did mention seeing a dolphin eat one, but, I mean—”

			“Yes.”

			“While dolphins are certainly carnivores, Your Majesty … they feed on squid and small fish.”

			“The beach was coals, and Rudi ran after the gulls—I think he wanted to fly away, too. He laughed and flapped his arms so much. Iosi brought out our boat.”

			Iosef. She means the prince’s father, the comatose emperor.

			“Four miles off the coast, we came across a whale’s carcass. I told Iosi to slow down, forget about it, but he would hear none of it. He decided to bring the boat closer, and there was that bulge, rolling, and I didn’t want Rudi to see what was inside.”

			She went silent, cocking her head like a bird, and again it appeared to Shea she was leading another conversation in parallel. Outside the window, a black crow of a carriage entered the street and stopped in front of the inn’s entrance, blocking out the taller guard. His comrade peered at the newly arrived transport before turning back to the woman they’d been conversing with.

			“We need to go,” the queen said.

			“Yes.”

			Shea felt naked navigating the waterways between the tables, yet same as on their way in, nobody took an interest in them. Nobody had recognized the mother of their monarch; they were two people in a pub, perhaps relatives, perhaps strangers—but anyway under the cover of anonymity only drinkers enjoy.

			The coachman had stopped right at the inn’s front door, effectively hiding them from the guards, and Shea helped the queen inside before climbing in behind her.

			“Go. Your Majesty, tell him to head to …” What were the two names that woman at the arcade had mentioned? “Tell him to head to Carpenters’ Street.”

			The brick of the back window framed the guards who continued talking to the woman; they didn’t spare the departing carriage a single glance.
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			The day before, the Dumian protests had appeared tidy. Now, Shea realized he simply hadn’t strayed far enough from the palace. Desolation started unceremoniously, one street preserved in its pristine state, the next all burnt crust and gouged-out eyes of windows. But where the anger that had nearly destroyed the Red Hill had been blind, the Dumian rampage was, if anything, thorough. After the carriage passed a ruined warehouse, for a full minute, they followed a trail of tea chests—and as half of the chests were stacked on top of each other, it seemed as if Shea witnessed not the fruits of destruction, but rather the results of a failed attempt at building.

			It got quieter and quieter, to the point he could discern the pug’s snores behind the creaking of the carriage. Occasional sounds of domestic strife, normally drowned out by the hubbub, now made the impression the city had not only been mutilated but gone insane. Then something else cut through the ambience, almost the sound Shea had been expecting. Almost the noise of a crowded square. The carriage halted, and the driver’s muffled voice uttered a word in Dumish.

			“Your Majesty, please ask him which street we’re on.”

			The muffled voice said, “The Carpenters’.”

			The queen raised her head, and Shea put a finger to his lips: listen. Crowded markets do not scream. Crowded markets do not smell of smoke.

			“Stay inside, Your Majesty.”

			He climbed out, slowly. They’d stopped at the end of the street, and he could see a corner of a square ahead, a closed store standing between him and the heart of the noise. He slid along the wall and peered out. It was the Patchwork Market all right—curtains, sequins, and wreaths, just as Lena had described them. Stairs descended into a depression, but that depression was now filled with armored figures.

			Violence, raging, a bloody pantomime at a distance. Someone had poured acid into a bowl of colored chalks. The crown prince’s men kicked over the stands, cut through drapes and carpets, dragged people by their hair. A bridal veil of smoke rose from the market’s center—and the bride wore black.

			Shea dug his nails into his palms. I can’t interfere.

			Above the green roofs, the Mimic Tower loomed, as if observing, as if it had sanctioned the violence. The wind brought a word: “Drakiri, Drakiri.”

			The prince. He’s looking for them, just as he promised. Those poor people—heavens, who knew he’d be this quick?

			But that didn’t explain the fire, the ruined tents. Then Shea’s eye, having taken in the brutality, made out the details: clusters of four, five guards, each grouped around a single figure. He remembered Lena and his would-be assassin in Owenbeg. Drakiri weren’t the surrendering type, and by the time it was over, there would be dents in every one of those glossy cuirasses.

			Behind Shea, hooves tapped against the stone: he turned to see the carriage take a wide turn, the Queen Mother standing on the pavement with a lost expression on her face. The screaming in the square continued. He sucked in air to add to it by shouting at the fleeing coachman when the street’s far end began filling with people.

			Three columns in a marching formation.

			Shea grabbed the queen’s arm and nudged her into a nearby portico, next to a flowerpot full of dead twigs. From there, they both watched the carriage disappear into an alleyway ahead of the advancing guards. The pug barked the way Shea imagined an asthma patient would if they were to imitate a dog.

			“Your Majesty, do you have a master key?”

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“The page in the palace had it, and you’re royalty, I refuse to believe you don’t have one, too. A key that opens locks in this city. Do you have it on you?”

			“Oh, that.”

			She reached for the pug’s collar—Shea thought she was slipping into her muddled state again—and detached a small shiny object from it. A moment later, the house’s door stood open, and he was helping the queen up the staircase. She proved nimbler than he’d expected, but not nimble enough, and she refused to let go of the dog. They only got as far as the second landing when boots clattered downstairs.

			Shea bent over the railing. Below, the light from the entrance painted the tiles black and white, and he couldn’t tell where the figures ended and their shadows began. He winced: the place stank of cabbage soup.

			The apartments, quick. He darted to the closest door, flattened his ear against the rough wood: faint voices and the fencing of cutlery. The next door, more voices.

			The third apartment sounded dead, and he nodded—the Queen Mother slid the key into the lock as the people downstairs started their ascent.

			As soon as he shut the door, putting some insulation between them and their pursuers, Shea realized half of the racket he’d heard on the staircase came from his own body, his heartbeat, the sea splashing in his ears. He stared at the Queen Mother, thinking, I must protect her, then, immediately—she’s their queen, she doesn’t need protection, I do.

			The apartment was tiny. The only room stood stripped of all furniture, and the window had no glass—nothing more than a stone maw behind which the smoke plume from the market mixed with the foaming sky. If they jumped and, by some miracle, survived the fall, they would drop straight into the hands of the crown prince’s guards.

			A knock on the door. Shea gestured to the Queen Mother: don’t open.

			Would it make a difference if he found a weapon? He took a frantic survey of his surroundings. Stone block walls with scratch-mark-like strips of wallpaper, a bedstead, an orphaned kettle in the corner.

			Voices rang in the corridor. The queen said three words, which drowned in the blood churning in Shea’s ears. Through the window, gulls circled over the smoke; something was off about that picture, but he couldn’t figure out what, and his thoughts slid back into the survival groove.

			The Queen Mother repeated the same thing. Drakiri. Drakiri, and then?

			“They’re Drakiri.”

			In four strides, he was back in the vestibule. “Are you sure, Your Majesty, or do they simply say they are?”

			“They sound desperate.”

			“All right. All right.” Over his shoulder, he glanced at the room once more. “Okay, here we go.” He pushed open the door.

			No armor glistening, but a lot of frozen eyes. These were really Drakiri—he noted the familiar elongated physique—and he wouldn’t have described their gazes as desperate. “Detached,” perhaps.

			A man, a woman, three children. Shea let them in and leaned against the door. What felt like a minute passed; the corridor remained silent.

			In the living room, fugitive rules had already taken hold, bringing everybody together: the Drakiri boy petted the pug, who seemed to have fallen asleep in the Queen Mother’s arms; the Queen Mother talked to the woman in a hushed voice. The man sat on the bedstead next to the girls, holding one by the small hand. Shea approached the window and lowered himself to the floor, back against the wall. Turning his head, he could see a piece of the sky, the stain of the Mimic Tower behind the smoke’s blown glass. The gulls were gone, but not the feeling of something unnatural that had visited him when he watched them circle the plume.

			He no longer registered the screams, they’d become the background, and the room seemed serene. He could’ve pictured himself sharing that intimacy with the Queen Mother and the Drakiri family—if not for the bodies wrapped in blankets, if not for Brielle.

			“Apparently, there’s a safe place ten blocks from here,” the queen said. “We’ve been invited. Shall we …”

			“We might—as soon as it dies down.”

			“What dies down?”

			Shea looked at the sky again. “The fire and the smoke.”

			Lena, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I was so self-centered, not before you’d died (I already paid a price for that), but afterwards—because isn’t any guilt innately selfish? We hurt someone, and then we take a step back to avoid being hurt ourselves. What makes guilt so grotesque is the fact that it adorns itself with whatever remains of our righteousness.

			“Could you ask them if they know a woman named Cara, Your Majesty?”

			The queen nodded and repeated the question in Dumish, to which the woman responded with a short sentence.

			“No. They say they do not know that person.”
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			Shea had expected the Drakiri man to lead the way, but it was the woman who guided their unlikely group. Traced by an oil lamp in her hand, the light’s circle erased everything outside its edge except the sky and the fireflies. Twilight’s fireflies were out in the windows, mostly in the top stories, and that spoke to Duma’s distribution of wealth: the workhorses downstairs, sleeping, above them, the lucky ones who didn’t need to think about waking up early. The social ladder stretching out in real space.

			The lamp gently swayed as if mounted on the bow of a boat, and they glided between the shores. Maybe it had always been this way, men fighting, women guiding the survivors.

			Twice, Shea thought he heard guards. The first time, it turned out to be a band of drunkards who followed them before being swallowed whole by an alley; then, some kids zigzagged across the street.

			“I had my own freesia bed when I was twelve,” the Queen Mother said.

			He stumbled. Freesias? His gaze wandered to his feet, and he realized what had prompted that reminiscence: they walked on flowers. A knocked-down florist’s cart swam into the light circle like a wreckage of a ship.

			“A flower bed, Your Majesty?” he said automatically.

			The pug produced a drowsy bark.

			“I fell ill after my twelfth birthday. My father thought it was a lung disease and sent me to …” She pronounced a Dumian name. “… for a year, to live with my grandparents. He became convinced the sea air would help. The grandparents had a garden, a little less than ten acres.”

			“Must’ve been beautiful.”

			“Oh, it was. The flower bed was by the front gate. They gave it to me, and I got up early every morning just to water the freesias. Then, once, I slept into the afternoon, and they were gone.”

			“What, the flowers?”

			“Yes. All of them. Grandmother had cut them for a bouquet.”

			Now that was lucid, no more dolphins and dogs mistaken for people. Had it been the change of environment, the fact she was no longer lonely like hell in that room? Or had the prince’s doctor been feeding her “medicine”? One last stalk crunched underfoot, and the Drakiri woman covered the lamp. After a brief period of blindness, he saw a somber mass of a building emerge ahead. The facade ended in a gable with jagged edges as if the house wore a crown. In a round window at the top, light flashed. Whoever’s inside is monitoring the street.

			Nobody knocked or said anything; the door simply swung open into a large hall. There was no anteroom, the entire first floor full of standing, sitting, lying Drakiri. Kerosene lamps glowed, some on benches and windowsills, others obscured by orange drapes that had memories written all over them. Lena, Lena …. A man pressed a bowl of soup into Shea’s hand.

			“Thank you,” he said.

			The family they’d been with dispersed, one of the girls wading to a window and peering out on tiptoe. Shea and the queen found a free bench by a pillar. He ate the soup while she stroked the pug’s head with a distant expression.

			Around them, tall figures glided like ghosts, and it had a trance-like effect on him—which lasted until he heard mandolin.

			“This song won’t be in Dumish,” a male voice said from behind the drapes, “because it’s for a beautiful lady from a neighboring country who once dropped a tulip in my lap.”

			Chords rang in a simple progression, tonic to subdominant to dominant to tonic, but the upper notes had an airy, lyrical quality to them.

			I would be terrified to be a bird,

			Flying away means losing your lighthouse;

			“Home” becomes transient as each next step

			Skips curls of blue and cotton balls of clouds.

			So, he did write that song. A year after you’d met him by the fountain, it was I who got to hear it. Jealousy stirred. Suddenly instead of going to subdominant, the mandolinist played something straight out of the past: the chord they called the “Pier Lights Chord” in Musk Valley, a tender dissonance strummed when a ship entered the harbor at sunset, when couples’ reflections kissed at the shoreline. Against all odds, against all logic, too, his and his sister’s world bled into the street musician’s tune.

			But I’d pluck tulips if I were a bird,

			From fingers strong and thin and made of alabaster,

			And glide where heaven meets the earth, along her chin,

			Along her shoulder’s curve that’ll outlast them.

			It ended on the Pier Lights, the progression freezing at its tensest point. This wasn’t a song for Lena; this was a song for them both. The mandolinist stood to take a bow, and Shea finally got a glimpse of him: he didn’t look like one would imagine after reading the diary. The way Lena had described him, he should’ve been a man with raven hair and a chiseled chin—he had neither, only a face mined by pox. But he’d played, and the strings had carried the melody beautifully, and a tulip stuck out of his buttonhole.

			Shea said, “Have you ever been to a Drakiri home, Your Majesty?”

			“They don’t let strangers …”

			“… under the roof, yes. I didn’t think you knew.”

			“And have you?”

			“Oh, yes,” Shea said. “Yes. I’ve been to an apartment of a—a woman who was important to me.”

			“Did she die?”

			Three words—such a simple question. Stunned again, he looked the queen in the eye. It was as though everything around them stopped, and for the first time, their conversation and the one she’d been leading in her head converged.

			“Your Majesty, when you warned about the crown prince, what did you mean?”

			“We watched a dolphin eat a whale.”

			“With all due respect, you know you couldn’t have possibly seen that.”

			“On that trip,” she said. “Saw the whale first—it floated like a huge buoy. Iosi brought the boat closer, though I asked him not to, but he did, anyway. There was a bulge on the carcass’ side, going in and out of water, emerging, submerging, emerging, submerging, and it rolled, the bulge, you know, the way muscles roll.

			“We were about ten yards away when it burst. A dolphin came out, a dolphin had eaten through the corpse. You could see the sky through the hole.”

			“Dolphins aren’t carrion eaters, Your Majesty. It must’ve been something else.”

			“Rudi saw it, Rudi, my boy—and my beautiful Iosi, too.”

			“Your Majesty. What does this story really mean? What does it mean?”

			Someone dropped a bowl, making the pug stir. The queen moved her hand over its head slowly, as though afraid of finishing the motion. Then she lowered the animal to the floor and patted it on the back.

			“It was supposed to be a family dinner,” she whispered. “The girls had lit the candles, brought the tea. The curtains on one window were open, and I saw that the streetlights outside were dark and asked a maid to find out why.”

			There it is. Finally.

			Sensing the freedom, the dog did a clumsy whirl around the pillar and scurried off into the hall.

			“I waited,” she said, “but nobody came. So I rang the bell and told a servant to search for either Iosi or Rudi or the maid whom I’d sent to check the streetlights. He returned to report he hadn't found any of them.” She carried on as though Shea wasn’t there. “I took a candelabra—don’t know why I’d decided I would need it, probably because of the street going dark—left the dining hall and went to Iosi’s study, but it was empty. A new book lay open on the table, The Mysterious Trader, I think, and I read the notes he’d made in the margins: ‘What a load of baloney,’ ‘What idiot wrote this.’ He could be childish sometimes. I have to tell him he shouldn’t swear in the margins, please remind me, I have to tell him, the children can pick up the books and see that.”

			Should I say something?

			But she continued, “In the corridor, I bumped into Graf …” She said a name. “He’d been looking for Iosi, too. He told me to go to Rudi’s quarters while he searched outside. Now, I didn’t go to Rudi’s rooms. I knew he was having this, this fling with a new nobility girl, Vera, that they were meeting in secret—and I knew where. I knew where.”

			A distinct feeling visited Shea; he knew where, too.

			“I knocked,” she said, looking at him. “Something, a noise, stopped on the other side. I knocked again, and that’s when I became afraid. Please understand: the streetlights, both Iosi and Rudi not showing up for dinner …. I got scared. I raised the candelabra, and I smashed in a door panel.”

			No, he hadn’t heard the story; he’d lived through a fragment of it. Shea remembered their flight through the palace and the corridor with teal walls.

			“I told Iosi to slow down, forget about the whale, but he would hear none of it. He wanted to bring the boat closer, and there was that bulge, rolling, and I didn’t want Rudi to see—”

			“Your Majesty, the door. You smashed in a door panel.” Shea immediately regretted saying this—whatever it was, it was obviously a painful recollection for her.

			“Yes. Yes, I did. Why did I do that?” She shook her head slowly. “The room was shuttered, half-dark, and the whale …”

			The room with what he’d thought was a secret exit from the palace: a dressing table, a wardrobe, a double bed, four shuttered windows. It must’ve been the same place—and the door in the wall wasn’t an exit but an entrance, a way for the prince’s lover to slip in undetected. In effect, the queen retraced their earlier steps. Was it worth dragging her down the memory lane, face down, for details on some trivial palace tryst?

			He patted her hand. He can’t torture her like this. “There’s no—”

			But this time, she corrected herself without help.

			“Vera wasn’t there, but Iosi sat on the edge of the bed—he leaned forward, and a silver string stretched from his lower lip, Iosi, my Iosi …. The man next to him had a long beak with which he probed Iosi’s temple. Rudi …” She raised the back of her hand to her mouth. “He stood there in his new uniform, smiling, and his eyes, his eyes, black circles as if he hadn’t slept in weeks. Rudi, Rudi, my beautiful boy, what have they done to you, what have they done to my Iosi.”

			She fell silent and hung her head, a wind-up doll.

			The moment stretched, expanded, devoured Shea. That twenty-by-twenty room, almost obscene in its mundaneness, reminded him now of the picture in Lena’s folio. Both were unsuitable backdrops for a nightmare. The queen’s memories, however confused, weren’t hard to decipher: the “silver string” was a string of saliva dripping from the emperor’s mouth; the man with the long beak probably represented a physician of sorts, or, at any rate, someone operating a leukotome.

			As for Rudi’s eyes, at that moment, the poor queen might’ve caught a glimpse into her son’s soul.

			The crown prince had lobotomized his father: the horror whiffed of blood and anesthesia. The mind, in an attempt to make sense of the cruelty, tried on the white uniform and epaulettes, and the next second it was Shea standing at the bedside, staring at both his parents.

			He pulled himself back. The one beside him, who didn’t have the luxury of doing so, sobbed.

			“It’s okay.” He grabbed the queen’s hand. “Hey, hey, look at me. I’m here, and the doggy’s here—somewhere, anyway. See? Nothing to worry about.”

			“I’m sorry,” she said quietly. “I’m sorry, I’ve been meaning to tell you this for a while—but I can’t remember your name. You’re not married to Marienne, are you?”

			What fragile creations we are, worse than twigs; at least for every broken twig, you’ll find one just like it.

			“No, Your Majesty. My name is Shea Ashcroft. I used to work at the Red Hill.”

			“He was so happy on that boat trip. Ran after the gulls, flapped his arms, laughed in the sun. What’s happened to him, Mr. Ashcroft? Can you tell me?” Wagging the stump it had for a tail, the pug returned, and the Queen Mother held out her hand to it. “Sag mama, sontsko. Sag mama to me.”
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			He kept arriving—but not where he wanted.

			The queen fell asleep sitting up shortly after the confession. Someone brought a blanket, and Shea helped cover her. He tried to remember the phrase she’d used to ask about Cara. Maybe, in the end, he’d gotten the sentence wrong, maybe people didn’t want to answer: most Drakiri shook their heads, two young fellows looked away, and a woman responded with a helpless gesture.

			Back on the bench, sleep came and went like happiness. And even after his body had given up, his brain remained at work, Shea slipping into a lucid dream in which he returned to the Patchwork Market.

			He’d seen something when he’d gawked at the gulls circling over the smoke, he was sure of it now. Four steps forward, and everything—the buildings, the pavement, the stands—dissolved, leaving the sky and the gray plume supporting it. One color didn’t belong to the palette: next to the chalk and the lead, there was a drop of pink in the clouds.

			No, not pink. Purple.

			Shea opened his eyes. The smoke morphed into the watered-down morning through the windows.

			“Your Majesty.” He touched the Queen Mother’s shoulder. “Your Majesty.”

			She raised her head and said something in Dumish.

			“We need to go back, Your Majesty. I saw …. I think it was a mechanical bird, a seagull. Yesterday, over the market.”

			“A mechanical bird?”

			“Yes. It glowed.” I have a hunch who it belonged to, and if I’m right, she must’ve stored more than consumer goods in her stall. “Doesn’t matter. We need to go back to the market.”

			“They’ve raided the place, Mr. Ashcroft.”

			The pug stretched its legs and lifted its wrinkled muzzle to yawn at the ceiling.

			“Majesty, your son’s people may not have even recognized what they were looking at.”
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			A few carpets flapped in the wind like shipwreck flags. With most of the stands gone, the market’s carcass lay exposed: five shacks—apparently, some merchants used to not only trade but also live here.

			The queen’s dog was busy digging a hole in the ground—free at last, it turned out a lot more energetic than Shea had thought it to be. He wandered down the stairs. Two stands, both empty, gaped back at him, but at the third one, the crates contained traces of the former riches: a candlestick, an earring, a necklace.

			Behind him, the gravel crunched under the Queen Mother’s feet.

			“A sad sight if I ever saw one,” she said.

			“You were right, Your Majesty—your son’s people have been thorough.”

			He nudged a pebble with the toe of his boot. A movement caught his attention, the wind kicking a tumbleweed beside a shack—as preposterous a sight as the gulls perching on the spires. When he got closer, the tumbleweed became a wicker lampshade.

			“Your Majesty!” he called to the queen. “I’m going inside, I’ll leave you alone for a minute.”

			She waved and lowered herself onto an overturned stall.

			Shea ducked, but still rammed his head into the shack’s lintel. A linen curtain created an illusion of separate “rooms,” baskets, sacks, and a table with a portable telescope on one side, a simple bed more suited for a dugout on the other. The windows came borrowed from war stories, too: unglazed slits, sheaths for flat daylight. There was a larger circular opening in the roof, probably covered with a carpet in poor weather.

			A telescope! He hadn’t seen one since his last days at the Red Hill. A draft tugged at him; Cara—if this was indeed her place—must’ve lived here only in summer and during the more generous months of autumn and spring. He ran his fingers over the roof hole’s edge. Why would anyone choose this over the normal windows in the walls? He glanced at the telescope again. Primitive things survived raids, and things too advanced to be of interest. Perhaps this wasn’t a merchant’s hut, but a pint-sized observatory. Shea’s knowledge of the constellations was rusty, he would’ve been hard-pressed to tell whether the Hunter chased the Virgin or the Bear—maybe the Crab—but he peered out, trying to imagine what Cara might’ve seen at night.

			Not much, as it turned out: the surrounding buildings’ roofs blocked half the view. He tried the telescope next; it had a bizarre, curved design, and when he leaned forward and pressed his eye against the lens, there was nothing. No darkness, not even vague shapes, nothing.

			The cellar underneath the rosewood trapdoor sprung to mind, but he couldn’t understand why he thought about it now. His gaze wandered from the curtain to the window slits to the baskets and sacks. Then, he looked at his own boots.

			The floor subtly vibrated. The pulse dissipated near the roof hole and grew stronger the closer he got to the bed. He pulled off the blanket and linen bedsheet and pushed aside the wooden frame.

			The boards underneath didn’t look any different than the others, but Shea kneeled and slid his fingers between the gaps. Felt for the spot where the wood was loose.

			Inside was a cache containing a thing that resembled a decapitated gull with folded wings. One could dismiss it as an intricate toy—webbed feet, metal-embossed feathers—if not for the fact it vibrated. Shea turned the contraption in his hands, but apart from the stump of the neck, its surface appeared flawless—no seams, buttons, or hinges. Then something occurred to him, he picked up the telescope, detached it from its stand, and, after a second’s hesitation, pressed it against the “gull’s” throat.

			He flinched when the tube slid into place with a click. For an instant, the thing came alive: the feet moved, the wings unfurled, revealing a glowing underbelly. Shea’s palms turned purple: someone had gutted the birdie and stuffed it with a miniature tulip.

			“I’d be damned.”

			The anti-gravity device was semiactive, vibrating and buzzing right on the edge of the hearing. He’d never seen one of this size, but it had the same controls as its larger cousins: a tiny valve and a lever. He squeezed the valve with his fingertip.

			The “gull” rose from his hands, flapping its wings in precise, mechanical movements, and hovered.

			A nice toy. If only—

			The contraption turned and looked at him.

			Now, “looked” was a misnomer—the thing wasn’t alive, not with those metal feathers—but he had a distinct feeling of being watched. Someone’s guiding it. He raised his palms as people do who have a loaded crossbow pointed at them. “Cara? Is that you?”

			The “gull” didn’t move. Was it a sign she’d heard him? Should he continue, no matter how stupid it might look?

			“I need to talk to you. It’s about the Mimic Tower, about putting an end to it all. Please. Please, if you’re there, I want to meet and talk.”

			It turned again, floated to the roof hole, and slipped through.

			He stumbled outside. Perhaps the “gull” could see but not hear, or perhaps he was wrong and there was no one on the other side. It didn’t matter anyway. The mechanism climbed up—twenty feet, thirty.

			“Your Majesty! Do you see it, Your Majesty?”

			The bird stopped its ascent at the height of the rooftops. Then, taking on a child’s kite’s pace, it glided parallel to an alley laced together with clotheslines.

			He swept up the pug, who snarled at the rough treatment. “Your Majesty, we need to go.”

			The billowing sheets collected all the sunlight, leaving nothing for the alley’s walls or the pavement. Each time the “gull” crossed another clothesline, Shea squeezed the queen’s wrist, not to rush her, more to stifle his own impulse to run.

			The chase didn’t last long: they lost their mark at the end of the street.
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			Guards’ figures flashed in an endless procession in the gap leading onto the avenue ahead. The Queen Mother pressed herself against a wall, and opposite, Shea did the same, holding his hand over the pug’s muzzle. He watched the tulip-powered contraption sail behind the roofs.

			A minute felt like ten. When the last guard disappeared from view and they finally stepped out of the alley, the clouds’ brew was uniform and plain—no more splashes of purple. Stupid, so stupid, to fail after they’d been so close. Three beggars huddled on the pavement, a couple examined their reflections in a shopwindow; they all could’ve seen the “gull,” but there was no way to unlock their knowledge without drawing attention. In effect, to Shea, they were all phantoms now same as the Mimic Tower.

			Keeping to the shadowed side of the street, he and the queen strolled past the houses in the direction the “gull” had last flown. The problem was, Cara—if it was returning to Cara—could be anywhere. In a rented apartment. Hiding in a basement. On this street, two blocks away, in the countryside.

			To hope is ridiculous under most circumstances, yet it’s hope that drives us for half of our lives. Then again, it taps into the same secret reservoir luck does, and they’d had an inordinate amount of luck already just evading the guards.

			The avenue ended in a small park that had nothing to offer its guests—autumn plus the recent demonstration had taken everything except the water in the tiny pond in the middle. Tucking the pug under his arm, Shea sat on a bench next to the queen.

			“What now?” she said.

			Three other streets branched off from the square like wheel spokes, and each must’ve connected to a couple more. Three multiplied by two multiplied by three and so on, the clogged vascular system of a huge city.

			“Yeah, we’re done.” The wind dragged leaves across his boots. “We’ve just lost our only lead. And I can’t return to the palace, either, not after my last conversation with your son. I could try to run, but I don’t speak your language.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“Thank you.”

			She gave a sad chuckle. “I guess we aren’t going for another stroll tomorrow, are we?”

			“I would’ve loved to, Your Majesty, believe me, I would.”

			Could he use his knowledge of the queen’s nightmare to avoid becoming the next actor in it? If only I’d been involved in foreign policy back at the Red Hill, if only I knew the players at the Dumian court …

			The queen reached out to scratch behind the pug’s ear.

			… If only I spoke Dumish.

			“Sag mama, sontsko.”

			He looked at her. She appeared more alive now, almost present—almost, but not quite. She still talked to the dog, and she’d never asked about the purpose of their search. She’d never inquired why.

			“Sag mama,” she said.

			At that moment the pug twisted out of Shea’s hands, dropped to the ground, and zigzagged between the naked trees. Within seconds, it was barking at the bushes that surrounded the pond in the park’s center.

			“Can you please see what’s wrong?” the queen said. “Don’t let him run away.”

			The barking persisted, now backed up by jumping and rearing.

			“What’s wrong, little guy?” Shea walked up to the dog, but it bared its teeth and darted into the bush.

			“Damn it!”

			He tore through the thin branches and grabbed the pug as it was one foot short of falling into the water.

			“It’s a mallard, silly,” Shea said. “Just a poor mallard.”

			The brown-and-green duck swam in a slow arc. It must’ve missed the annual escape to the south—the tritest story in the world if not for a glint in the ripples beneath the bird’s wing.

			And despite its shortcomings, once in a while hope does the trick.

			Shea raised his head. The building across the park, half-obscured by the trees—a telescope stuck out of its dormer window.
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			Two heartbeats for every stair, three, then four. Then, sweat.

			Vertigo is the fear of the past, Father. Brielle leaned against the wall and wiped her right hand on her pants. Just a fear of the past.

			She continued the climb, the darkness battering her like she was a blind kitten.

			A hundred feet down the well rotated the mechanical heart, and up ahead, something poked a bright hole in the black—could be a lantern or another meaningless machine.

			Three heartbeats, four, five.

			The hole became a dimly lit archway across a bridge. The stairs ended there.

			To call it a bridge was, perhaps, a stretch. It was more of a plank, eight or perhaps ten inches wide, visible only as a negation of the light beneath it, by the way it broke everything below into wedges of a rotten fruit.

			You can’t get to the top of the mountain without first standing at its foot. So is it the fear of falling or returning to where you came from?

			Never looking down was no more possible than never turning to one’s childhood. Making a single mistake was all it took to fall.

			Brielle’s body felt like a puppet she controlled, every motion happening with an infinitesimal delay. She stretched her arms out to the side, raised her foot over the bridge, told herself to take one step at a time. To concentrate on what was ahead. All the right things, equally applicable to rope-walking and life, equally useless.

			Two wedges of light dilated under her feet, and she staggered back.

			Dust spiraled down like poplar fluff on that day Father had paid her a visit in the dormitory.

			One little speech, one little speech from you about mistakes, and I hid in the bathroom after each exam. Afraid I got a formula wrong, afraid I missed a step in a proof. A carriage passed by, and I jumped on the bed because I thought it was you.

			Brielle, I didn’t want you to end up like me.

			In the darkness, she put her foot on the bridge; swayed. A mistake. I’m not entitled to it. Start again, damn it.

			What had he meant? End up like him. But he’d been the infallible one. Unassailable—at least that was how Father had presented himself to the family.

			Take a step. Balance. Retreat. She had time, Brielle told herself. Could you learn rope-walking by spending an eternity on a single thread? “I didn’t want you to end up like me”—what did you mean, Father?

			Balance. Retreat.

			It was a simple task, to flow from one posture to another. She only needed to be ideal at each instant. What did he mean? Brielle swayed again and poised over the abyss.

			For a moment, she allowed the memories to overtake her, and something changed. Fuck. Automatically, she’d taken a second step forward instead of retreating to the wall. She couldn’t turn around now without losing her balance, couldn’t walk backward. Her mind raced, her hands quivered, but weirdly enough, she was still standing. Maybe it’s all in my head? Maybe my body is already halfway down?

			At that moment, Brielle realized two things. First, she would fall. The outcome had become inevitable once she’d taken the second step along the bridge; come to think of it, it had been inevitable ever since she’d screwed up the calculations for the tower.

			She also remembered something. She remembered the sawdust, the smell of dead grass, the conversation in the backyard when she’d lashed out at Father after passing the exam. “I never asked you to have that many children.”

			After that, understanding unfurled like a flower. In the dormitory, he’d asked about—the trousers on her roommate’s bed? He “didn’t want her to end up like him.” All that time, she’d thought he’d expected her to be infallible the way he was, whereas in reality, he’d been afraid she would tie herself down too quickly, have kids too early, have too many. He wanted her to have the freedom he hadn’t had.

			All that time. All that time.

			She didn’t even attend his funeral. And it turned out she’d lived half her life in the shadow of her mistake, her only mistake, so simple and so profound, hidden in a few misunderstood words.

			Brielle exhaled. Lowered her hands. Closed her eyes. Took a step. She finally took it without counting, without remembering, without worrying, without thinking.

		


		
			Part VIII

			THE BEADED BRACELET
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			Lena descended the stairs from where the sun carved passages through the dust—to where the dust seasoned the half-light. The landlord’s figure, a tunic with a sweat stain between the protruding shoulder blades, led the way.

			“Told me she was a relative of yours. Now, I don’t let in anyone I don’t know.”

			“I thought Duma was a big, happy family,” Lena said.

			“Aye, but sometimes there’s a black sheep.”

			“You’ve let me in.”

			“Aye, I let paying customers in, of course. But she’s not paying.”

			Carpets draped the reception room: carpets on the floor, on the walls, even one hanging from the coat rack. Strange patterns, broken down, scattered, lost, found. The shabbier a Dumian building was, the more rugs it had on display.

			There were two chairs against a turquoise-painted wall.

			Cara stood. “Good morning, dochko.”
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			From the outside, the house was standard Dumian issue—eroded shoreline at the base, gradually whitening as it went up. In the deserted vestibule, a tapestry depicting the crown prince hung in the corner like a flag in a military camp. The pug noisily sniffed it.

			“Rudi, leave it!”

			The staircase, the corridor at the end, and finally, the door: all looking unfinished, as though someone had taken a ball of modeling clay and started on the banisters, but then decided they liked the floorboards better. Shea knocked.

			“Come in.”

			… and the Queen Mother pushed on the doorknob.

			The telescope, human-sized this time, stood by the open window that looked out onto the neighboring house’s rooftops. There was no furniture, only a potted plant of an unidentifiable variety drawing a shadow on the wall.

			The woman next to the telescope said, “Hi. I heard you’ve been looking for me.”

			She was tall, the same height as Shea. A long half-gown, half-cloak made it impossible to guess her physique, leaving only the gloved hands exposed. He’d seen her already, and it took him a second to understand where: in the arcade, she’d directed him to the Patchwork Market.

			“You aren’t Cara,” he said. “And you certainly aren’t Drakiri.”

			The pug bared its teeth at the woman who pulled off her gloves, revealing the huge blemishes just as Lena had described them. She spread her arms, letting her cloak-gown part; underneath, she wore a simple linen shirt with chains crossed over it.

			Smart. “You lied to me, then.”

			“No, you simply asked the wrong question.”

			The Queen Mother said, “Are you or are you not Cara?”

			“I am—or was, depending on how you view it, your tortured majesty. And I would offer you tea, but, as you can see …” The woman shrugged, as if to say, Look around.

			It caught Shea by surprise her hair wasn’t white—she had two red braids reaching her waist.

			“You wanted to talk about the Mimic Tower, I think,” she said. “Before we start, I need to understand whom I’d be talking to.”

			“I’m Shea Ash—”

			“Names don’t matter.”

			“This is the Queen Mother, and I used to be Minister of Internal Affairs at the Red Hill—”

			“Neither do titles. You’ve got one more try, Mister.”

			“Or what?” the queen said.

			“Theoretically, I could make sure you’d never leave this place—that goes for your dog, too, Your Majesty.”

			The pug pranced, going into a staccato of asthmatic barking.

			“Don’t you dare touch my Rudi!”

			Shea put his hand over the queen’s. She’s Drakiri, she can paint her walls with an extra layer of our blood. If she hasn’t carried out her threat already, she doesn’t feel like it. One more try—but without his name or title, he was a succession of Sheas, a bunch of reflections life had created. A man who’d loved his sister and lost her, who’d refused to murder people in cold blood, who’d betrayed a person dear to him.

			“I destroyed the Owenbeg tower. Perhaps you’ve seen the Wanted posters.”

			Cara half-smiled and raised her eyebrows: good, and why did you?

			“A woman once recounted a certain legend to me—you’ve met her. She came to you last summer, and you rejected her. I loved her.”

			A sad smile flitted across her face.

			“Welcome, Mr. Ashcroft,” she said.

			The queen snorted. “So you do know him. Calm down, Rudi, calm down.” She hunkered and patted the pug, then raised her eyes at Cara. “Why are you playing games, lady?”

			“I needed to make sure he knows himself, too. I hope you realize, Mr. Ashcroft, that your botched sacrifice saved two races—and you’ve no idea how many trees. The latter in a purely metaphorical sense, of course.”

			That marked the second time someone spoke in positive terms about what he’d done. Tell that to the wife who’d hung the lantern. To the bodies in the courtyard. Tell that to Brielle. “Me and abstract good don’t get along anymore.”

			“And yet here you are,” Cara said.

			The queen cocked her head. “You think you were easy to find?”

			“I’m in no hurry to be found—but yes, I know, I’ve been watching you for a while.”

			The mechanical bird. “Some at Daelyn’s court would love to lay their hands on your little espionage device,” Shea said. “How many centuries ahead of us are you really—four? Five?”

			“Something in that vicinity. We can talk now.”

			Of all the moments, the city chose this one to get rowdy. Shea waited for the voices to pass under the window and curl up around the corner. “I want to close it. I want to make certain it doesn’t open again. The portal to …” He paused, struggling to find the right word.

			“To our world.”

			“So that place is your home.”

			“What are you talking about?” the Queen Mother asked.

			Cara ignored the question. “Was our home, Mr. Ashcroft—oh yes, definitely. I can tell you what’s happened there—and it will help you, although I doubt in the way you’re looking for.”

			He said, “Somehow I assumed you’d need more convincing.”

			“I had a daughter, and I didn’t tell her what she wanted to hear. Then another girl came to me, a daughter, too, and I told her what I thought she needed to hear. Now they’re both gone. Perhaps, had I been open with them, things might’ve been different. We lead each other on a leash, lie in the name of nonexistent good—I’m with you on this one—and sometimes, being gentle is the most difficult thing.”

			“I’m sorry about your daughter,” Shea said.

			“It’s fine to feel sorry, Mr. Ashcroft. In this room, we’re creatures of regret.”

			The queen looked at her.
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			The words Lena had been working on vanished. Am I ready for this conversation? I’m not …. She was a child again, back in the classroom, she was eighteen, waiting for her first date.

			“Dochko, come, sit with me.”

			She complied.

			“Do you have a family?” Cara asked.

			Lena straightened her dress over her knees. “My mother—”

			“Do you have a lover?”

			“Let me know if you need anything, m’lady,” the landlord said.

			Gray on white: was he nervous, too, were the two sweat stains under his armpits fresh?

			“Nothing for now, thanks. Could you please give us a moment?”

			The man turned and, puffing, sorted through the papers on the reception desk.

			“Find someone,” Cara said. “Love them, hold them, drink the honey of their tongue. Live, dochko, live as much as you can.”

			How could this person be the same one she’d met before? Dawn Cara, Dusk Cara, pieces of the sun in a broken mirror.

			“I’ve read about the Mimic Tower,” Lena said.

			“Live.”

			“I assume it’s an actual threat, isn’t it?”

			And then Cara did something even less expected than showing up in this rundown building—she took Lena’s face in her hands. “Listen to me, dochko. The only thing you’re responsible for is your life. History will march on without our help, grind pebbles into dust, mountains into dust. Don’t waste the precious time you have. Live.”
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			I want to sit at the window with you, Father, catch the poplar fluff. You always loved it when the poplars bloomed, and I hated it: maybe I should’ve hated it less.

			The bridge was behind her, but Brielle wasn’t sure she’d crossed it. A thousand Brielles, a thousand possibilities: one falling, one about to fall, one sprawling on the floor beneath the mechanical heart. One, the figure at the top of the Tower. The heart had no purpose, the bridge made no sense, and after it, the climb continued. The new spiral staircase she stood on could lead to a brick wall; moving in space required a goal, and here, there was none—so was she moving at all?

			The staircase reminded her of her tower, same width, only skirting a stone stem instead of an abyss.

			Why are displays of affection hard for us, Father? Is it fear of rejection, even from the people we’ve known since birth? Do we worry about looking stupid? I’ve certainly worried too much about what others think. “I love you, I care about you”—these words can fix so much, and yet they are the ones we use the least in life.

			No, she moved toward something. She only realized how stale the air had been when a light draft came—she’d passed some halfway point. Perhaps there was a passage to the outside up ahead. Had she seen any from the ground?

			Trying to remember, she left behind another whirl of the staircase.

			That was when she saw the faces.
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			“Let me ask you both a question: don’t you find it strange there are seagulls in this city?”

			The Queen Mother said, “There was an emperor—”

			“Yes, yes, yes.” Cara made a get-a-move-on gesture with her hand. “Heard that story, too, we all did. The emperor who loved his wife, and so on and so forth. Let’s say you’re asleep, and water pours from the ceiling. Your thoughts?”

			This time, the queen kept silent, and Shea said, “Perhaps the neighbors upstairs—”

			“See?” Cara pointed a finger at him. “See how fast you’ve made that assumption? It’s your brain. It always finds a plausible explanation. It constantly adapts to explain the world around you for one purpose and one purpose only: so that you don’t go crazy. You love names so much, so here’s another question for you: What is the name of the Duke of Owenbeg?”

			Shea swallowed.

			“What’s his name?”

			“I don’t know.”

			“Isn’t it weird nobody ever mentions it?”

			“I assumed it was out of the respect his people had for him …”

			“Please.” Cara slapped her hips. “Puh-lease. What’s the name of your capital?”

			“I mean—we had some name for it a century ago, but now we just say Red Hill.”

			“No, no. The Red Hill is the palace. I’m talking about the city, your country’s heart and lungs.”

			“I don’t know. I don’t remember.”

			“I never learned it,” the Queen Mother echoed.

			“There you go. So what happens when the water begins pouring from the ceiling?”
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			Faces, men’s, women’s, children’s, the Tower’s wall bubbled with them. The eyes were closed—but the eyelids fluttered. Brielle touched the skin of the forehead closest to her, immediately withdrawing her hand.

			Sweat on her fingertips.

			They’re real. They’re real.

			She pressed her back against the stone stem.

			What would you say to that, Lena? Or you, Shea?

			But Shea was probably dead—she wasn’t. She was Brielle, the chief engineer, the woman whom life, circumstances, mistakes, but most importantly, she herself had created. She took a step forward, and another. Pulled up an eyelid under a sweat-coated brow.

			The eyeball darted around like a small animal looking to escape.
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			Wait wait she’s right she’s right she’s right what the hell is the capital called. “What are you trying to tell us—that we’re dreaming, or what?”

			“How old are you, Mr. Ashcroft?”

			“Thirty-five.”

			“And you, your tortured majesty? Do dreams go on for that long?”

			“They do,” the Queen Mother said.

			“Well.” Cara nodded. “Yours is a different case. But yes, the mechanics are similar.” She tapped her temples. “It’s all in here. Our desires, our fears. Communal madness.”

			Things he’d never known the names of, and things he thought he didn’t need names for. Layers upon layers of denial, ignorance becoming a habit, habit becoming the way of life.

			“The so-designated reality is malleable to such an extent you wouldn’t be far off to call it—a shared hallucination. If nobody needs a name for a city because it hides in the castle’s shadow, then the city will remain unnamed. If someone thinks of themselves only as “the duke,” they’re that—the duke. If enough people wish for seagulls to perch on rooftops, they will—and we’ll find an explanation for it, too.”

			That special brand of vertigo Shea had experienced at the Owenbeg tower slapped him, and he stumbled back and leaned against the wall. “This is bullshit.”

			The queen chewed on her lip and lowered her head. The gulls, the duke, the Red Hill. Deep inside, a progression of memories emerged: all the times he’d started a sentence and his sister finished it, all the times his thoughts had seemed to pull objects and events out of thin air. When he’d argued with the crown prince about what Pangania was. Was it really an island? Had it always been one?

			Cara raised her palm. “Look at me. Look at me. It’s okay. You’re both very real, this room’s real.”

			“The emperor that brought in the gulls—would he be real, too?”

			“Not all the time. You wanted to know what’s happened in my world? A lot has—mass suicides, for one. A third of the entire population, gone within a week after our people had experimentally established what I’ve just explained to you. The nature of reality. Dead were everywhere—in the streets, in the gardens, on the staircase landings. When you see this much, Mr. Ashcroft, what remains is obscenity. Death presents itself like a whore, with the same abandon …. So you see, I know what you’re thinking right now—if you jump out the window, you’ll die. You won’t wake up into some higher plane of existence; there is none.”

			Shea glanced at the Queen Mother, who hadn’t uttered a word after acknowledging dreams could last for a lifetime. She stood there with a distant expression. Then, she leaned forward and picked up the pug.

			I’m losing her—she’s retreating into her shell. Heaven, why didn’t I ask her to wait for me downstairs?

			“Your Majesty!” Then, to the woman with the red braids, “I won’t jump because I don’t believe you.”

			The queen humphed, maybe at his words, maybe, again, at that internal conversation of hers.

			Cara snapped her fingers. “Denial, yes. Those who’d survived the suicide wave bored deeper into the reality, many—out of denial. And when everything had checked out, they decided, if it’s a hallucination anyway, why not make it a hallucination of paradise?

			“My daughter was one of those people. What they didn’t realize was, it’s much, much easier to create hell.”
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			Cara squeezed her hands around Lena’s face, but the pressure was weirdly soothing. “You probably thought me a cold fish the other day—that’s because you remind me of someone long gone. I’m sorry. I’ll tell you what I hadn’t told her: forget it all. Don’t try to change things. Make a new home here.”

			“I’m sorry, too, but I can’t do that,” Lena said. “Not while I can alter the outcome.”

			The hands let go of her face, dropped.

			“I can’t,” Lena repeated. “I’m not asking for your help, but I am asking for information.”

			Cara shook her head and made an old, long-out-of-fashion Drakiri gesture that spelled “the end.”

			“Hey,” the landlord said. “This is a respectable place, we don’t do these, ehm, curses here.”

			Lena touched Cara’s shoulder, making her flinch lightly. “If I did or said something—”

			Cara made the gesture again.

			“Hey,” said the landlord.

			She stood, reverting to Dusk Cara, and walked to the front door. Lena remained next to the empty chair, an odd human figure in a still life with carpets and the white tunic, the light trying, but failing, to reach the darker edge of the room.
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			Hadn’t he created hell, too? In place of the Owenbeg tower, of its worlds on the spiral climb, of the purple garden? Somebody else would have to repeat it all if he didn't find a way to stop it.

			“I need to destroy the entrance to your—”

			“Mr. Ashcroft, don’t you see, there is no entrance—only an exit. We’d constructed it out of what was available at the time—leftovers of hopes, plans, happy memories—but nightmares, too.”

			Heavens. Heavens. No, no, no.

			“Understand—after the catastrophe, we had nowhere else to go.”

			“You’ve dreamed up this world.”

			“We’ve wished for it, using our own as a template.”

			“They may look like us, but they will smack you on the head with the whole cart. Strong, those fellows.” We’re not air, we’re not even light; we’re contours outlining nothing.

			On another shore now, the Queen Mother patted the pug who was back to its lethargy in her arms.

			“So we’re a copy of you,” Shea said.

			“In the sense that we existed before you—maybe.” Cara gave a wry smile. “As to what’s secondary—two mirrors, Mr. Ashcroft. Try placing two mirrors opposite each other. Which of the reflections is the original one?”

			He slid down the wall. The wind had dispersed the clouds in the west, spilling orange and violet. The air brushed the roof tiles of the nameless city, feathers of a bird forever wanting to fly to the ends of the horizon and forever frozen stiff. This can’t be. This can’t be happening.

			“That’s why I said no when you asked me if I knew Cara, Mr. Ashcroft. Drakiri who’ve heard of me answer that question with a no, too, but they don’t understand, it’s mostly superstition in their case. They think I’m a witch. Me, I used to know myself in the place where I belonged—here, I’m not sure what I am anymore. Perhaps I’m the real Cara who walked out of one mirror and entered the other. Perhaps I am—”

			“A reflection of her.”

			The queen whispered something.

			“Your Majesty,” Shea called to her. “Your Majesty, please look at me.”

			There was no response.

			“Your Majesty …”

			After a while, he said, “I don’t care. I still have to close the portal, forever.”

			“And I gave you everything you need to do that,” Cara said.

			“What is this, a riddle? Can’t you just tell me?”

			“Honestly, I thought more of you, Mr. Ashcroft. I hoped you would understand. But if you don’t, history will have to march on without either of us. My involvement ends here.”

			She pointed to Shea’s right.

			He turned his head in that direction. The door. The wind inhaled like a man who’d finished a sprint for the elderly; went quiet again: something lay in wait. The same premonition hit Shea as when he’d first seen the Owenbeg tower at sunset, or when he’d noticed the two eyes watching him in the street near the arcade. The difference was, now he knew the premonition was real.

			The gulls conversed outside. Such a shame we don’t have wings, he thought.

			The door appeared to grow, widen, occupying his world.

			“I’m afraid you’ll need to open it, Mr. Ashcroft,” Cara said.

			As if in a trance, he stood and walked, forward, forward, forward, until no space remained—and no choice, either.
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			Brielle dropped her hand, letting go of the eyelid, and automatically wiped her palm on her pants.

			Whatever I see, Father, whatever happens to me, my life will no longer remain stationary.

			She continued the climb, past the faces, toward where the cold air streamed from.
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			In the evening, Dante came, and Lena fed him his usual simple supper. Then, on impulse, she tied the beaded bracelet she’d bought from Cara around the gull’s foot.

			“Will you return with me to Owenbeg? I know you won’t. But I will not leave tomorrow without seeing you. I’ll wait for you all day if I have to. Remember that. I have this feeling, once I’m gone, I will never be able to come back, and I won’t leave without seeing you one last time.”

			When the bird took off, the window, too, became a canvas for a still life.
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			A picture of an intimate universe—clouds circling a tree’s crown as though the world were a mile wide, white on what the sunshine diluted the cobalt to, aquamarine; headache, grass tickling his shoulders, his mother’s cries in the distance. A picture, an inversion of the previous one: black waffles on the bedsheets, black on white. Someone he used to know, smiling, someone he used to love, sitting cross-legged on a floating flower.

			A picture: strands of hair like smoke from a burning stove. A picture: a roundabout, spinning. A broken bird stretched out among the moonlight shards.

			Had it all been a hallucination? If he were to believe Cara, and the reality was malleable as she’d said, did it absolve him of his guilt?

			His luck had run out the moment he’d opened the door. All this time, his attention had been focused on the guards in shiny armor, but the people waiting in the corridor weren’t guards—they wore the same loose black clothes as Mark and the other fellow who’d interrogated him on the night he’d met the crown prince. It occurred to Shea they might’ve been following him from the start.

			Cara offered no resistance, and they led her and the queen down the staircase. His turn came next.

			Back in the palace, he was introduced to his new accommodations. He wondered why there was a dungeon at all, given how “there were no criminals in Duma.” Perhaps the prince didn’t count his political opponents as criminals. Anyway, it was more of a cellar: Shea’s cell had a berth and a floor hole. Had they kept Patrick in here, too? He lay down and, for a while, watched the sunset rays that fell through the window under the ceiling lose their color.

			In a dream, he returned to his palace bedroom. He took out Lena’s diary, removed the glass chimney from a lamp with insect wings, and tossed it onto the floor. Held the paper to the fire.

			“I sometimes imagine an actual family lived here,” she’d said, “a couple of kids, a granny, a rowdy aunt. Must be nice to sit outside in the evening, sip tea, listen to others chatter.”

			The glass chimney rolled on the carpet, reflecting, like a crooked mirror, the yellow consuming the paper.

			Then the carpet became the stone floor, the lamp was back in one piece, and a guard’s silhouette hunched over Shea; behind it, a black spot suggested an open door. The darkness spoke in Dumish, and it had Tatiana’s voice.

			She entered the cell. She wore epaulettes now, too—no doubt promoted for bringing him in, then prepping him for questioning.

			“You’re relieved, Misha,”—to the guard.

			“General, ya—”

			She made a brisk gesture, and the man backed away, leaving the lamp on the floor. Tatiana closed the door behind him.

			“We don’t have much time, Shea.” She took off the epaulettes—first the left, then the right—weighing them in her hand. “Funny, I used to think these things meant something. Listen carefully, the crown prince is at the tower now, and two full battalions have just received orders to join him. Someone will come for you in five, seven minutes. They’ll escort you to the construction site so you can be present during whatever he’s planning—and that’s the extent of your life expectancy.”

			“What is he planning?”

			“The question I wanted to ask you. He interrogated Drakiri yesterday, for eight hours straight. I don’t know what he’s learned, but according to a source I tend to trust, he came out of the torture chamber glowing. People who assisted him, not so much—in fact, one of them looked downright terrified.”

			Shea sat.

			“Let me rephrase.” Tatiana leaned forward. “Do you possess any information that would help bring the crown prince down?”

			So, they believe I still have intel to give. Did they send her to extract it? “I’m getting a déjà vu here.”

			“Listen, your interrogation at the safe house—I had no choice. I did as I was ordered. But if you want to know, I didn’t enjoy it.”

			“You’re what, trying to convince me you’re a turncoat?”

			“I’m not, Shea. I’ve always served my country, not the person who runs it. We aren’t exactly looking forward to a great war, and he’s going to start one. There are three of us ready to oppose him, versus nine or ten of his generals. The prince, I rarely saw anyone inspire that much devotion—they’ll devour our little group if we go against him without a trump card.”

			“You’re the last human on earth I’d trust,” Shea said. “And this isn’t my war, anyway.”

			“Oh yes, it is, it is now. The only reason you’re alive is because he thinks you still know something he doesn’t. Do you?”

			“Yes, but it has nothing to do with the tower.” Fuck it. What do I stand to lose, a comfy berth in a dungeon? Shea looked Tatiana in the eye. “I can tell you that your precious prince has lobotomized his own father. Which, given the fact the said father is technically still your emperor, must constitute treason even in Duma.”

			Tatiana studied him. “Are you insane?”

			“I wish I were—then the whole thing would’ve been easier to stomach.”

			“Stop playing games with me, Shea. I’m the only one who can help—” Silence ensued, punctuated by water tapping against stone somewhere. Finally, “Do you have proof?”

			“I have the Queen Mother. She witnessed everything.”

			Somebody knocked on the door.

			“Minutu!” Tatiana put her epaulettes back on. “I’ll verify—”

			“You do not have time for that. If the prince got the Drakiri to talk, he’ll attempt to open it.”

			“Open what?”

			Shea leaned back. “What’s the name of your capital?”

			“Pardon?”

			“What is this city called?”

			“It doesn’t matter what it’s called. It’s his city, and that is all you need to know. So, what’s he going to open?”

			“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. Suffice to say, we’d all be dead by sunrise.”

			The knock rang again, and Tatiana turned to the door.

			“Bring the Queen Mother to the tower,” Shea said. “If others in the military still give a damn about their emperor, she’s it. Your trump card.”

			She exited the cell, trading places with more people in black clothes.

			In the plaza before the palace, the light had grown old, died, and returned as an infant: the sun surrendering the space to the stars, the stars drowned out by the torches. The air carried the beginnings of winter. A skyraft at the roof’s edge blocked out a constellation or two.

			The prince’s people loaded six carriages: crates, sacks, piles of pikes and knives. An armored couple ran past carrying an empty stretcher, of all things. It seemed random, as though someone had given the order to prepare for war yet failed to specify with whom. Shea searched with his eyes for Tatiana or Cara, but there were only the throbbing smudges of torches.

			One of his “escorts” nudged him forward, and he walked toward a carriage.

			They gave him just enough time to crawl in before slamming shut and locking the door. Shea sat alone, opposite an obese crate that took up an entire bench; when the muffled click of the coachman’s tongue came and they started moving, the lid bobbed.

			The crate wasn’t locked: too much stuffing didn’t allow it to close completely. Inside, an intimate space chock-full of sharp, triangular-shaped objects. Tips for ballista bolts? Not unless these bolts were twice the human size.

			Night made the side windows into bleak mirrors that fragmented his image, turned it into two infinite processions staring each other down. Shea thought back to his and the Queen Mother’s conversation with Cara, and suddenly it dawned on him what she’d been trying to tell them.

			Understanding eclipsed everything else, and it was the right kind of understanding. A couple of mirrors facing each other, she’d said. How often had he heard superstitious types claim the so-called “infinity mirror” opened a doorway for evil souls? He’d always laughed at the notion, but perhaps, for once, it was grounded in something real, a forgotten knowledge. The Owenbeg tower had almost ripped open the portal because, upon reaching a certain height and having Drakiri tech in it, it had become a reflection of the Mimic Tower—and because, in a way, the Mimic Tower was a reflection of it. It took two monsters to connect the worlds, and he would need to level both for the reverse to occur. A cascade of destruction stretched across the infinity, the towers opposite each other, falling to pieces, forever.
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			The next morning, the plate of meat remained untouched on the windowsill.

			Dante, where are you, Dante? The clouds met in the east, swelled with rain, shriveled. A flock of gulls came and settled on the roof opposite like a whirlwind drawn in dotted lines; she couldn’t see them behind the chimneys, but she could hear them squawking.

			Downstairs, she had breakfast, paid off the landlord—still in his white, not-quite-see-through tunic—and bumped into her stalker from the arcade. Same gait, same face fit both for a circus and a funeral home—one second, the front door was closed, the next, he slithered in, hand professionally outstretched.

			“Beat it!” The landlord waved at him. “I’ve got no spare change today. Beat it or I’ll make you.”

			Upstairs, she sank down on the corner of the bed and burst out laughing. The tension of the previous days came out in surges and cramps. Fool, she’d been such a fool. Afraid of everything, afraid of shadows. Nobody had been following her. Perhaps the Mimic Tower was a legend, too—Cara hadn’t explicitly confirmed or denied it, had she?—which made the old woman’s advice no longer seem so unpalatable. I’ll stay in the city of spires, have tea under the glass sky every morning—okay, let’s say every other morning—and grog in the afternoon in the Patchwork Market. Find that Drakiri musician and see if he’s written the song he’d promised me. I’ll adopt you, Dante, so we will never have to part.

			Out on the rooftops, the gulls’ screams grew louder: it seemed more of them had joined the congregation.

			The full plate on the sill.

			She leaned out of the window, breathed in the air, wet from the rain, and called, “Dante! Dante! I’m staying, Dante!”

			Two birds took off from a dormer and danced for her.

			“Dante!”

			The roof opposite. Something was happening there, as though the gulls had fused into a black-and-white mass whose bits and pieces flashed between the chimneys. Her eyes kept returning to the movement—and a vague feeling grew in her until, on impulse, she went downstairs again. The door across the street was locked, and she rang the bell.

			After a minute, a fellow opened who could’ve been the twin brother of her landlord.

			“Yes?”

			“I came to visit a friend.”

			“Which apartment?”

			She named the first number that sprang to mind, “Fifteen.”

			The man produced a flowery phrase, perhaps a curse—her Dumish vocabulary didn’t extend to swear words.

			“Is he throwing another party today, wasn’t yesterday enough?”

			She said, “I’m not here for the party. I just want to see my friend. I’m worried for him.”

			“As well you should be. I’m the last person to accuse anyone of alcoholism but come on.”

			“That’s why I’m worried,” she said. “We were supposed to meet for tea at an arcade in the Cloud Village, but he didn’t show up. I need to talk to him. I’ll tell him to take it easy on the parties.”

			That settled it.

			“Please do, please do.” The man stepped aside, letting her in. “Otherwise I’ll have to evict him—I’m not an evil person, understand, and I’d rather not do it, but he leaves me no choice.”

			“I’m certain he’ll come around.”

			On the second floor’s landing, she stopped: the only thing coming from downstairs was silence, the active kind—was the landlord listening to make sure she would knock on the door? Did she look like a squatter? Doesn’t matter. Another flight of stairs, and another, until she arrived at a smaller space with a ladder and a locked trapdoor. She hesitated—still, no sound from below—then reached out and, in a single motion, threw the trapdoor open.

			The silence downstairs exploded in footsteps at the same moment she climbed onto the roof.

			Small bodies, swirling and jumping around the red in the middle. Gulls could be cannibals, she remembered.

			She stamped her foot at them, and they immediately lifted off as though their gruesome act was only a means to pass the time until her signal. She walked to the carcass, picked it up, and cradled it in her hands; the beaded bracelet was still tied around Dante’s leg, and she took it off—not that it could make any difference now.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, “I’m so sorry, I gave you this, I’m so sorry …”

			“Hey.” A voice from behind. “What the hell are you doing there?” The landlord’s head rose above the trapdoor. “What’s that in your hands?”

			“My friend.”

			He obviously hadn’t expected that—his head disappeared, and he stood there and watched in silence as she climbed down.

			She buried the bird in a public park a street away from her apartment. There was a young birch, probably planted three or four years ago, and she dug a small pit at its base.

			Placed the body with the bracelet into it.
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			The carriages got unloaded at the city’s edge; from there, it was a mile-long march across the rocky terrain. They’d stuck Shea in a band of thirty to forty people, the last group to arrive at the party: soldiers—must’ve been the battalions Tatiana had spoken about—had already spread out far ahead. Around him, only the washed-out blue of the officers’ tunics and caps.

			Tumor speckled with lights crept across the sky. Three skyrafts flew low, tracking the human ants like enormous, mute shepherds. There was only a deep hum, reverberating in the chest. One raft carried a net attached to its stomach, and in it, something wobbled—more weapons? Explosives?

			Behind, the city ebbed, the foam of the spires touched by the sun, the dark olive of the foundation. Night erased the distance, dawn amplified it. He moved away from relative safety at double speed, his own and that of the burgeoning light. Somebody stumbled and cursed, and oil lamps lit up, making Shea realize he’d come full circle: he was now the one bringing lanterns to the foremen.

			Except that the spiked silhouette stood ready to devour any and all offerings.

			There was a not-yet-covered foundation pit around the Mimic Tower’s base, lined with squatting shadows—ballistae, each wheeled and three times the normal size. He’d never seen such monstrosities—personnel-wise, they must’ve been a horror to operate, and only Dumian engineering could’ve dreamed them up. So these were the bolt tips in that crate in my carriage.

			The soldiers were busy ants taking up positions at the foot of the weapons.

			A ten-person cortege loitered by the pit’s edge, next to the figure in the familiar white uniform; as Shea’s group approached, trumpets blared, but the sound was a whistle in the world measured in miles. Above, two rafts slid into a dance around the Mimic Tower while the third lowered its net, suspended on a cord. He finally managed to take a good look at the cargo: just as he’d guessed, a dozen more crates like the one he’d peeked into.

			The officers he’d arrived with spread out, forming a semicircle around the prince and his cortege. Shea got pushed into the second row, between two fellows who sweated profusely. Up close, he discerned features of the Mimic Tower he didn’t remember seeing in the Drakiri world: the outer wall had lesions in it—had his brain deteriorated further? How much longer till the point of no return?

			He saw no trace of Tatiana or the Queen Mother. Lena, I wish you were here. I’m sorry, I failed to read your letter on the signs in the arcade. I wish both of you were here.

			“Mr. Ashcroft!” The crown prince raised his voice, looking at him over people’s heads. “Welcome to the morning of the new world.”

			Shea considered a few responses, but none of them sounded smart enough.

			One of the sweating officers wiped his forehead.

			The prince said something in Dumish, accompanied by a dismissive gesture, and the people before Shea parted. Others nudged him forward. Twenty feet down in the pit, the workers, figurines sprinkled with the campfires’ yellow dust, hauled four egg shapes toward the Tower: depending on how one looked at it, either a funeral procession or caretakers with seeds for a magical garden. The prince mentioned he’d brought forty pieces from Pangania. There was no sign of any other devices; these must’ve been the last ones to be installed.

			The crown prince leaned forward into the abyss and shouted something about “the tech.” Then he turned to Shea. “My advisors suggest there’s a good chance you or the Drakiri woman have been to the other side.”

			Before Shea could open his mouth, he saw Cara approach along the rim of the precipice, accompanied by more indigo caps.

			He looked at the man in charge of the stage show. “You think the ballistae will do you any good, Sontse?”

			“Why don’t you enlighten me?” The new arrivals assumed their places, and the prince continued, “I’d like a bit of truth now. What are we to expect once the portal opens?”

			Cara kept silent, and Shea said, “Another tower.”

			“So you have been through!” The crown prince snapped his fingers at him. “Your lies are enough to drown cattle in, do you know that? Anyway, seems we’re going out for a long stroll. Danger, is there anything dangerous on the other side?”

			“Yes, there is. A giant. Bald as a baby and big as a fucking house.”

			Cara raised her eyebrows. Have I surprised her?

			No reaction came from the prince, and Shea said, “Could bend trees with its hands. I think it was related to Drakiri—maybe somebody’s nightmare, I don’t know.”

			“Did you kill it?”

			“With what? I was lucky to escape with my life.”

			“Excellent, then we’ll capture it. I’m sure we can put it to good use.”

			“Listen,” Shea said. “Please listen, Sontse. There’s only one thing you can do: open the portal, look at the second tower, look at yours, and destroy both.”

			He stole a glance at Cara—she returned his gaze. For a moment, they remained in an uneasy equilibrium, then the corners of her lips twitched up into a hint of a smile, and he landed right between intoxication and hangover. To solve a centuries-old riddle and perish shortly thereafter—way to go. The same tingles crept up to his throat as when Aidan had explained to him what his intendancy really meant, only this time, he didn’t know whether he would end up laughing or sobbing.

			The crown prince said, “Destroy both? Now why would I do that?”

			“You told me once you didn’t want towers. This will ensure there’ll be no towers anymore, ever.”

			“I said there would be none once I’m through. Hurry up down there!”

			“Sontse, I’ve no idea what’s happening.” A familiar voice: Tatiana made her way through the crowd. She’s arrived at last—but without the Queen Mother?

			“We’re activating the anti-gravity devices, General,” the crown prince said.

			“I realize that, Sontse, but what are we trying to accomplish?”

			The prince answered in Dumish, and she repeated the question in Shea’s language—“What are we trying to accomplish?”

			She wants me to hear it. Lets me know she’s on my side—but if she didn’t bring the queen with her, and if she’s not ready to start the mutiny here and now, it doesn’t mean much. They were losing time, fast.

			“General, the only thing necessary at the moment is to follow my orders to the letter.”

			“I can’t do that if I don’t understand them.”

			“Yes, you can.” The crown prince added a word, raised his hand, and made a circular gesture.

			The severed umbilical still dangled from the skyraft that had carried the weapons crates, and the workers below spread the now empty net and began to reattach its corners to the cord’s end.

			So, he’d already suspected he would be catching big fish.
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			The Mimic Tower hummed, and the vibration tickled Brielle’s ankles. Wisps of dust came out from between the stone blocks—like skin flakes or poplar fluff. Instinct couldn’t decide whether to rush up or down, so she chose the way up, toward the cold air, away from the mechanical heart, the bridge, the faces.

			A wide window opened in the outer wall, looking over the red sea of rock and baked earth.

			The familiar stench of rotten eggs.

			Just as Brielle reached the window, a huge eye pressed against it, blocking the view. Time became the time of an illustrated book, suspended until the reader turns the page to look at the next picture. Seconds dragged by, she and the giant frozen opposite each other like participants in a “whoever moves first, loses” game. It followed me; it’s been following me the entire time, crawling up the wall.

			Shock took care of the stupor, and she dashed up the staircase the moment a hand burst through the window. She glanced back over her shoulder: fingers, caked with chippings, were feeling around the steps.

			Fuck fuck fuck. Brielle stumbled a few times but kept at it until she heard a noise from above. There was a second opening up ahead, a place she couldn’t go to because it smelled of death just like the window she ran away from.

			After all, the giant was humanoid, and humanoids have two upper extremities.
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			Whatever prevented Shea from seeing the Dumian tower—morphine damage or second sight—he knew now where the portals in its outer wall were. The Mimic Tower’s body lit up in a spiral, lesions on its skin gradually warming with purple.

			Everybody watched the lights, and Shea used the moment to swap places with the officer on his right. I need to get to Tatiana. If her co-conspirators were here, he sure as hell couldn’t identify them without her help. I need to …

			It got brighter, and the sky changed, though it wasn’t the dawn freshening things up. He didn’t remember that blend of crimson and orange, as if it were too peculiar for the brain to take a daguerreotype of; he recognized it. The Drakiri firmament. A few sighs came from the crowd, but they were military: they knew how to suppress the sense of wonder just as they knew how to suppress fear.

			Somewhere behind Shea, a dog howled with an asthmatic puff. He flinched, glancing around and stifling the impulse to call to the Queen Mother—but he still couldn’t see her.

			… And then a tile in his mind slid into place, as though his brain had succeeded in resolving an optical illusion: the Mimic Tower disappeared. In front of him, a black stem protruded from the depression in the ground, a pole devoid of the external embellishments of its Owenbeg counterpart.

			The Dumian tower. So that’s what you look like. A basalt shadow. But the shadow didn’t remain alone for long: the Mimic Tower, the real one, materialized a hundred feet to the left, just outside the foundation pit, impaling a dancing skyraft in the process.

			This time, no sighs, only a silence, dense, palpable. The great machine overhead tilted, emitting a deep, wounded-whale moan, and the air filled with the stench of ammonia. A piece of the hull tumbled down; everybody, in a daze, watched it fall. It crashed into the pit, kicking up clouds of dust.

			“Rudi!”

			Pieces came into motion; the crowd stirred; soldiers raced to the ballistae. The Queen Mother shouldered her way toward the crown prince, repeating, “Rudi, Rudi, are you all right?” The pug’s desperate barking followed her from the forest of human feet.

			Shea squinted: among the orange-crimson clouds, a black shape moved and, like an ape, began crawling down the Mimic Tower. The fingers closing around Brielle’s body came back to him, and the same tree-trunk fingers stretching out of the portal. For a moment, he knew what a fever fit felt like. Time’s up. True to her professed policy of noninvolvement, Cara did nothing, but he couldn’t understand Tatiana. Maybe she was paralyzed by the sight, maybe she was afraid to act, maybe she’d decided to wait. He wasn’t about to find out.

			“Your Majesty! Your Majesty!” Pushing people aside, he moved to intercept the Queen Mother. “Let me through, I must have a word …”

			The pain in his side made him fold in two, and someone behind, perhaps giving in to their own anxiety in the face of the unknown, twisted his arms.

			The prince heard him. “What the hell is my mother doing here?” A wave of a hand, and a couple of officers squeezed the queen from both sides—the men nevertheless tried their best not to look at her.

			The pug barked. Shea’s bent wrists burned, but to his surprise, what he felt was relief. The apparition was gone, he could see the Dumian tower, and that meant he wasn’t crazy.

			A pity he’d regained his sanity just as the world was about to lose it.

			[image: ]

			After she’d buried the seagull, she paid one final visit to the arcade, but the magic had slipped away through an infinitesimal crack in the glass sky: the glowing bats of the lamps had decayed into peat, the signs simply cited the names of the places, all the cookies tasted the same.

			And in the carriage en route to Owenbeg, she realized that just as she’d tried to let go of her hopes and dreams by tying a beaded bracelet around a bird’s leg, the arcade and the Drakiri musician had been her attempt to escape responsibility. She wanted to stay among the white spires, sure, but more than that, she didn’t want to return. That alone meant she had to.

			Who knew, perhaps the old woman’s words had turned a screw in that clumsy contraption called life, and she would indeed find someone to love, or at least care about—and if so, she promised herself, she would be sure not to let the magic seep away.

			To simply love and be loved.
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			The hands withdrew; the air streamed in. Brielle didn’t take the time to consider what had happened, or why: reasoning had lost its value a hundred feet below. She ran up, bursting, after only two whirls of the staircase, onto the top floor.

			This was it, the summit, open to all winds—and there were actual winds, real fresh air, as opposed to the rotten eggs variety. The red sea no longer lapped against the horizon; in fact, the horizon suspiciously reminded her of all the places where she used to live.

			Legs couldn’t carry her anymore, and she crashed to her knees, sliding a few inches across the glassy floor. When her blurred reflection stared at her, a thing came out, a laugh, a sob, growing, spilling out in a wave. Real horizon. I did it. I survived. With both her nose and mouth, she sucked in air, greedily. She wanted to drink it. I promise I won’t stop breathing, not even for a second, until I die.

			Brielle tried to stand, falling back to her knees. Laughed. On the next attempt, she managed to rise and tottered to the edge.

			With every step, realization grew: she wouldn’t go back. The thought of descending the staircase was claustrophobic: for most of the way, she wouldn’t know if the world outside was still hers.

			“No, Father,” she said. “I’d rather jump.”

			She became the figure at the top of the Tower; and maybe it wasn’t she who had seen it, but someone else; maybe she’d looked at herself through someone else’s eyes.

			Below, the tail section of a skyraft protruded from the Tower’s side. Ahead, a clean black column jutted out of a pit, and at its base, mind-numbingly far below, people scurried toward ballistae.

			[image: ]

			“Ashcroft.” the crown prince swerved on his heels. “Ashcroft! Is that the thing you mentioned earlier?”

			The giant’s arms and legs were clearly visible now.

			“Let go of me! That thing means we’re all going to suffer a lot, Sontse, real soon.”

			“Instructions, Your Grace?” Tatiana asked.

			“Instructions? You’re asking for instructions—why are you even wearing those bloody epaulettes? Aim the ballistae!”

			With a groan, the weapons crawled forward, trying to get line of sight to something they weren’t meant to point at.

			Meanwhile, the impaled skyraft’s dancing partner still performed its part of the pirouette, rolling to squeeze between the towers. When it came alongside the descending giant, the crew must’ve panicked. Shea didn’t see the arrows, but he saw the rising sun stab the metal tips. The giant stopped, reached out, and grabbed the machine by the edge. Flung it out, easily, like a toy.

			The skyraft spun, going down.

			The prince waved his hand, and a swarm of ballista bolts rose into the air. A couple hit the creature, more hit the Tower, and even more missed the mark altogether. The toothpicks didn’t seem to deter the giant—it jumped to the ground, gracefully, a dancer moving underwater, stretched out its arm, and grabbed a handful of the scaffolding. Almost casually threw it at the nearest ballista.

			A wave of wood swept over the screaming bodies, leaving stakes dipped in blood in its wake.

			If any of the daze had remained, now it was gone: everyone ran, on the ground level and below. Shea’s hands came free, and the group he was part of took off, dragging him along and away from the giant. Out of the corner of his eye, he glimpsed the soldiers form a protective circle around the crown prince. The polyphonous creaking meant the ballistae were moving again. A trumpet blared—perhaps the person blowing it was half-mad with fear and thought a thin brass tube might save them. The pug joined in, howling.

			A few seconds into this seemingly aimless race, Shea glanced back over the people’s heads. The giant paid no attention to the bolts that hedgehogged its chest; it swept another weapon like it was nothing more than a crossbow. An explosion caused the ground to go into throes and Shea’s company to thin out: a smaller dawn bloomed where the falling skyraft had rammed into the plain. Half the indigo caps dispersed in different directions, but Tatiana was still there, as was Cara, the Queen Mother and her dog, too, judging by the howls.

			Their sprint had a destination after all. The boots clattered on wooden boards now: underfoot, a bridge stretched over the foundation pit. Vertigo didn’t take hold because Shea realized where they were headed—for the tower. After that, he couldn’t look anywhere but up until the black stem devoured them.

			There was no void, no play of strong contrasts, no cities. A latticework of slimmer staircases took up all space inside, a spiderweb with objects caught in it: gangway planks, beams, barracks-like boxes. Everything threw shadows on everything else, to the point light and dark made no sense anymore, and even the purple hearths couldn’t introduce enough spectrum. Sounds from the outside diminished, but every ten seconds ended in a thunk that could only mean one thing: another ballista becoming a fountain of wood chips.

			The white uniform flashed up a staircase to their left, and they were on the move. Nobody said anything; a kind of instinctive telepathy emerged, which often takes over people facing the threat of death—at that moment, it was clear to everybody the safest place was near the crown prince.

			He must’ve entered the tower through another passage. Shea followed the others up the stairs the prince had taken, past a purple stain—an anti-gravity device embedded in the wall—and there he stood, in a portal, alone, a silhouette on the platform that seemed to connect with the horizon.

			A window into autumn. Only the perfume of forgotten things was gone, replaced by a metallic taste and the smell of freshly felled trees.

			The prince shouted something to the people below. The portal provided a limited view of the battlefield, the enormous figure and the smaller ones passing in and out of the canvas, but Shea heard several ballistae going silent. This time, there were no smashing sounds and no screams.

			What is the prince doing? Shea thought just as the umbilical cord with the net attached to it swam into view and slid between two weapons, still shooting, that stood right before the prince’s platform: the last remaining skyraft was changing position.

			He silenced all the ballistae except these two—he’s luring the giant toward the net. Heaven help us, he really intends to catch it.

			“You’re insane,” he shouted, but nobody paid attention.

			The creature approached: a thump, another thump. It stepped into view and immediately crushed one of the shooting ballistae—bodies flying like leaves—but to reach for the other one, it had to put its massive foot into the trap. The crown prince raised a fist, and somewhere, the skyraft creaked, going from a standstill to a steep climb.

			The giant floundered as the net yanked it up. The hunter had become the prey: inhuman strength or not, the fact it had climbed down the Mimic Tower instead of jumping meant it couldn’t survive heights.

			“Yes!” The crown prince kept his hand up and repeated the phrase he’d said on the palace’s balcony after dealing with the protesters. “Steady as she goes.”

			The skyraft hummed overhead, invisible behind the tower’s wall. Apart from that, all sounds died away. The prince turned around, breathing heavily, taking in Shea’s group.

			“Thank you for the present, Ashcroft. You didn’t want war? A couple of those bloody creatures clearing the way for an army, and there will be no war. Just consolidation.”

			“You’re delusional. Do you think you’ll be able to control it?”

			“No. Not delusional. Visionary. We’re taking the thing to the city for a few tests—as soon as I’m done cracking this other tower open. We’ll reshape the world, Shea. Turn it into paradise. Do you hear me, all of you? Into paradise!”—the latter addressed to the survivors below.

			To Shea’s left and right, faces—save for Cara’s—were flushed with admiration. True evil, that’s where it is. Realization weighed him down like a stone on the neck of a drowning man, and it was twice as heavy. Evil wasn’t in the giant, or the Mimic Tower: Drakiri had created them, unwittingly, as mirrors of the darker facets of their own psyche. Evil wasn’t even in the crown prince; it hid in the silent consent, in every nod of approval and every “yes.”

			“Tatiana!”—but her face became a reflection of the others’. Shea opened his mouth to call to the Queen Mother before realizing it would be pointless. Even if these people had learned their master conspired to kill them all, they would twist their way around that fact and keep going until he would tell them to stop.

			Still, an idea lingered in the gray zone between memory and mind. How much wonder could reality tolerate? If it was possible to conceive of a breed of gulls endemic to a city of spires, if it was possible for Pangania to change from peninsula to island depending on the prevailing belief, could he venture a step further?

			He shifted his gaze to the dog. “Say ‘mama,’ ” he whispered. Then, louder, “Say ‘mama.’ Say ‘mama,’ you bastard!”

			Someone pushed him to his knees, tried to quiet him—but Shea shook off the palms covering his mouth.

			“Sag mama, sag mama, you piece of shit!”

			The pug stopped its prancing. It stared at the Queen Mother, tilting its head, as though considering something—or remembering. The world stood still for a second. Then, it changed. The boy on the beach laughed and threw his arms up to the sky.

			“Mama,” said the dog. “Mama, mama, mama.”

			Mama.

			The queen went pale. Suddenly, her age showed, in the pose, in the veiny hands with which she picked up the pug.

			“Mama,” it said and licked her face.

			With paper-white lips, she tried to force out a word. “Sontsko”—once to the animal, once to the crown prince.

			Looking at her son, she added a phrase with the name “Iosi” in it, perhaps a question, perhaps a statement, Shea could never tell with those downward inflections at the end. The prince was busy shouting orders to the soldiers manning the ballistae, and everybody else tried to look anywhere but at the Queen Mother—and because of that, no one saw her approach the figure in white. No one saw her push her son before it was already too late.

			At the last moment, the crown prince swirled around, trying to keep his balance. He flapped his arms, gasping, a child learning to speak—or a bird about to take off. Then, he fell.

			“Say ‘mama,’ ” Shea whispered and wiped the blood from his nose.

			He made an effort to erase the picture, the flapping arms, a boy running after the gulls, a memory from a boat trip a lifetime away. Apparently, the Queen Mother tried to do the same: she dropped the pug—who yelped as if it was him who’d been pushed to his death—and took a step toward the edge of the platform.

			“Tatiana!” Shea called, but the little dog proved quicker, sinking its teeth into the hem of the royal dress.

			“Mma. Mma.” It pulled, causing the woman to halt.

			In a delayed reaction, Shea’s hands were behind his back again, but Tatiana raised her palm, and the pressure disappeared. “Mama,” the pug said. The queen picked it up and slowly lowered her face into its fur. She didn’t sob—people need to sob when they feel grief, not when they are it.

			“Get the queen to safety,” someone said, and a man rushed forward; it was one of the sweating officers—a co-conspirator, or perhaps an ordinary opportunist.

			“No,” the queen said, “no, I won’t leave Rudi like this.”

			Her voice broke, but this time, there was no hint of an internal conversation. She was fully present.

			All the while, Tatiana had been staring at something outside. “Your Majesty, we’ll take care of your son’s body. Please step back. Step back, now.” She nudged the Queen Mother into the tower, carefully shielding her from whatever it was that could scare a person who’d just survived an attack by an alien giant.

			Slowly, Shea trod in the opposite direction, out onto the platform.

			The net stirred in the sky, the skyraft going into a spin to compensate. Below, a body in white lay sprawled in the dirt, and the military had separated into two groups, the larger one encircling the smaller one—the transfer of power was taking place in real time, though Shea wasn’t sure whether the royalists or the rebels were gaining the upper hand. Probably the latter, seeing how Tatiana had showed no signs of concern with whatever was happening on the ground. Indeed, her attention must’ve been focused on another thing entirely.

			Half of the horizon belonged to this world, half didn’t. Red rock stumps, the moss of forests—and out of those forests crawled overgrown babies, ten, twenty, thirty, more than he could count. A squirming, whispering mass of bodies—though the word “whisper” described the sound’s character and not its volume. One can’t hear a whisper from miles away.

			Tatiana moved next to him. He lowered his eyes: her hands were the hands of an old person, swollen, powdery-white. She’s terrified. The thought felt weird, detached. Why was she afraid and he wasn’t? Then Shea understood: she saw something horrible and didn’t comprehend it—her reaction was that of a prehistoric human encountering fire for the first time. He knew more, but that knowledge was so immense it made the events surreal, as if he’d wandered into a play and suddenly had to replace one of the actors. His mind refused to believe it was about to die.

			He reckoned that period of self-deception wouldn’t last.

			“Suggestions, my lord?” Tatiana asked in a flat tone. “I think you told Sontse to destroy both towers.”

			“Yes.” He remembered the purple garland winding around the Dumian monolith: the tulips were spread too far apart to kick-start a chain reaction. Above, the giant in the net kicked, shaking the surviving skyraft, which, despite everything, still maintained altitude. Shea pointed at it. “We’ll use it as a ram.”

			“Shea, in case you haven’t noticed, we only have one left.”

			“Not quite true.”

			The impaled raft’s engine protruded from the Mimic Tower, intact. And there was a white dash at the Tower’s top.

			“How do you plan to get to that machine in time?” Tatiana said.

			A dash, a shard of glass, a piece of the sun. A human figure.

			“Give me a spyglass, quick.”

			A cold tube slid into his hand.

			Brielle? Brielle, is that you? “I can’t believe it.” He squinted. “I think … I’m not sure, but I think someone I know is up there.”

			“Someone you know?”

			“Yes. Cara,” he called. “Cara, please.”

			Behind them, the Drakiri woman shook her head, and the first wave of primal fear washed over Shea.

			He tried on what remained of a smile, hoping it would fit. “I understand you don’t want to get involved. Let me tell you something, I didn’t want to get involved, either. I felt I had no right to bring down Daelyn’s tower. But then I realized one thing: I’d already been in, up to here.” He slapped his neck with the side of his hand. “You can’t stay out of this, you physically can’t. Involvement is not a point in time, it’s not an event, it starts the moment you open your damn mouth. And after that, it doesn’t stop until you’ve dropped dead.”

			Cara gave him a look.

			[image: ]

			Brielle had seen the good part of the horizon—now it was time for the other part. The world was sewn together from two swathes as if a pauper had funneled all his money into buying a strip of expensive fabric, but in the end, it only proved enough for half the jacket. The naked figures. The ones farther from the seam crawled and appeared less formed, the ones closer were rising to their feet, copies of the giant that had followed her along the Tower’s wall. The picture was that of a dream fleshing itself out on a fast approach to dawn.

			Air brushed her cheek: a bird hovered over her right shoulder. A gull. A mechanical one, metal feathers, a glossy wedge of a tail. She should’ve felt awe—if only she had any capacity for amazement left. Brielle reached out and pulled at a paper scrap tied to the bird’s neck.

			Go into full reverse, the note said, destroy it. Please. Shea.

			Where was he? At that other tower, on the ground next to the ballistae, somewhere else? Was he asking the same of her she’d asked of him the last time they saw eye to eye, to drive the nightmare into the hole from which it had crawled?

			And then she realized her considerations weren’t worth a damn—because this was it. She wouldn’t return to the bridge, the faces, the traps for small animals, and spending one more minute at the summit would mean allowing herself to become stationary. She’d never flown a skyraft before, but it seemed inconceivable it would be more difficult than anything she’d already accomplished.

			Easy. Easy, sure. The thousand feet pulled her in—Brielle shuddered and stepped back from the edge.

			A touch of gold on her boots: the morning sun came out of the clouds, gilding the Tower in a sudden bout of generosity. The copper road …. She exhaled, trying to summon the state of mind that had allowed her to cross the bridge.

			She wouldn’t falter, she wouldn’t wait, she wouldn’t allow herself to stop.

			Brielle sprinted back to the staircase.

			No more than ten whirls later, a hundred feet down, she burst into an open wound. The change came without warning, no pieces of wreckage, no cracks in the stone. The skyraft’s body looked as if it had always been there, the lines along which it blended with the walls clean the way they would appear on architectural plans, her plans, the plans of her tower. She had luck, though: the hinges of the door to the control cabin had landed an inch away from the staircase’s stem.

			Inside, the steering wheel and the acceleration lever remained free, too. Here goes nothing.

			[image: ]

			Shea threw one last glance at the spiderweb—it quivered now, caked with dust, the pieces stuck in it shifting against each other. He could almost hear music. He still heard the music’s echo outside as they crossed the wooden bridge, as they ran past the ballistae.

			The raft that carried the deadly cargo had gone straight through, slicing off the tip of the tower—after that, it was simply a matter of time. The crew retained control, and the machine descended in a wide spiral, though without its bounty—the net with the giant thrashed, caught on the tower’s jagged edge.

			The music in Shea’s mind cadenced to a real, high-pitched scream, and he thought somebody blew the trumpet again. Then he realized the sound came from the aft section of the impaled skyraft. It quivered in an effort to break free. The Mimic Tower started to curl up, trying its best to resist the pull, but it was clear the chips had already fallen.

			With a wail, the ancient nightmare snapped in two.

			It blinked, as though someone had shone a light through a piece of paper.

			The giants on the horizon, visible from the ground now, froze.

			At the top of the Dumian tower, fingers stretched through the net’s lozenges and kept stretching and shriveling until they doubled in length; the rest of the palm followed, the wrist, the forearm, all thin like a cord. In its final moments, the creature reached for the one thing it knew in this world.

			But the black column it was tied to already caved in on itself. For a moment, Shea saw both towers in a kaleidoscope, reflection upon reflection folding and crumbling. Then it was all gone.

			No ripple, no aftereffect for the mind to cling to: both abominations disappeared along with the giant and the alien part of the sky, giving the sun—the normal, honest sun—a chance to dismantle the shadow theater piece by piece.

			No, there was an effect after all: a human figure, falling.

			Shea ran, uselessly, knowing full well there was nothing he could do.

			“Brielle! Brielle”—as though she would hear him.

			In the end, he’d won, but not before adding another piece to his pile of guilt.

			Brielle, Lena, Lena, the lantern inside the Owenbeg tower’s carcass, the bodies in the courtyard. His mind raced through the memories while his body raced toward the foundation pit. He kept glancing up, counting the seconds that passed and the seconds that remained.

			The wind blew up dust, brilliant in the rising sun. A corner of a cloud went purple and moved, and a thought visited him—turning his stomach into a dead weight—that the portal was opening again, but it wasn’t that. It was a bird, a beautiful, glowing bird.

			Shea ran for a while longer before tears blurred everything, and then he fell to the ground and lay there on his back, wiping his eyes, laughing like a kid as high above a seagull slid under a falling woman.

			THE DOGS III

			Dogs. This week, they’d taken over the capital.

			Dogs on leashes, dogs running free, dogs carried around—and they all talked. None could form a complete sentence, but they had a grasp of the essential vocabulary: eat, walk, jog. Cat. Mama.

			“I still can’t believe this is happening,” Brielle said.

			To her right, a butcher hunkered down so that his apron dusted the pavement, and a terrier took a running leap into his arms.

			“Master,” it said. “Master. Eda.”

			“ ‘Eda’ means ‘food,’ so you know,” Shea said. “And I can’t believe it, either—but you and I seem to be the only ones.”

			“I still get a coronary every time a fucking dog speaks. Why isn’t anyone else bothered?”

			“Cara explained it to me as the brain’s defensive mechanism. She said our mind constantly adapts to interpret the reality around us. For everybody, it’s as if our four-legged friends have always been able to speak.”

			“Yes, but why aren’t we affected?”

			“Well, I’m the one who wished for it. As for you, we can only guess—perhaps it’s because you weren’t technically in this world when the change happened.”

			They strolled in silence for a while, each listening to their own thoughts.

			“Have you …” Brielle gave him a sidelong glance. “Have you wished for anything else since then?”

			I have, heaven knows I have. “I tried, but … I don’t know why it worked that time—maybe it was the proximity to the Mimic Tower, maybe blind luck. Maybe it was the moment. Something in the air, is what you say in this case, right? I’m just happy to see you again, Brielle.”

			“Me too.”

			A woman in a crinoline dress walked past them, a poodle on a leash trudging in her wake.

			“Beautiful mama,” the poodle said.

			“Damn.” Brielle sighed. “I’ll never get used to this.”

			“People did get used to the gulls.” Above, a string of black dashes connected two roofs for a moment, bridging the gap into the orange-blue, transparent infinity. The city bubbled with murmurs, smells, faces, as though an outer layer sealing it all had melted away.

			“I heard the Queen Mother is going to offer you and me positions at court,” Brielle said. “I’m not sure about that, honestly. My Dumish is nonexistent.”

			“Well.” Shea raised three fingers. “You’ve just learned the word ‘eda,’ and ‘coffee’ and ‘tea’ are universal—so starvation won’t be an issue. On the plus side, we’re all heroes now, officially, right? What I want to say is, the things I’ve heard during my botched trial—I wouldn’t leave the country if I were you.”

			Brielle arched her eyebrow, her red hair a neat coda to autumn. “Does this mean you’re going to take the offer?” she asked cautiously.

			He studied the pavement. “Yeah. Sure, I’m going to take the offer.”

			They entered the palace plaza and strolled toward the front staircase as the evening thinned, its traces circling the sunset.

			They were all there—the Queen Mother and her pug, Tatiana, some officers he recognized—against the mellow warmth seeping from behind the grand doors. Not Cara, though; nobody had seen Cara after the Mimic Tower’s collapse. Maybe she preferred to be forgotten. Maybe she really had been a reflection that shattered along with the portal. But anyway, she must be at peace now.

			The queen saw them and waved.

			“Ready?” Brielle put her foot on the first stair.

			“You go ahead. I need to …. I want to spend a minute outside, take in the evening. It’s a beautiful evening.”

			“Right.” She patted him on the arm. “Just don’t be long, okay?”

			She ascended the stairs and joined the group, saying something to them he couldn’t hear.

			“See you in the great hall, Shea!” Tatiana shouted.

			He nodded. Waited until they’d disappeared inside. Then he turned, crossed the plaza, and dived back into the streets where shadows and whispers made him feel as though he swam in stagnant water.

			The glass sky, the lamps hanging from the roof like glowing bats. Shea stopped in front of the arcade, looking at the message written on the signs. He knew now what it was, what he’d felt the last time but failed to see. Out of the scattering of fonts and foreign words, one name stood out to him: ‘Call of the Past.’ It was in his own language—perhaps the place’s owner was a homesick émigré, or someone profiting from them. The past. It would feel good not to carry the memory of it around. Why can’t we live every day like the birds? You, staying in Duma, happy forever under the glass sky, and me …. Well. I’m sure somewhere, in a different reality, I wouldn’t need to do what I’m about to do.

			It would take him at least two hours to get to the skyraft pier on foot, and he only had about half an hour before Brielle and the others would realize something had happened and start searching for him. So it would’ve been prudent to hire a carriage—still, he couldn’t deny himself the pleasure of one last walk through the city.

			Life is random, and cruelly so, and it’s difficult to believe there’s sense or structure to it—did I tell you this? But even with chance constantly playing dice at our expense, in the end, someone has to assume responsibility. The bodies in the courtyard called him, the lantern smoldered in the ruined tower, and he only knew one way to settle his account.

			What he’d said to Brielle applied to the other side of the political fence, of course—after all, he’d had a hand in the death of Daelyn’s enemy. Perhaps that would count for something. Perhaps.

			Above, the first stars were all the constellations whose names he’d never learned. A woman stood with her back to a yellow shop window, using its glow to sketch the street; she looked like Lena. He wanted her to be Lena.

			“You look so fine,” he said, “in the half-light.”

		

OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/1.jpg





OEBPS/image/forLinks.jpg
SLEEPING WORLDS
HAVE NO MEMORY

Yaroslav Barsukov

CAe‘EZQ>

SF & FANTASY
ARC MANOR

LLLLLLLLLLLLLLLLL

HHHHHHHHHHHH
PPPPPPPPP





OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/2.jpg








OEBPS/image/forLinks1.jpg
CAEZI





OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/font/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf


OEBPS/image/Cover.jpg
“Eloquent, moody, poetic...masterful.”
—Beth Cato, author of 4 Thousand Recipes for Revenge

SLEEPING WORLDS
IAVE MO TEMORY






OEBPS/image/5.jpg






